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Why impact research?

• There has been unprecedented expansion of 
international volunteering and service (IVS) in recent 
years… 

• International Volunteer Cooperation Organisations 
(IVCOs) are under increasing pressure to document 
the impact and benefits of their work. 

• “Essentially, there is much rhetoric but little hard 
research and data to support civic service as 
important to citizenship (national or in other groups) or 
its impact on public benefit (whether to community, 
nation, region, or world).”1

1Hodgkinson, 2004, p. 192S



How do we know if….

…IVS encourages people to get involved in global 
affairs, promoting global peace, international 
understanding, and making tangible contributions to 
the well-being of people around the world? 

OR

…IVS is imperialistic and reinforces existing 
inequalities -- or is ineffective in the face of grave 
global challenges?



Research Aims

• Review existing evidence on the outcomes of international 
volunteering and service (IVS)

• Develop a conceptual model for impact research on IVS

• Propose guidelines for research designs, methodological 
approaches, and a future research agenda on the impact 
of IVS

• Explore whether outcomes vary depending on (a) 
individual volunteer capacity, (b) institutional capacity, and 
(c) the nature of volunteer activities 



Individual and Institutional Factors 

Outcomes for host communities and organizations, 
volunteers, and sending communities vary depending 
on:

–   Individual attributes and capacity
•  Education, age, motivations, skills and abilities, etc.

–   Institutional attributes and capacity
•   Program resources, training and support, reciprocity, etc.

Considering the goals of your program, which attributes 
seem to make the greatest impact on outcomes?



Conceptual Model: International Volunteering 
and Service Impacts 

 
 
 Volunteer and  Volunteer  International  IVS Outcomes  
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IVS Institutional 
Capacity   

Resources  

Access: Internationality and 
inclusiveness  

Incentives: Remuneration 
and compensation  

Information: Training  

Facilitation: S upport  and 
supervision  

Autonomy and 
accountability  

 
 

Volunteer Outcomes  

Human capital  

Personal development  

Inter cultural competence and language 
skills  

International knowledge and understanding  

Civi c engagement  

International social networks  

 

Sending Community  Outcomes  

Human capital  

Intercultural competence  

International knowledge & understanding  

Social, economic, politica l, and 
environmental conditions  

Civic engagement  

International social networks  

Host Community  Outcomes  

Social, economic, environmental, or 
po litical conditions  

Host organization capacity  

Intercultural competence  

International knowledge and understanding  

Civic engagement  

International social networks  

Volunteer socio -
demographic attributes  

Education  

Nationality, race, and 
ethnicity  

Disability  

Gender  

Age  

Income and assets  

Employment status  
 

IVS Action  

Service 
activity  

Community 
participation 
and 
accountability  

Length and 
continuity of 
service  

Group or 
individual 
placement  

Reciprocal or 
unidirectional  

Cross -cultural 
contact and 
immersion  

 

Volunteer Capacity  

Knowledge and skills  

Motivation and effort  

Prior volunteering  

Prior international 
experience  

Time  
 

IVS Program Attributes  

Type of organization  

Mission and goals  

Sponsorship  

Program funding  

Program size  

Recruitment  

Sherraden, Lough, & McBride (2008):
http://gwbweb.wustl.edu/csd/Publications/2008/WP08-06.pdf



Research Agenda

• Most current research is based on case studies, 
program evaluation, and cross-sectional studies1

– These do not permit conclusions about IVS “impact”

• Impact research requires quasi-experimental design:

– Comparative: matching the target of change (volunteer, 
organization, or community) with a similar target that does not 
engage in IVS

– Longitudinal: compares outcomes before service (pre-test) 
with outcomes after service (post-test)

1Powell & Bratović, 2007



Impacts on Volunteers:
International Volunteering Impacts Survey 

(IVIS)

• Designed to support comparative and longitudinal 
research with quasi-experimental design

• Assesses ten major outcomes on volunteers
– international contacts, open-mindedness, international 

understanding, intercultural relations, global identity, social 
skills, life plans, civic activism, community engagement, media 
attentiveness, and financial contributions 

• Items tested for coherence, validity, and reliability

• Freely available to IVCOs

Lough, McBride, & Sherraden (2009): http://
csd.wustl.edu/Publications/Documents/WP09-31.pdf 

http://csd.wustl.edu/Publications/Documents/WP09-31.pdf
http://csd.wustl.edu/Publications/Documents/WP09-31.pdf


Impacts on Host Communities and 
Organizations

• Qualitative interview guides

– In-depth interviews with host organization staff

– Focus group discussions with intended beneficiaries

– Freely available to IVCOs

• Qualitative methods gauge impact, clarify quantitative 
findings, and discover new issues, but rarely can be 
generalized beyond those studied.

– Use qualitative and quantitative methods, or use methods such 
as concept mapping that integrate the two approaches1

1 Poole & Davis, 2006



Next Steps

• Refine sub-scales of the IVIS and qualitative research tools

– Share tools with international volunteer programs, administrators, and 
researchers

• Partner with other IVCOs to replicate findings

– Compare outcomes across models, countries, and contexts

• Share results and promote evidence

– Assess major implications for policy, practice, and future research



Discussion Questions

• What are the evidence needs of different stakeholders 
regarding the impact of international volunteering? 

• Does the conceptual model include major outcomes to help 
respond to this? What elements are missing?

• How could you use this evidence to advance policy and 
practice? 

• How can we, as a field, best build a knowledge base of 
evidence-based practice?

• Is there enough evidence from IVCOs to contribute towards 
a publication (book) on the impacts of IVS? 
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