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VOLUNTEERING

Fueling Growth, Connection, and Shaping Our Gommunity
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These local organizations could not

provide their services without an army of
volunteers behind them.

In Douglas County, volunteers are essential for some
organizations to carry out their mission. No volunteers
means not accomplishing the purpose the group has set
out to do.

Visiting Nurses Association (VNA) has a network of volun-
teers who spend time as companions to homebound and hos-
pice patients in between visits from skilled nurses and other
professional staff. The Lied Center deploys a cadre of volun-
teers at every event and performance to usher and guide the
public around the building and auditorium. The LMH Gift Shop
is staffed by a slate of volunteers.

Without their collective army of volunteers, these organiza-
tions could not perform their functions. It's accurate to say that
the quality of life in Douglas County is uplifted by volunteers.

Hospice Companion

Laurie Comstock began volunteering for VNA about 15 years
ago when her kids were in college. She had participated in
Leadership Lawrence and learned about VNA and its con-
tinual need for volunteers. She says she always has enjoyed
spending time with the elderly, so VNA seemed like a good fit
for her spare time.

Here she is, a decade and a half later, having logged hundreds
and hundreds of volunteer hours with people and families of
Douglas County in one of the most tender and difficult stages
of life. Comstock typically volunteers with one or two patients
at a time when a family makes the decision to utilize hospice
care. She spends time with the patient weekly at his or her
home or care facility to provide companionship and comfort.

“When I'm old, | want someone to be patient and caring with
me,” Comstock says. “I've had really great experiences devel-
oping relationships over many months. | can add to their lives,
and they add to mine.”

Comstock freely admits she’s a talker and a people person, so
it's easy for her to appear in patients’ lives and find out what
they have in common for topics of conversation. Often, people
are slow to warm up, and some are experiencing dementia.
Comstock has a good sense for making them comfortable
with her presence. Usually, that builds up to them asking her
to do particular activities with them on her visits. She says
she has played card games, read stories, played Scrabble and
talked about the patients’ lives with them.

VNA volunteers select their patients, and Comstock chooses
elderly patients who are in hospice care. She has learned a
great deal about the end of life through VNA's training and her
own now-vast experience.

“l try to be comforting, stable and understanding. My visits
help me be the eyes and ears for the hospice nurses, social
workers, etc. Hopefully I'm helpful to them, too,” she says.

Hospice care started as a voluntary care group, and Medi-
care-certified hospice programs such as VNA are still required
to incorporate volunteers for 5 percent of the service hours
provided to patients, according to the Accreditation Commis-
sion for Health Care. So volunteers like Comstock are built into
VNA’s business model, which enhances patients’ experienc-
es, VNA hospice volunteer coordinator Sarah Rooney says.

“The volunteers provide a real human-to-human connection
during hospice. They aren’t a part of the team that has a job to
do; they aren’t taking the patient’s pulse, for example,” Rooney
says. “For families who can’t afford home health care, the vol-
unteer is there when someone just needs a break from care-
giving—and it gives the patient a break, too.”

At any given time during the year, VNA has 25 to 30 volunteers
regularly serving hospice patients. Most patients request vol-
unteers for weekday hours, particularly late mornings or early
afternoons, when caregivers need a respite to attend their
own medical appointments or run errands. Rooney says hos-
pice volunteering isn’t an exact science; each patient’s needs
vary, and volunteers bring a range of experience and skills.

“The best volunteers are self-motivated, self-sufficient and
willing to go ahead and just try. Some of it is really hard; cre-
ativity and humor definitely help,” Rooney says.

Comstock is unique because she always finds a way to con-
nect with the patients and caregivers, she adds. And if the
patient is grumpy or doesn’t seem receptive to her, Comstock
knows not to take it personally.

“When she’s present with people, she’s really paying attention.
She’s really concentrated on that person,” Rooney says.

