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Background to Research

This is the first stage of research FORUM is 
undertaking to address the theme of partner 
perspectives and experiences of international 
volunteering – Comhlámh 
Further research will focus on the views and 
experiences of partner organisations on a case 
study basis, leading to an improved 
understanding by IVCOs and peer partner 
organisations of what constitutes good practice 
- AVI/VSA – Global Conference - November 
2008
Consultation with partner organisations on how 
to improve current practice in international 
volunteering and co-operation – Forum Co 
ordinator



Why carry out this research?
Aim 

To review the current usage of codes of practice in 
relation to international volunteering by IVCOs and 
their interest in using them, potentially as a 
common standard. 

Objectives
To investigate FORUM member’s current awareness 
of codes of practice in relation to international 
volunteering 

To discover FORUM member’s current methods and 
degrees of implementation of codes of practice in 
relation to international volunteering 



Why carry out this research?

Objectives cont.
To assess FORUM member’s interest in and 
opinion on developing an international code of 
practice in relation to international volunteering 

To present and discuss this information at the 
FORUM conference in Dublin, June 2008

Methodology
Surveys were sent to the 26 FORUM members; 
umbrella bodies were asked to forward them to 
relevant organisations



Response Rate & Profile 
of Respondents

In total 13 surveys were returned 
making the overall response rate 
50%. (6 respondents are members 
of an umbrella body that is a 
FORUM member)
Australia, Canada, Germany, 
Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, New 
Zealand, Switzerland, UK



Awareness

Aware of Codes

Skipped 15%

No 23%

Yes 62%

Skipped
No
Yes

o When asked about their awareness of codes 85% (N10) 
of respondents answered this question.

o Out of all respondents, an estimated 62% (N8) were 
aware of codes at national or regional level, within the 
NGO sector or any networks

o While 23% (N3) were unaware. 



Awareness of other 
Developments

Four organisations or 31% of respondents were 
aware of some developments, at national or 
regional level, within the NGO sector or any 
networks while 15% (N2) were not. 

These included: 
Informal developments at national level, for 
example discussion and information sharing 
among youth organisations

Work happening in relation to Comhlámh’s Code 
of Good Practice

Concorde meeting in Paris, 29-30 June 2008, to 
begin to develop guidelines and good practice 
related to the effectiveness of Civil Society 
Organisations (CSO). 



Use of Codes

When asked about their use of codes 93% 
(N12) responded, with 77% (N10) replying 
that they did use codes, while 15% (N2) 
did not.

Use of Codes

Yes 77%

No 15%

Skipped 8%

Yes
No
Skipped



Codes mentioned 
by respondents

AFS Standards and policy

AVI code of conduct for volunteers

The Prague Charter and CCIC Code of 
Ethics

Comhlámh Code of Good Practice for 
Sending Organisations:  Principles and 
Indicators. 



Codes mentioned 
by respondents 

Continued…
Italian version of the Irish Code of good practice

Code of Conduct and Child Protection Guidelines for 
International Volunteers

Unité Membership criteria, Personnel Development 
Co-operation, Partnership Criteria. 

Code of Conduct for UNV volunteers

Volunteer Service Abroad Code of Good Practice

See page 8 of report for links to some of the above codes



Code Signatories
This question was answered by 77% (N10) of 
respondents
In total 54% (N7) were signatories to a code

While 23% (N3) were not.

Two respondents who used a code were not signatories 
to any code, one of whom noted that it was not 
applicable for their work as they were not a sending 
organisation.

Code Signatories

Yes 54%

No 23%

Skipped 23%

Yes
No
Skipped



Implementation of Codes

o Referenced in the publications by 89% (8) , 
11% (1) do not

o Referenced on website by 67% (6), 33% (3) do 
not

o Circulated to staff by 100% (10)

o Circulated to volunteers/host organisations by 
89% (8), 11% (1) do not

o Staff of 63% (5) have received training, 37% 
(3) have not



Implementation of Codes 

Continued…
Volunteers of 75% (6) are aware of or trained on 
the code(s), while 25% (2) are not

o Half (5) of the partner/host organisations are 
aware of the code or codes

o Steps have been taken to monitor compliance by 
89% (8), while 11% (1) have not

o Only 29% (2) have feedback from partner/host 
organisations in relation to the application of the 
code and the results, while 71% (5) have not



Relevancy of Codes
They provide minimum standards in the areas of 
acceptable behaviour, regarding work with partners, 
and regarding internal operations.

This improves processes, making them more 
participatory.

It encourages thinking on alternative ways of 
working with development workers and partners.

It provides opportunities to discuss ethical behaviour 
and responsible volunteering with volunteers and 
partners 

In Switzerland it is compulsory in order to obtain 
state contributions.



Impacts identified in relation 
to implementing codes

The main impacts identified were in the 
professionalisation of work practice and 
improved relationships with stakeholders. 

Others included:
Monitor the different steps involved in 
sending international volunteers and 
identifying weaknesses in systems and 
processes 

Provide a framework for managing 
volunteers and the relationships between 
stakeholders



Impacts identified in relation 
to implementing codes

Continued…

Help to respect proper principles and to 
promote inclusiveness

Protect the image of the organization and 
its volunteers, and enhances public 
engagement

Better standards of social insurances.



