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PMI Volunteering: A Chance to Learn and Grow!            
                             by Michael Adams, PMP 

I took my first PMP examination in the summer of 2011. I had completed a crash course, paid for by my employer, I had 
studied, and I was ready. I had memorized formulae, read about processes, tools & techniques, and I was good at passing 
tests. Imagine my shock, when I discovered that I had failed to pass that test. I had never failed a certification test before 
and I experienced anger, then embarrassment, then profound disappointment. My self-confidence drained, as if someone 
had removed a plug from my feet and confidence poured out from me into a puddle on the floor. 

How could I tell my employer? How could I face co-workers tomorrow morning? Next day people came by, smiled and 
asked, “how did your test go?” I thought, “why did I tell anyone about that stupid test?” My stomach coagulated into a 
churning mass of anxiety, and my face burned with embarrassment. 

“I didn’t pass.” I said, with a pained expression. This prompted sympathetic nods, pats on the shoulder, all accompanied 
by, “I’m sorry. That is a tough test.” In the next weeks, I learned that historically, the PMP has a high failure rate among 
professional certification exams. I forged an excuse beginning with the fact that my home town had been evacuated the 
week after my PMP Prep Boot Camp. This was true, and it impacted my studies, but I have to own the fact that I didn ’t 
study after returning home. In short, I did too little too late. 

Next year, my manager mentioned to our group that there were open positions on the local PMI board. I asked for infor-
mation and asked if a PMP is required to serve. He said I could serve, so I made myself available as the VP of Education. I 
was elected by a slim margin, and immediately, I was tasked with scheduling and organizing a PMP Prep course, to begin 
in January. It was December, and the PMP Prep is our chapter’s primary fundraiser.                       
                                                                         ...continued on page 3 
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President’s Letter - Volunteering 

 

As the holiday season begins to approach us, we start to think about how 
we can give back to those in need, our neighbors, our friends, and our 
families. PMI Westchester is marching towards achieving our objective of 
giving back to the community in the form of volunteering. 

Back in September, we asked our chapter meeting attendees if they 
wanted to volunteer and what types of activities would make them feel 
proud to be a PMI Westchester member. We received an overwhelming 
positive response along with a number of amazing ideas of how we can 
help out in Westchester and the surrounding areas. Right now, our Pro-
gram team is working on putting together a plan to have members work 
with a local charity. You will hear more about this upcoming event at the 
November chapter meeting and how you can get involved. 

However, I don’t want to just stop here. Our chapter’s existence is to be a 
central place for project/program managers, current and future leaders, 
managers, executives and more to come learn, grow, and find ways to 
spread their knowledge outward. The more ways we find to get our 
known talents understood, the more people we can reach. I am encour-
aging our members to form your own groups, come to the chapter for 
support, and we will help you volunteer in your own communities. 

I’m going to keep repeating the mantra of “be a part of the conversation” 
and reach out to any of the Board of Directors, volunteers, or members. 

Brenda Horton, PMP 
President 
PMI Westchester 
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PMI Volunteering A Chance to Learn and Grow                 
                      ….continued from page 1 

 

In a hurry, I met with the previous office holder, gathered all the information available, 
and read that information. I made phone calls to find a location, confirmed availability 
of volunteer instructors, and sent announcements to the chamber of commerce, small 
businesses, personal mail lists, etc… 

We didn’t have enough time to market properly, so I cancelled the course when two 
days before it was to begin, no one had registered. I rescheduled for the late spring, 
after the PMBOK 5th edition would become official. 

As the course date approached, I had only to get new curricula relevant to the 
5th edition PMBOK guide, and confirm the instructors and location. I had done most 
of the work already, and our second attempt was astoundingly successful. We had 30 
students register, making this the most successful PMP Prep course our chapter had 
produced. 

I went to the course every week, to ensure that instructors had what they needed, 
and to learn what I could in preparation for my second attempt at passing the PMP 
exam. I implemented quality control practices and scheduled a mandatory instructors 
meeting to review the results from a mid-course quality survey. 