VNA volunteers receive group emails from Rooney that give
a general overview of each patient’s scenario, and the volun-
teers select which patient they think will be the best fit, wheth-
er it's scheduling, location and/or other circumstances.

“When a caregiver really needs a break, that’s what draws me
right away,” Comstock says. “I can be helpful right off the bat,
and then maybe we’ll get along. Then, it’s really fun to get to
know them.”
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Lied Center Usher
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“People that are retired and don’t do anything, that doesn’t
fit my category,” Conyers explains.

Ushering at the Lied Center gives her a place to be where
her presence is valued and needed. Not to mention that
she can absorb and participate in the arts community
while she’s at it.
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“l absolutely love the Lied Center. | enjoy all the programs.
It’s kind of my home away from home. | sign up for almost
“_ every event, and pretty much all the time | stay because |
‘ want to see it,” Conyers says.

Longtime ushers get first pick of the events at the Lied
Center, and all ushers who work an event are invited to
stay and watch once their duties are completed. Conyers
says she researches the slate of programs ahead of time
so she knows about the artists and activities.

Ushers report for duty an hour or an hour and a half be-
fore the show, depending on the size of the crowd ex-
pected. They wear a uniform of black slacks, a white top,
a black vest or jacket, and a name tag. The Lied Cen-
ter’s house manager conducts what is a called an usher
briefing once the ushers arrive, providing any important
information the ushers may need to enforce or to pass
along to guests. Ushers are at their posts when the doors
open, usually one hour before the program begins, and ‘ .
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Conyers has fun with the social aspect of ushering. *

“l need to be doing this. | am a very outgoing, friendly

person, and | love seeing the people,” she says.

The Lied Center boasts 125 active volunteers who pro- All Your Home Care Needs
vide 2,750 to 3,000 volunteer hours per season, Lied
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“Just as important to the business as the nuts
and bolts, the numbers, the bottom line and all
that are the relationships,” he adds. “Our volun-
teers are building meaningful, trustworthy rela-
tionships that become friendships.”

Conyers brightens her fellow volunteers’ and
the Lied Center staff’'s day when she comes to
volunteer at events, Kwan says. Her positivity is
infectious, and it extends among everyone, in-
cluding the patrons.

“We joke around during intense event times,
‘Carladyne, your cot is ready for you,” since she
spends so much time here,” he explains. “What
we appreciate is that she finds value and satis-
faction in the experience, too.”

Conyers’ favorite events at the Lied Center are
the daytime field trip events for local school
children to see a performance, part of the Lied
Center’s free school-only performances for pre-
schoolers through high schoolers, featuring na-
tional acts. She says she likes ushering for the
school performances so she can watch the reac-
tions of the kids coming into the auditorium, look-
ing around and taking it all in. She can overhear
them talking to their friends about seeing the
space and, often, saying they haven't been there
before. Conyers’ late father was Carl Knox, the
superintendent of schools for 22 years, so the
schoolchildren remind her how thrilled her father
would be to know they get to experience the arts
in the Lied Center, too.

Hospital Gift

Shop Staff

The hospital gift shop at LMH Health is not only
a bright and cheerful place to be, it is also a non-
profit venture. Proceeds from purchases fund
needs at the hospital to the tune of more than
$100,000 annually. Other than the gift shop man-
ager, the staff are all volunteers.

Robin Gaschler retired from being an audiologist
at Children’s Mercy Hospital in 2020 and moved
to Lawrence to be near her aging parents. Her
father has since passed away, and now while
she looks after her mom, she volunteers weekly
with regular shifts in the gift shop at LMH.

Cindy Kruger manages the gift shop and sched-
ules the volunteers. She has about 20 volunteers
right now, but she is always looking for more.

