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ABSTRACT 

In Denmark, volunteerism is closely connected with a 150-year-old tradition of democracy 
and free association. This article describes its role in Denmark from the 19th cent111y to the pre
sent. The challenge today is for Denmark's voluntary organizations to continue to be construc
tively critical of the welfare state and protect volunteerism while they embrace the challenge of a 
new collaborative partnership with the state. 

Volunteerism in the Welfare State: 
The Case of Denmark 

Ulla Habermann 

The Kingdom of Denmark goes back 
1000 years. It is a small and relatively 
wealthy nation with a population of 5.2 
million and a GDP (gross domestic prod
uct or total output of goods and services) 
per person of $25,930 (US dollars). Its 
geography is characterized by its proxim
ity to the sea. Much of the country con
sists of islands, approximately 100 of 
which are inhabited. Most of the popula
tion is Lutheran, the official state religion 
since 1536. 

The Danish constitution was changed 
150 years ago, turning an absolute monar
chy into a monarchy within a parliamen
tary system. This has given Denmark a 
venerable tradition of democracy and free 
association. The political dream 150 years, 
ago was that few would be rich and still 
fewer poor. This aspiration exists to this 
day and is supported by the Danish pop
ulation and its political parties. 

Denmark's government is built on the 
Scandinavian tradition of the welfare 
state dating to the 1930s that significantly 
influences the way volunteerism is prac
ticed in Denmark today. Since social and 

health care services are to a large extent 
provided by the state, voluntary organi
zations working in these areas have 
become peripheral to the state in the pro
vision of these services. 

A HISTORY OF THE VOLUNTARY 
SECTOR IN DENMARK 

Danish voluntary organizations can be 
divided into two large sectors: organiza
tions in culture, sports, and adult educa
tion, and those concerned with health and 
social welfare. (Educational services for 
children and youth through the universi
ty level are mostly provided by the state.) 
A smaller sector deals with the environ
ment, human and minority rights, and 
assistance to developing countries. 

Organizations in the field of culture, 
sports, and adult education have a tradi
tion of autonomy and have held, and con
tinue to hold, a very strong position in 
Danish society. Some of these organiza
tions date to the latter part of the 1800s 
and have played an important role in 
defining the democratic ideals of our soci
ety. A 1995 survey shows that approxi-
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mately one-third of the Danish popula
tion volunteered that year. Of those who 
volunteered, 54 percent vohinteered for 
organizations in the fields of culture, 
sports, and adult education (Gaskin and 
Smith, 1995). 

The second group, organizations in the 
field of health and social welfare, have 
roots dating back to philanthropic soci
eties formed before 1800. Their influence 
grew between 1860 and 1930 when the 
middle classes became concerned with 
the living standards of industrial workers. 
Along with popular movements such as 
the formation of trade unions, women's 
movements, and a new social democratic 
party, health and social service voluntary 
organizations pressed for state interven
tion in solving the problems of the poor. 
The dominant strategy for voluntary 
organizations in health and social welfare 
was, and to some extent still is, to pioneer 
and develop services that ultimately may 
be assumed by the state. 

There are 350-400 voluntary organiza
tions dealing with health and social issues 
(Haberman and Larsen, 1997). This num
ber is imprecise because groups form and 
disband quickly 1and statistics on those 
that officially register are not readily 
available. Since 1950 these voluntary 
organizations and their volunteers have 
performed their work unobtrusively and 
persistently in the shadow of the welfare 
state. The Danish welfare state was con
ceived to be an ideal model that would 
provide universal coverage to benefit the 
entire community. Until recently, politi
cians, many ordinary citizens, and profes
sionals such as social workers, psycholo
gists, nurses, and doctors preferred 
developing programs within the welfare 
state rather than through voluntary sector 
organizations. 