The course was a success. Several attendees have subsequently passed their PMP 
exams. I also passed my exam, in July. I planned to take another turn as the VP of 
education, and continue developing new ideas, but our past president asked me to 
consider running for the position of incoming president. After some consideration, I 
did, and was elected. I’ll be serving as the incoming president next year, and as pres-
ident the following year. 

I believe that volunteering for PMI helped me to pass my PMP exam by allowing me 
to practice skills that I don’t use in my work. I rebuilt my self-confidence, and I was 
able to participate in a second PMP Prep Course. This was a fantastic experience, 
and I look forward to many years of serving as a volunteer with PMI.      
                          

Mike Adams, PMP is the President 

of the Otowi Bridge, NM chapter of 

PMI. 

https://www.facebook.com/PMI-Westchester-Chapter-340532847939/?fref=ts
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/115286
https://twitter.com/PMIWestchester
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Tips for Project Management in Volunteer Organizations 
                                                   by Esther Schindler 

It’s hard enough to motivate team members when you pay them. But project manage-
ment for an all-volunteer organization has its own unique challenges. 

In the late 90s, I once arranged a “meet the press” panel for a meeting of 
the Association of PC User Groups. One of the computer user group officers, clearly 
thinking about the difficulty of convincing his members to contribute newsletter arti-
cles, asked my magazine editor how he motivated writers. “That’s easy,” Alan replied. 
“I tell Esther, ‘If you don’t write, you don’t eat.’” 

Whatever your angst as a project manager at your day job, you have this much to be 
grateful for: The team members are paid to get the job done. They may do it poorly, or 
with bad attitude, or they may otherwise disappoint you. But you have that basic moti-
vation which does not need to be said aloud: If they don’t work, they don’t eat. 

In a volunteer organization, that isn’t the case. People have to be motivated to get the 
job done, and they do it for every possible reason besides being paid. As the person 
in charge of the project, it means you need to develop different motivational skills, 
some of which do not come naturally.  

I should know. My parents imparted me with the “community service” gene, and I was 
always encouraged to share my passions and indulge my idealism. I’ve started com-
puter user groups, edited the newsletter for a model railroad club, acted as program 
chair for all-volunteer regional gatherings, served on nonprofit committees, and con-
tributed to open source projects. Sometimes all of them before lunchtime. 

And, I have discovered, I’m really good at it. One woman in my computer user group 
learned to avoid me because, she confessed afterwards, after talking to me she al-
ways found herself agreeing to help with another project. I’m the reason you can buy 
coffee mugs that say, “Stop me before I volunteer again!” 

The good news, at least, is that these volunteer management skills are transferrable 
to your own Day Job. Because if you can learn to encourage people to do their best 
when money isn’t a factor, you’ll be great at motivating them when it is. 

Here’s a few things I’ve learned about motivating volunteers. 

Find out what they are proud of, and enable them to share it. Don’t assume that eve-
ryone is motivated wholly by the organization’s grand lofty goal (“We’re going to 
change the world!”). A few may be driven by idealistic goals, and if you’re in charge 
it’s likely you’re one of them. 

However, most people want to have fun working for-or-with something they care 
about.                                                                                                     ...continued on page 6 

Ready to  

Volunteer? 

The PMI’s Volunteer 

Relationship Manage-

ment System (VRMS) 

makes it easy to 

search for volunteer 

opportunities through-

out the world.  

To get started, log in 

or register and visit 

the VRMS to find vol-

unteer opportunities 

that interest you.  
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What I Learned About Project Management From A Failed Volunteer Project 

                                                                                           

I like to start projects. But I don’t always finish them. Let me tell you a story about what I learned from a failed project. 

For several years, I have been a volunteer with various university alumni associations. I’ve created budgets. I’ve ran events like organizing a 
dinner to connect alumni and students interested in the financial industry. Those have gone well. Based on that track record, I felt confident 
about taking on larger projects. 

In 2015, I decided to organize an ambitious project to recruit 100 alumni mentors to support students at the University of Toronto. Several 
people were interested in the project. I had supporters. I had a plan. There was even a small budget to support the project. I also had some 
experience with mentorship through my participation in past mentorship programs. 

How I Failed In The Mentorship Project 

The project started with plenty of enthusiasm in the summer of 2015. I created a tracking spreadsheet to track prospective alumni mentors 
and their interests. I contacted people in my network and worked with other people. By the spring of 2016, I only had about 15 mentors re-
cruited. Believe me, writing up the project report for the board was not a fun activity. 