Difficulties Identified

Reaching consensus on what is included in self-
audits
Weak partnership relations between the global North 
and the global South
Compliance of social insurances

Many respondents felt that they were at too early a 
stage in the implementation of a code to have 
experienced difficulties, although most anticipated 
problems in the future. 
An umbrella body that responded pointed out that 
these difficulties vary greatly between its member 
organisations.



Agreeing on what items to include in the code and 
on the minimum criteria to be considered a 
signatory to the code.

Communicating the need for a common set of 
rules

Ensuring the code demonstrates how 
improvements in volunteering contribute to the 
development needs of our partners and the 
countries in which we work

Recognising the cultural and geographical variety 
of member and partner organisations and the 
potential of a code to affect the culture and 
practice of an organisation

Challenged Identified 



Challenged Identified 

Continued…
How to implement the principles of the code, agree 
on an appropriate model of implementation, pitch 
the code at an appropriate level, and ensure that it 
feeds into the overall organisational development 
needs of the organisation.

Ensuring that organisations prioritise the code in 
their operational plans and take the lead in 
implementing the code 

Identify and provide the necessary resources and 
external supports for organisations to effectively 
implement a code

Monitoring coherence, and maintaining and updating 
the code



What would make 
implementation easier?
Clarify the role of organisations and the criteria for 
being considered a code signatory.

Regular monitoring and making it easy for 
organisations to track their progress (One 
suggestion was to put the code on-line and include 
a percentage compliance aspect) 

Information sharing between organisations who are 
developing a code (For example use a buddy 
system)

Strengthen the role of umbrella organizations in 
standard setting and controlling



Long Term Plan…

90% (N9) of respondents had a long term 
plan in relation to code implementation

Most focused on continuing to review, 
update, and promote existing codes, while 
examining any relevant emerging codes

Umbrella organisations planned to 
strengthen their role in standard setting 
and controlling (at present in 
implementation), and to develop an 
auditing process for signatory 
organisations



Long Term Plan…

Specific issues raised included the need to:
Strengthen pre-assignment training,
Improve partnership with volunteers,
Put in place quality systems across the 
organisation, 
Ensure recognition among stakeholders,
Determine how to monitor and evaluate changes 
in the quality of development practice as a result 
of implementing the code.

Avoid too much regulation



The Future of 
International Codes?

The survey revealed strong support amongst 
respondents in relation to developing an 
international code of good practice in relation to 
international volunteering. 

Would an International Code be Useful?

Yes 85%

No 8%

Skipped 7%

Yes
No
Skipped



Reasons an international 
code would be useful…
It was felt that an international code would:

Provide a minimum global standard for quality 
practice for both current and new organisations.
Provide a platform from which to improve and 
monitor international volunteering practice 
Help to mitigate the negative effects of the broad 
range of organisations that have entered the field 
and are operating under the banner of 
'volunteering‘
Support lobbying work on good practice and 
heighten awareness internationally of the issues 
around international volunteering.
Meeting needs and obligations of all stakeholders.



Potential problems

The difficulty of reaching consensus 
due to the diversity between IVCOs

This could result in an overly 
general code

An international code would imply 
accountability issues.



Voluntary or Mandatory?
A voluntary code was seen as a more realistic option 
by 69% (N9) and as closer to the 'spirit' of 
volunteering. 
Would promote better ownership and commitment 
to implementing the code

Should it be a Voluntary or Mandatory Code

Voluntary 69%

Mandatory 8%

Skipped 23%

Voluntary
Mandatory
Skipped



Problems, Options, Issues

Problems - the costs and difficulties of implementing 
it. One suggestion was that it could be a condition of 
membership of Forum??

Options - mandatory aspects in the code, for 
example protection of children and vulnerable adults 

- voluntary at international level, but 
mandatory at the specific national level. 

Related issues - organisations are at very different 
stages of development and have different levels of 
resources, 

- the need to be clear about the 
reason for the code 



Summary

Awareness of codes of good practice in international 
volunteering amongst respondents was moderately 
high at 62%.  
As expected, given the diversity of countries and 
organisations within Forum, the degree and methods of 
usage and implementation of these codes is variable 
between and also within countries.  
The challenges that have been identified would have to 
taken in account in the development of any 
international code.
General interest in the development of an international 
voluntary code and the widespread belief that it would 
be useful as a common standard, as expressed by 85% 
of respondents.
69% advocating a voluntary code



Recommendations

The difficulties, challenges and impacts of 
implementation identified should be 
further explored 
Case studies for stage 2 of the research
A more in-depth review of existing codes 
should be given consideration by Forum.
Consideration should be given to the 
feasibility of a hybrid model of 
implementation whereby some aspects of 
an international code are mandatory, e.g. 
child protection, and others are voluntary 
and also explore codes as a condition for  
state funding??



Websites

www.comhlamh.org
www.volunteeringoptions.org
www.forum-ids.org
For further information:  
ali@comhlamh.org
marietherese@comhlamh.org

Thank you