During the last 10 to 15 years, however, 
enormous economic changes have taken 
place in Denmark and the rest of Europe 
with an increase in unemployment and 
cuts in the public services citizens receive 
from the state. Denmark's membership in 
the European Union also has influenced 
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how the welfare state has been reshaping 
itself and redefining its goals. Although 
research has shown that selective benefits 
are less effective than universal ones, the 
trend has been for them to take the place 
of those typically seen in universal sys
tems (Espen-Anderson, 1990). New mod
els of service delivery and new partner
ships between the state and the voluntary 
sector are now actively being considered 
and implemented in Denmark and 
throughout Europe (Habermann, 1993). 

Looking back, it is possible to divide 
the history of the voluntary sector into 
three periods: 1849 to 1930, the 1930s 
through the 1970s, and the 1980s to the 
present (Habermann and Ibsen, 1997). 

1849 to 1930 
The voluntary sector grew and devel

oped during this period and citizen asso
ciations and voluntary initiatives spread 
quickly throughout the country after the 
adoption of the constitution of 1849. The 
sector was championed by the church, the 
bourgeoisie, and workers' movements. 
At the end of the 19th century, the number 
and variety of non-profit organizations 
was particularly evident. Many of them 
dealt with children's welfare, the plight of 
unmarried mothers, feeding and housing 
the poor, and alcoholism. 

During this time there was relative har
mony between the state and the voluntary 
sector. Some cultural and educational 
organizations, as well as those involved 
with social service and health care, 
received funding directly from the state. 
As funding increased, however, so did 
statutory control mechanisms imposed by 
the state such as oversight of finances, 
representation on boards of management, 
and prescribing how work should be car
ried out by these organizations. 

1930-1979 
In these decades the state slowly took 

responsibility for all social welfare and 
health needs. In the 1950s, the idea of uni
versalism-equal social benefits for all 
citizens-became generally accepted. 



Massive expansion of the welfare state 
and a decline of the voluntary sector took 
place at this time and continued through
out the 1960s and 1970s. Although the 
voluntary sector became marginalized 
and is not highly visible, particularly in 
the areas of social services and health 
care, many organizations continued their 
work and often took on new activities. In 
the fields of culture, adult education, and 
sports, however, voluntary initiatives 
were encouraged and to a large extent 
funded by the state. One exception was 
the public library system that was taken 
over entirely by the state. 

1980 TO THE PRESENT 
During these years there has been a 

steady increase in the numbers of associa
tions and voluntary organizations 
formed. In fact, one-third of the organiza
tions that exist in Denmark today were 
founded in the last 15 years. There is a 
growing public interest in the voluntary 
sector and citizen movements. Citizens 
have become more willing to solve local 
problems by taking action themselves. 
They no longer believe the state can solve 
everything. State funding of voluntary 
organizations has grown significantly. 
Redefining the welfare state and expand
ing the voluntary sector is taking place 
simultaneously. The flight from universal 
coverage under the welfare state may 
again turn certain charitable organiza
tions within the voluntary sector into 
places of last resort for the most needy. In 
addition, people who feel uncomfortable 
complying with the requirements of the 
selective welfare model they think unfair
ly stigmatizes them, may prefer to look 
elsewhere for support and care (Sunes
son, et al., 1988). 

In 1983, the National Committee on 
Volunteer Effort was established under 
the Ministry of Social Affairs. Its mandate 
was to foster cooperation between the 
state, local government officials, and vol
untary social service organizations to 
improve the financial condition and sta
tus of the voluntary social service organi-

zations in the eyes of the law. Sixteen 
elected members of the committee repre
sent voluntary organizations and four 
represent local government officials and 
members of the Ministry of Social Affairs. 
Nine members with expertise in the vol
untary/ non-profit sector are appointed to 
the committee by the Minister of Social 
Affairs. 

In 1995 the Ministry of Social Affairs 
established a Commission on Voluntary 
Social Work whose task was completed in 
1997. It was asked to formulate policies 
and write a report on the role of voluntary 
organizations and volunteering in Den
mark. Two of the commission's 14 mem
bers were members of the National Com
mittee on Volunteer Effort and there was 
frequent interaction between the two 
groups. On the commission's agenda 
were issues of collaboration, financing, 
training, and quality. The commission's 
report pointed out the value of volunteer 
effort-community cohesion, innovation, 
advocacy, networking-and the role of 
volunteers in a democracy. The report 
highlighted how important volunteerism 
is to the nation's overall welfare effort, a 
fact the rest of Europe has recognized as 
well. 