6 Project Management Lessons I Learned 

The project did not achieve the goal as defined in the scope statement: recruit 100 alumni mentors. From that perspective, it was a failure. 
However, I learned from the experience – even small projects need a robust process and routine to reach success. 

1. No Weekly Project Meeting 

Most projects have a weekly conference call. There’s a very good reason for that! It makes a big difference in keeping everyone organized. 
There’s also an incentive to have progress to report on each call. Given this was a virtual team, the support and connection from a regular 
check in call would also have made a difference. 

Resource: For more insight on this practice, listen to the excellent Manager Tools podcast: The Project Management Drumbeat Meeting. 

2. No Standard Operating Procedure 

This one is painful to admit because I have covered the value of SOPs on this website (How To Improve Quality With Standard Operating 
Procedures). In the mentorship project, I could have used SOPs for several activities – outreach, conversion and follow-up. 

Keep in mind that you need some data before you can create a SOP. I’m still thinking about the tipping point to determine when it makes 
sense to create a SOP. If I have to do an activity weekly or monthly and it has significant impact, then it makes sense to create a procedure. 

3. Vision and Enthusiasm Make A Big Difference 

This is a positive lesson learned from the project. I had a positive vision that attracted interest from association members and volunteers. 
Why? While universities engage alumni in various ways, fundraising is the most common call to action. 

In contrast, asking alumni to volunteer their time and support students was a novel invitation. The challenge was understanding the different 
levels of interest and connecting those people to the right opportunity. 

For added inspiration on this point, check out Simon Sinek’s popular TED talk: Simon Sinek: How great leaders inspire action. 

4. Lack of Milestones 

The end goal of the project was clear – recruiting 100 mentors. I did not have clear milestones to mark progress through the project. Looking 
back now, this could have been done in thirds or quarters (e.g. 25, 50, 75 and 100). Each milestone could then trigger a meeting to assess 
progress. 

5. The “Oh, It’s A Small Project” Assumption 

If you read the Project Management Body of Knowledge, there is a vast literature of processes, documents and techniques. It ’s a great pro-
cess for building a nuclear submarine, apartment building or satellite. In smaller projects, that level of detail often feels like overkill. 

Unfortunately, I went too far in the other direction – too little process. The lesson? Keep systems and processes in place even with small pro-
jects so that you can deliver them on time. 

6. Ineffective Delegation 

In project management, it’s important to recruit and work with team members. In this project, I could have done a better job with my project 
team. While I did have a few volunteers and went through some light training with them, there was much more I could have done. 

Inspiring volunteers to commit and work on a project is difficult. Yet, I could have done better in this area. I think it would have been better to 
work with a larger team and assign each team member a smaller task (e.g. recruit 20 team members and ask each of them to recruit 5 alum-
ni.)                                                                                                                                                                             
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Tips for Project Management in Volunteer Organizations                                                               …..cont from page 4 

Instead, approach team members individually. People love to be asked to help with something specific where they have some meas-

ure of enthusiasm, and wherein you (sincerely) value their expertise. Tell the would-be volunteer why you thought of him for this job, 

and why he would be perfect for it; few people can resist genuine appreciation and admiration. 

A case in point. I’m on the review committee for the Anita Borg Systers Pass-It-On Awards, a non-profit that gives cash grants to 

women in IT. But I’m busy, so I don’t go out of my way to volunteer for additional tasks. Yet I got a personal note from an organizer of 

the Grace Hopper Celebration of Women in IT, asking if I’d be willing to moderate a “lunchtime table topic” for women interested in 

writing about technology… and gosh, how could I say no? I have a lot of advice to share! 

Never ask for help in a general way. If you’re putting together a community fair, don’t ask from the podium, “Please let me know if 

you want to help!” Don’t expect people to respond to the e-mail newsletter plea to contribute. Few people ever step forward. 

Instead, be specific with your needs: “We need three people to put together the booth on Saturday morning,” or “We have to staff the 

clubhouse every afternoon during Christmas season.” Make it easy for someone to sign up, such as creating an online form where 

they fill in the details. But don’t expect to get the majority of your volunteers by a call from the podium or by spitting out an email mes-

sage. 