“We promote an atmosphere of joy. Our custom-
ers are patients, staff, visitors and the public,

ENHANCED SPACE FOR CANGER GARE

MCcElroy Electric is proud to be the electrical contractor for LMH Health GENERATING TRyg;
Cancer Center’s much-needed expansion and improvements — partners
with Ryan Companies and ACI Boland Architects. M C E 1 rQJ/

MCELROYELECTRIC.COM 785.266.7111 e ELECTRIC e

ELEVATE EMPLOYEE WELL-BEING
WITH ATMA CLINIC'S

Integrative Medicine for a
Healthier, Happier Workforce

Offering Atma membership to your employees is an investment in both them
and your business. We're happy to create custom plans to fit your needs.
Contact Ed Macmillan today! Call 785-760-0695 or email ed@atmaclinic.com

JAtma

CLINIC




which is a customer base we are trying to grow.
When you shop with us, your dollar makes a differ-
ence, because the money goes back to the hospi-
tal,” Kruger says.

Gaschler didn’'t have retail experience, but she now
runs the cash register, prices inventory, restocks
shelves and sorts displays in between assisting
customers. Many customers are families visiting
someone at LMH, but people coming for doctor’s
appointments and even the doctors and nurses
themselves shop the store’s unique and appealing
variety of gifts.

“We have some frequent fliers,” she says. “We
know what time to expect them and what they buy.
They come in to see the shiny things in the shop
under the bright lights in the store.”

Gaschler also helps out in Mario’s Closet, the can-
cer-focused space founded by University of Kan-
sas and NBA basketball player Mario Chalmers to
provide wigs and other cancer-related products to
those undergoing cancer treatment. It is attached
to the gift shop, run by volunteers and managed by
Kruger.

A visit to Mario’s Closet was what drew her to learn
about the gift shop volunteer opportunities in the
first place. She went to buy something for a friend
who was having a double mastectomy, but Mario’s
Closet was closed because there weren’'t enough
volunteers to staff it that day. She went to the gift
shop to ask about it and found out about the need
for volunteers.

Gaschler admits to being a “sucker for fundrais-
ers,” so she says working in the gift shop assuages
her desire to give; she gives her time toward the
cause so people will spend money and fund the
hospital’s needs.

“Our volunteers are amazing women, and | can’t
say enough good things about them,” Kruger says.

Volunteers Are

Everywhere

Whether people go into a home to care for a loved
one, attend a Lied Center event or shop in the LMH
Health gift shop, they may not know the person
they’re talking to is a volunteer. Clearly, people rel-
ish the opportunity to help others—and to get their
hands dirty while doing so. These three organiza-
tions, and many more throughout the county, could
not function and serve without active, consistent
volunteers. A
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WE LOVE PARTIES!

Whatever the occasion, we want to help you celebrate.

JLWILSON'S

INAPPROPRIATELY GOOD.

JOHNNY'S TAVERN

JohnnysTavern.com JWilsonsRestaurant.com

"Two great restaurants, one big family.

Johnny’s North | Johnny’s West | Johnny’s Topeka | J. Wilson’s
785-842-0377 785-843-0704 785-329-5541 785-312-9057
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THE FOUNDATION AWARDS

Honor Businesses located in Douglas County that are
locally owned or locally franchised,
have been in business a minimum of three years,
and shown growth in employment by 20% or 20 employees.

&

The Minority-Owned Business Foundation Impact Award
and The Woman-Owned Business Foundation Impact Award

Honor Minority Owned or Woman Owned businesses located in Douglas County that are
locally owned or locally franchised and have been in business a minimum of three years and
shown stability or growth in employment over the past three years as well as making

LAWRENCE BUSINESS MAGAZINE

FOUNDATIONE

Presenting S ponsor Lj INTRUST

Bank.

Has your business grown? Are you adding jobs?

Are you a Minority-Owned or Woman-Owned business
making a positive impact and supporting the community?
Then you should be a part of the Celebration!!
Applications for the 2025 Awards online now.

For more details, applications, and information about Sponsorships, Previous Honorees,
and this years' Lawrence Business Magazine FOUNDATION AWARDS visit:

LawrenceBusinessMagazine.com/Foundation