THE INFRASTRUCTURE FOR 
VOLUNTEERISM IN DENMARK 

Since 1983 the National Committee on 
Volunteer Effort has worked hard to cre
ate an atmosphere of unity and mutual 
trust in the voluntary sector. For the last 
10 years it has organized an annual meet
ing for all voluntary organizations in 
Denmark. The meeting includes a discus
sion of the report of the committee's work 
and workshops on volunteerism. 

In 1992, a National Volunteer Center 
was formed to promote, inform, and sup
port volunteerism, offer training, and pro
vide research and documentation of vol
unteer effort. The center has a permanent 
staff of 10 and works closely with the 
National Committee on Volunteer Effort. 

There are approximately 60 local vol
unteer bureaus, some of which also func-
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tion as clearinghouses for self-help 
groups that address problems all mem
bers have in common. The volunteer 
bureau helps set up groups and con
tributes space for their meetings. Most 
volunteer bureaus have one or two paid 
staff and rely on volunteers to perform 
the work of recruiting and placing volun
teers locally in already well-established 
organizations. 

DANISH VOLUNTEERS 
Most volunteer work in Denmark is 

performed for hundreds of national and 
local non-profit organizations, associa
tions, and community groups. Volunteers 
in Denmark fund raise, serve on boards, 
do office and committee work, campaign 
for their causes, and represent their orga
nizations in the local community. They 
also provide counseling, organize self
help groups, staff telephone lines for, 
among others, young people and their 
parents, the elderly, the lonely, and the 
suicidal. They visit the sick and house
bound, run bazaars and take groups on 
outings to recreational activities. Few peo
ple volunteer for state agencies. In the 
welfare state there is almost no precedent 
for that. Those who volunteer for state 
agencies make friendly visits to inmates 
and patients in prisons and psychiatric 
hospitals. 

Between one-quarter and one-third of 
the Danish population volunteers an 
average of 14 hours a month. Of all Euro-

pean countries, only the Netherlands, 
Sweden, and the United Kingdom have 
higher percentages of volunteers: 38, 36 
and 34 percent respectively. In Germany 
18 percent of the population volunteers, 
in Bulgaria 19 percent, and in Slovakia, 12 
percent. 

Table I shows certain sectors in which 
volunteers work in some representative 
European countries. The table shows that 
compared with other European countries, 
volunteers in Denmark and Sweden are 
more active in culture and sports than in 
social services, health care, or education. 
These statistics reflect the high degree to 
which social services, health care, and 
education have been taken over by the 
welfare state in both countries. 

In Denmark men and women are 
equally engaged in volunteering with 
more men in sports and more women in 
social services and health care. The typical 
volunteer is between 35-45 years of age, 
middle class, and in the middle of a career 
(Anker and Nielsen, 1995). 

In spite of the government's positive 
attitude toward volunteering, there are 
limitations placed on those who volunteer 
if they receive statutory benefits from the 
state. Volunteers who receive unemploy
ment benefits or an early retirement pen
sion must report how many hours they 
volunteer and their benefits are reduced 
accordingly. As a result, some do not 
report their hours and others reluctantly 
refrain from volunteering. For years, the 

TABLEI 
Certain Sectors in Which Volunteers Serve in Some European Countries 

Social Service & Health Culture & Sports Education 

Denmark 13% 48% 6% 

Sweden 14 40 12 
United Kingdom 35 20 27 
Netherlands 24 34 18 
Germany 34 29 24 
Bulgaria 22 4 14 
Slovakia 20 12 15 

Note:The information cited here is taken from Gaskin, K., & Smith, J.D. (1995): A new civic Europe? 
A study of the extent and role of volunteering. London: The Volunteer Centre UK. 
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Committee on Volunteer Effort has lob
bied on this issue, but has not succeeded 
in convincing enough politicians, trade 
union members, and civil servants that 
volunteering should be considered a basic 
civil right for all citizens whether they 
receive benefits from the state or not. 