Appeal to their non-financial desires. Just as money is only one component of job satisfaction, volunteer workers want to feel that 

their contributions make a difference. Yes, they want to help the project succeed, but many also see opportunities for their own ca-

reers – or they should. In your one-on-one chats with members, do not be shy about the opportunity to leverage this experience. 

If you need someone to design a website for the project, or manage its accounting, or create costumes, find out which members 

might benefit from volunteering the time to do that job. A college student who designs the organization’s website can list the experi-

ence on her resume, and your recommendation may help her get her first job. A woodworker who wants an excuse to teach himself 

a new technique might be motivated by contributing his skills to a project he believes in. If nothing else, it’s an opportunity for small 

businesspeople to network with others who share their sense of what’s important. 

But again, never wait for the individuals to step forward. As project manager, you should get in touch with them. 

Someone who complains has just volunteered. It’s really frustrating for a project manager (who probably is a volunteer too) to stand 

at the podium and listen to a member whine about a problem. I’ve seen it contribute to volunteer organizer burnout, time and again. 

We like to be appreciated, too, and it seems like all you hear is the complaints. 

However, I’ve always taken the attitude that someone who complains has just offered to take over that part of the project – even if he 

didn’t know that’s what he was doing. When a computer user group member complained about, say, the signs in the parking lot, I 

replied publicly and with no snark, “That’s a good point, Brad. I can see that it matters a lot to you, and you’ve given it a lot of 

thought. In fact, I hereby delegate you to work on those signs and address the problem. Can you give us a report on the options by 

our meeting next month?” 

This has one of two results. Either Brad shuts up, because he only wanted to whine – and I just made him responsible for the situa-

tion. Or – 80% of the time, in my experience – he enthusiastically accepts the challenge and tries to fix the issue. 

In reality, Brad may be the only person who thinks the parking lot signs are a problem, but by giving him a way to contribute to what 

he thinks is important, he’s now a part of the overall solution. Either way, as project manager you just shut up a complainer, which is 

no small feat. 

And two last items, which I hope are obvious enough that examples aren’t necessary: 

Respect their time. These people are contributing outside their day jobs, with schedules that probably are already busy. You’re ask-

ing them to ignore their kids while they work on this task. So don’t pretend something is easy or fast if it isn’t. 

                               …..cont on page 7 
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Esther Schindler has been 

writing about business topics 

since the early 1990s. 

The Critical Path is 

PMI Westchester’s 

free monthly        

newsletter, published 

as a  service for    

members and                 

non-members alike.  

 

 

 

 

 

We’re looking for your 

contributions!!  

Earn PDUs for every 

published article!  

To submit an article for 

publication,  

please contact : 

Kathy Steuber    

Newsletter Editor-In-

Chief 

 newsletter@pmiwestchester.org 

 

The Critical Path 

Call to Action 
Tips for Project Management in Volunteer Organizations ...cont from page 6                                                

Avoid politics. Nothing, nothing kills a volunteer project as fast as people jockeying for power. 

“University politics are vicious precisely because the stakes are so small,” said Henry Kissinger. 

These tips just scratch the surface, but if you adopt them, your volunteer project has a much 

better chance of success. 
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Volunteer Opportunities That Will Boost Your Career 
                                                       …..Forbes 

People are buzzing about volunteering these days, and with good reason: Studies have shown that volunteering 
strengthens communities, is good for your health—and can even help you land a job! 

However, if you are a busy professional, it can be challenging to find an opportunity that allows you to give 
back and move forward. Chances are, you want to do something related to a cause you truly care about, that fits 
into your busy schedule, and that can make the best use of your talents—maybe even giving you the opportunity 
to bolster your professional reputation. How many types of volunteer opportunities really fit that bill? 

Well, depending on what type of experience you’re looking for, plenty. Here are three opportunities to consider. 

1. Become a Charity Board Member 

What’s one thing that all 1.5 million nonprofits in the United States have in common? They all have a board of 
directors! Boards of directors are the governing bodies of nonprofits, and they approve budgets, establish long-
term strategy, oversee various organizational policies, and help raise money. And given the wide range of respon-
sibilities a board of directors has, they need people from all backgrounds to join. 

