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Determining the impacts of service 

 Research on international service often fails to 

acknowledge that different practices lead to widely 

different outcomes 

 Impacts ultimately depend on service activities, individual 

attributes, and institutional practices  

 With an eye on effective practices, research has not kept 

pace with practice 



Linking attributes and practices with 

service outcomes 
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  

Volunteer Attributes 
   Education/skills  
   Race 
   Age 
   Gender 
   Language 
   Cultural competence 

  

  

  Institutional Attributes 
   Mission and goals 
   Training and support 
   Screening and selection 
    

  

  

  

Service Activity 
   Duration  
   Group/solo     
   Directionality 
   Continuity   

  

Projects 

  

  

Programs 
  

  

Individuals  

  

  

  

  

    

Outcomes 

Adapted from Sherraden et al., 2008 



Research Aims 

 What are the perceived contributions of international 

volunteers to discrete development goals? 

 What are the “value added” contributions of volunteers 

beyond other technical and managerial approaches? 

 What service activities, individual attributes and institutional 

practices seem to be associated with achieving effective 

outcomes?  



Data Collection Methods 

Single Country [Pilot] Study: Kenya 
 

 Twelve different placement sites across three locations 

 Urban (Nairobi), sub-urban (Kisumu), rural (Lari) 

 Mixed method design 

 Participatory workshops with community members (n = 7; n = 59) 
 UNV (2011). Assessing the contribution of volunteering to development 

 Structured interviews with organizational staff members (n = 24) 

 Semi-structured interview guides 

 Quantitative surveys (n = 83) 
 Based on previous qualitative research in S. America (Peru, Costa Rica), Africa 

(Tanzania, Mozambique, Malawi) 

 



Provisional Findings 
Mentioned in > 25% of the interviews  
• Capacity and skill-building 

• Resource acquisition 

• Achievement of various MDGs  



Capacity and skill-building 

Nearly 70 per cent of community members agreed 

that international volunteers teach skills that would 

not otherwise be available in their community 

 Significant difference between the perceived value of 

short-term vs. long-term volunteers 



Strongly
Disagree

2 3 4
Strongly
Agree

Short-term 21% 18% 6% 32% 24%

Long-term 5% 5% 5% 10% 75%
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International volunteers teach skills that would not 
otherwise be available in community  



Resource contributions 

 Direct financial contributions from volunteers 

 Networks of support and opportunities for external 

collaboration (linking social capital) 

 Leverage local volunteers and human resources 

 Compared to paid development workers, volunteers are 

perceived as often having less power and fewer resources to 

drive change (67%) 



Perceived Contributions to the MDGs 

Community members believe that volunteers contribute the most to promoting 

gender equality and empowering women (73 per cent) and developing a global 

partnership for development (66 per cent) 
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Gender equity 

 By instruction 

 Workshops about gender-based violence, sexual practices, 

financial empowerment, etc. 

 By example 

 Volunteers’ actions affected local opinions and perceptions 

about gender roles and capabilities 

 As advocates 

 Inclusion in governance and decision-making 

 Some concern that volunteers’ emphasis on equity for 

women might unbalance gender equity for boys and men 

 



Global partnerships 

 Volunteers serve as the link between grassroots level and 

governments or other funding organisations 

 Frequently stated that funders are more likely to trust and 

support projects and programs that involve international 

volunteers 

 Partnerships reach beyond instrumental value  

 Offer a feeling of solidarity, international understanding, and 

tangible connections that have real value to host communities 

and organisations 

 



What is the “added value” of international volunteers 

in development projects/programs? 

 Trust 

 Local Accountability and Ownership 

 Civic Engagement 

 Creativity 

 Optimism 

 Cost-effectiveness 

 Diversity and new ideas 



Compared to paid development workers:  

How much do you trust international volunteers? 

Trust volunteers
less

The same
Trust volunteers

more

Short-term 6% 50% 44%

Long-term 0% 21% 79%
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Trust 



Compared to paid development workers: How accountable are 

international volunteers to your local community?  

Less
accountable

The same
More

accountable

Short-term 18% 27% 56%

Long-term 6% 6% 89%
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Accountability 



Civic Engagement 

“People will see a foreign 

visitor—and they’ll say, ‘if a 

mzungu can be a volunteer, why 

not me? I’m African. Why am I 

not helping my people? If 

somebody can come from abroad 

to help us here, why don’t I start 

with me?’” 
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Disagree Neither Agree

Community members seem more 
interested in the organization's 

activities when international volunteers 
are involved  



Optimism 

The international volunteers are so 

much enthusiastic, very much 

zealous…they don’t expect any 

payments because they know what 

brought them here. I have seen it, and 

I have handled a lot of volunteers. 
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Compared to paid development 
workers: How optimistic are 

international volunteers? 



Towards Effective Practices: 
Contributing Causes 

 Service activity 

 Duration 

 Directionality 

 Group size 

 Continuity 

 Institutional attributes / capacity 

 Language preparation  

 Cultural orientation  

 Screening of volunteers 

 Individual attributes 

 Skills / education 

 Cultural competence 

 Race 

 



Directionality: N-S or S-S? 

Decreased likelihood No change Increased likelihood

IVs from [other] Africa 6% 41% 53%

IVs from outside of Africa 0% 9% 91%
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How do you think international volunteers affect your 
organisation's likelihood to receive funding?   



Race as a contributing cause? 

Decrease trust No change Increase trust

White volunteer 0% 19% 81%

Black volunteer 10% 52% 38%
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How does having an int’l volunteer work in organization affect the 
trust others have of your organization?   



Discussion 

 Volunteers contribute meaningfully to development 

 As voiced by communities, the most valuable contributions are not 

necessarily programmed 

 Resources, inclusive participation, accountability, optimism, civic engagement, etc. 

 A meaningful advantage over other forms of development assistance 

may be person-to-person relationships 

 Tangible value in the process as well as the product 

 Volunteerism as bridging social capital 

 Bridge resource and power disparities 

 Differences in service duration [skills and age] make a significant 

difference in perceived contributions 



Monitoring and Evaluation Implications 

 Many key contributions are not valued in current measures of aid 

effectiveness 

 Trust, local accountability, creativity and optimism of volunteers 

 Civic engagement and local volunteerism that accompany international 

volunteerism 

 As a “people-centered development” approach, how to communicate 

the value of international volunteerisms within a “relational framework 

of development”?2  

 Do current measures satisfy Paris Declaration principles? 

 Difficult to assess process-oriented contributions in logic models and 

organizational theories of change 

2  See Devereux, 2010; Leigh et al, 2012 



Practice Implications 

 Sending-programs should be conscious of the duration 

and directionality of placements, as well as volunteers’ 

language capacity 

 Informs recent shifts in public funding for new short-term, 

youth-based models of international service  

 While financial and resource contributions are highly 

valued, can they be considered a development contribution?  

 What are the implications, as reflected in development theories 

of change? 


