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Meeting the Challenges of Managing Volunteers in the Digital Age:
Facilitating the Mentorship of African Agribusiness Entrepreneurs 

Introduction
At [University], a digital portfolio was used to develop, organize, and promote mentorship opportunities as part of the 2014 Empowering Aspiring Entrepreneurs for Economic Success: A Professional Fellows Program for Kenya, South Africa, and Uganda at [University]. “Creating professional relationships and mentoring experiences among U.S. entrepreneurs and mid-level, up-and-coming agricultural entrepreneurs from Kenya, South Africa, and Uganda” ([ Names, n.d.) was the primary aim of an exchange program for 23 professional Fellows and their volunteer mentors in 2014. The program participants (Fellows) represented agribusiness entrepreneurs, educators, and textile/food professionals. An essential part of the program’s success was establishing relevant internships involving intensive mentoring. The mentoring aspect of the program relied on volunteers that highlighted small business planning, food security management, and international agricultural trade.
White, Meyers, Doerfert and Irlbeck (2014) stated that “[the] Internet has had a significant impact in how agriculturists get their information and how they communicate.  The use of user-generated media, especially social media, now provides agriculturalists free and practically instantaneous channels through which to engage with their audience members” (p. 72). This finding supports what McKee and McKee (2012) indicated as the “new breed of volunteer . . . [they] communicate faster and more efficiently, mobilizing the masses more than ever before . . . They are tech-savvy, have multiple obligations, desire flexibility, and do not want to be micromanaged” (p. 23, 132).  
Attracting and informing potential volunteer mentors was a critical motivator for developing a digital resource for recruitment, training, and future reference purposes in regard to participants of this project. One online tool identified to facilitate engagement between [university] team members, volunteer mentors, and Fellow mentees was the development of a digital portfolio. This device provides an easy, efficient way to post and update critical documents, links, and multi-media content into an accessible online resource that addresses the information needs of these new volunteers. It can be used to promote a program, organize critical documentation, share information within a team or workgroup, and serve as a training resource that can be accessed anywhere via the Internet.
How it Works

To facilitate the development of a digital portfolio, a free online application called LiveBinders was identified as a system that could be tailored to fit the volunteer recruitment and training efforts needed for the Fellows program as well as future projects. Using online templates, LiveBinders users can easily upload documents and photos to develop visually attractive, useful resources. Developers and their intended audience(s) can access the digital resources immediately. Currently using any component of the LiveBinders site is free. Many examples are posted for use in producing professional portfolios to serve a number of purposes.
Results/Findings 

Developing materials to facilitate communication among the Fellows and their mentors both during the US-based mentorship as well as in the future was a primary responsibility of the program’s graduate assistant. The digital portfolio aligned well with the program team’s goal to encourage use of social media and Internet communication capabilities to enhance ongoing collaborations long-term. In the future, existing materials will be updated and enhanced. As well, additional resources and pictorial records of the project will be added for use by Fellows, their mentors, and [university] team members. Fifteen different types of documents were developed, formatted, and included in the Volunteer Mentor Portfolio (VMP): 
Innovative Poster


	Fellowship Group Photograph
	Mentor Thank You Letter 

	Mentee-Mentor Contact Information 
	Program Description

	Mentor Descriptions and Goals
	Program Mission and Objectives

	Mentor Evaluation Framework
	Program Policies and Procedures

	Mentor-Mentee Collaboration E-mail 
	Volunteer Certificate Sample 

	Mentor Orientation Training Agenda 
	Volunteer Mentor Application

	Mentorship Experience Goals 
	Volunteer Mentor Letter

	Mentor Recruitment Brochure 
	


Innovative Poster




Future Plans/Advice to Others

The LiveBinders online system has unlimited possibilities for use in community, public, private, and school environments. 
· Consider the goals of a program and its participants – items such as brochures, pictorial displays, background information, and applications to name just a few of the many promotional materials that can be used to market a program to potential volunteer mentors;
· Acknowledging the contributions of grantors, sponsors, and participants goes a long way to building social capital and enduring involvement in the program; 
· Using colorful templates, readable font styles, and including important symbols such as flags, historical information, and maps in digital portfolios give volunteer mentors and mentees the background and knowledge to succeed in building relationships from the beginning of their experience that stand to last long-term. 

Resources/Costs 

Program knowledge, volunteer qualities, time, and openness to experiment with digital capabilities are primary resources needed to build a LiveBinders online portfolio. It is beneficial for global communication, teaching and promotion of relevant programs and their volunteer management activities. In the case of this project, a portion of a half-time graduate research assistantship was used to develop the VMP. This online resource supports the US Congressional mandate of “increasing mutual understanding between people of the United States and other countries . . . and thus assisting in the development of friendly, sympathetic, and peaceful relations” (Harrison, Cecchini, Aabye, & Ettinger, 2014, p. 5), including    in the organizational sector and otherwise.
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