 2. Lend Your Skills Pro Bono 

Even with staff members and an active board, nonprofits might still need help with major projects, such as rede-
signing a website or developing a fundraising strategy. These kinds of projects are often too expensive for a non-
profit to pay for, so pro bono consultants, who lend their time and expertise to a good cause (at no cost) are life-
savers.  (PMI Westchester’s Board of Directors is a great example of a pro bono volunteer opportunity!) 

3. Help Others as a Business or Career Coach 

There are many nonprofits that strive to help people excel by offering job training or entrepreneurship coaching. 
To do this effectively, these nonprofits rely on expert advice from successful leaders (hint: like you!). Whereas a 
board member or pro bono consultant actually manages or oversees projects, as a coach, you’ll be working with a 
specific nonprofit to offer advice and insights to job seekers or budding entrepreneurs. 

Volunteering can be a rewarding way to help others while also growing your skills and expertise. Consider seek-
ing one of these opportunities this year, and look forward to reaping the many benefits.  
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Chapter Meeting 

Nov 15, 2016 6PM 

Using Agile Techniques to 

Manage Project Risks   

Agenda 

6:00 | Registration, Networking & 
Dinner 

 
6:45 | Announcements, Introduc-
tion of Program 

 
7:00 | Guest Speaker or Internal 
Program (1 PDU) 

 
8:00 | Participants network and/or 
participate in SIGs 

 
8:15 | PMO SIG, Quality SIG pro-
grams (1 PDU) 

 

Topic: 

Using Agile Techniques to Man-
age Project Risk 

 PDU Category:   

      Technical 

 Speaker:  

      Anita Dhir  

 

Fees: 

Chapter Members- $20 

Non-Members- $30 

We accept cash or checks.  Sorry, 
no credit cards. 

Location: 

Spellman Hall 
Iona College 

715 North Ave 
New Rochelle, NY 10801  

Parking  available n the college parking garage 

UPCOMING PMIW EVENTS 

Topic Date Time 

Chapter Meeting Nov 15, 2016 6:00 PM 

Breakfast Roundtable– Managing the Art of 

the Tough Conversation  

Dec 6, 2016 7:30 AM 

Chapter Meeting Dec 13, 2016 6:00 PM 

Chapter Meeting Jan 10, 2017 6:00 PM 

Breakfast Roundtable—Planning, Tracking 

and Control with MS-Project 

Jan 24, 2017 7:30 AM 
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PMI Offers On      
Demand Free   
Webinars for   

Members! 

 

If you are in need of PDUs 

and don’t know where to 

find them, look no further. 

PMI members can access 

a library of webinars ad-

dressing project manage-

ment trends, best practic-

es, how-to-guidance, and 

much more—all available 

to help you make meaning-

ful contributions to the pro-

ject that you lead or work 

on. 

You can choose from a 

variety of focus areas. Just 

simply log into PMI.org and 

go to the Learning, or click 

http://www.pmi.org/

learning/on-

demand_webinars.aspx 

and you can select from 

any number of free webi-

nars, all while earning pre-

cious PDUs toward you 

recertification.  

You have nothing to lose, 

only PDUs to gain!            

Happy Learning!! 

 

What is PMDoS? 

Created in 2014, the Project Management Day of Service (PMDoS) started out as 

a one-day community service event in the DC/MD/VA area in which project manag-

ers provide pro bono project management skills to nonprofit leaders requiring as-

sistance in assessing and planning projects for their organizations to succeed.  

These events bring together project managers and nonprofits working hard to 

serve our community to help them do more. We scope and plan projects for these 

wonderful organizations so that they can do more to serve our local communities. 

Our events in the DC area serve roughly 100 nonprofit organizations with a volun-

teer team of 300 project managers.  

PMDoS has since gone GLOBAL, however, with the participation in 2016-2017 of 

the PMI Hampton Roads (VA), New York City, and Queensland (Australia) PMI 

Chapters!  

Now we are literally changing the world, one project at a time! 

For more information on upcoming PMDoS events, please visit 

www.pm4change.org  


