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Purpose of the paper

• Internal reflection
• Ask some difficult questions about what 

volunteering is, what it can do and what 
enables good work to take place

• There is a major constraint on this process 
and that is the lack of clear monitoring and 
evaluation – often the focus is on 
development results (not role as catalysts) 
and the method is self-reporting
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Claims for volunteering

Multiple!!!
• Direct poverty alleviation (and much reporting now is 

against MDGs)
• Bring skills
• Enhance capacity (of organisation, of individuals, of 

communities)
• Promote social cohesion, relationships building
• Promote democratic processes of participation, voice, 

representation
• Development awareness at home
• Continue development work as RVs
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What conditions promote the 
achievement of these purposes?
Questions not so often explored include:

What selection, training and support 
processes are needed if skills are the 
primary purpose, if promoting activism and 
engagement is the primary purpose, if 
inter-cultural dialogue and shared learning 
is the purpose
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This all sounds obvious but can 
be overlooked

Different approaches to volunteering require very 
different approaches to the volunteer, different 
agreements with partners, different criteria for 
assessing the value of the work…..

One of the challenges is that the term volunteer is 
used to cover a multitude of approaches…we 
need more precision about what a volunteer is 
and can do and be……
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Global context

• Fast changing
• War, conflict continue in some places, end in others
• Hunger is on the increase
• The challenges of climate, global markets and use of 

natural resources, trade inequalities, some shifts in 
power centres

• Rise of findamentalism globally
• Increased individualism and materialism in many richer 

countries
• Growing backlash against Western dominance
• Donor focus on results and MDGs and changes in 

funding systems
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What is volunteering?

• Different meaning in different contexts

• Has both positive and negative connotations in 
‘Western’ thought and philosophy (explored 
European history in paper v briefly!)

• Very different in post industrial and agricultural 
societies

• Volunteering has very different meanings in 
different places depending on their history, culture, 
social structures…..
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Definitions of volunteering 
currently used are not clear 

enough
• No pay

• Not coerced

• Working beyond the family

These do not help to define what 
volunteering is, how it relates to 
development, what approaches to change 
volunteering can/can’t promote
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What model of volunteering is 
being used?

• Technical co-operation, professional skill sharing, 
filling skill gaps (one way relationship)

• International solidarity and dialogue (mutual 
learning/sharing)

• Promoting social change, social cohesion, 
participation (shared approach to problem 
solving)

• Catalyst for others to make changes for 
themselves (role models, new ideas to stimulate 
learning, support the development of leadership 
in partner communities)
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Are volunteers to

• Share their skills

• Share their values

• Share the way of life of others in order to 
learn and give and develop joint work

• Bring learning home

• Change themselves, change others
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Which approach meets which 
purpose?

What can the following be expected to achieve?

• Short term professional volunteering

• Short term youth exchanges

• Long term volunteering in rural settings

• Long term volunteering in cities – especially 
those based in Ministries

• Exchanges, linking programmes…..
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How to work with different 
purposes?

• What recruitment, training and support 
processes are needed for different approaches 
and different volunteers?

• How to work with youth
• How to work with short term volunteers (e.g. to 

address the potentially negative effects)
• How to prepare long term volunteers
• How to prepare/negotiate with partners about 

the purposes? Whose agenda?
• How to ensure development actions after return?
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Complex purposes, diverse 
motivations, different experiences

• Volunteers are not saints (usually!)
• What motivates them?
• What can agencies work with?
• Many change during the experience, many 

positively
• Not all benefit or learn what we want!
• What is being learned from negative 

experiences of early return, increased racism, 
undermining of those they work with? (Usually 
brushed under carpet!)
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The issue of money

This needs discussion and more analysis in 
relation to the impact and meaning of the 
payments for those receiving volunteers
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So what is volunteering?

Complex

Diverse

Has negative as well as positive 
connotations

Serves many different purposes

Not all approaches can achieve what is 
expected/said of them
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Be clear

Be very clear what your core purpose is and 
how it fits the context, both at home and in 
placement country
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How well is volunteering done?

• A huge issue….how much is being learned 
about what works and what does not work

• What changes are made as a result of 
learning? Is the learning externally verified?

• How well are the key methodologies 
implemented, e.g. the concept of 
partnership?



  18

Partnership

• Who sets the agenda? (donor, volunteer 
agency in line with strategy, volunteer, the 
partner organisation)

• How equal are the discussions and 
negotiations?

• How much time is spent on the 
processes?

• What recourse do partners have?
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Is the programme delivered in line 
with your principles and values?

• Recognise the tensions and multiple 
players in the relationship

• Be aware of who the drivers are

• Address the problems caused by lack of 
time, a drive for numbers, donor 
requirements against MDGs

• Think about the impact of the way the 
work is done on those you work with
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What matters to you most?

• Skills delivery

• Building international understanding

• Promoting development awareness

• Creating social change through building 
relationships

Is your approach in line with the vision you 
have?
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