Of the several thousand voluntary 
organizations in Denmark, 350-400 oper
ate in the field of health and social wel
fare. Their work is done in the following 
areas (Anker, 1995): 

Sick and disabled 46% 
Children, youth, and families 18% 
Humanitarian and 

church-related social work 10% 
Advocacy and counseling 9% 
Drug and alcohol abuse 7% 
Elderly 7% 
Ethnic minorities 3% 

LEGAL AND FUNDING ISSUES 
Although the Danish constitution 

places no barriers on the formation of vol
untary organizations, there are no specific 
statutes that ensure their legal existence. 
In addition, as was mentioned before, 
there are laws that place obstacles in the 
way of volunteering. Voluntary organiza
tions in culture, sports, and adult educa
tion, however, have been assured finan
cial support and are granted basic legal 
rights to continue their activities. 

In 1998, a new law on social services 
(den sociale servicelov) was passed stating 
that local authorities should work harder 
at forming partnerships with voluntary 
organizations and community groups. 
Annually the state will set aside $14.3 mil
lion (US dollars) to encourage this in 
addition to providing funds from state
run lotteries to support the voluntary 
organizations in this sector. State funds 
can be applied for if the organization's 
volunteers are working with groups with 
special needs such as children in crisis, 
psychiatric patients, prostitutes, immi
grants, and battered women. 

Some voluntary organizations are 
financially very strong. Usually older 

organizations are more financially secure 
than newer ones. Among the organiza
tions established after 1980, nearly 45 per
cent have a yearly budget of less than 
$35,000 (US dollars). Of those established 
before 1920, more than 45 percent have 
yearly budgets exceeding $170,000 (US 
dollars). Although barely one-third of 
Denmark's voluntary organizations 
receive more than 50 percent of their 
income from central or local government 
grants, most do receive some in-kind gov
ernment support in the use of free office 
space and photocopying services. The 
balance of the funding comes from the 
organization's own fees for service, pri
vately run lotteries, private foundation 
grants, fund raising efforts, donations, 
legacies, and interest on invested funds. 
(Anker, 1995). In Denmark, corporate sup
port for the voluntary sector is negligible. 

CONCLUSION 
The citizens as well as the government 

of Denmark are becoming more aware 
that: 

• Volunteering is an important part of life 
in a civil society. 

• All problems cannot be solved by the 
welfare state as had been hoped for 
from the 1930s through the middle of 
the 1970s. 

• Volunteers represent enormous re
sources-and power-in society. 

• Partnerships between voluntary orga
nizations and the state need to be estab
lished and can succeed. 

The government is planning further 
support and funding for voluntary initia
tives. It is hoped voluntary organizations 
will be able to meet the expectations 
placed on them and also know when to 
say "No" to unreasonable demands. 
Despite the Danish government's new, 
enthusiastic support for volunteerism, if 
volunteers are asked to assume responsi
bility for services for which they are not 
suited or trained, there is concern the 
effort will be undermined. 
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If voluntary organizations in Denmark 
decide to work closely with local govern
ment, assuming functions previously 
delivered by professionals in state agen
cies, they will have to upgrade and 
expand their staffs, and provide more 
training for their volunteers. It is the 
author's belief that citizens engaged in 
voluntary activity should not be trans
formed by the state into mass producers 
of services the state no longer provides. 

Voluntary organizations in social ser
vice and health care have a long history as 
pressure groups, as watchdogs advocat
ing for the rights of interest groups, and 
as pioneers in starting new projects. It is 
not inconceivable that they may not want 
to take over services they once fought so 
hard to get the welfare state to assume. 
They may not want to give up their role as 
advocates for hitherto unknown needs or 
as lobbyists for public services for target
ed groups using a combination of self-help 
organizing and pressure group tactics. The 
author believes the voluntary sector and 
its volunteers should supplement and 
enhance the work done by professional 
providers of service. What volunteers 
offer is the richness of their life experience 
and their compassion toward others, all of 
which make their contribution unique. 
The challenge to voluntary organizations 
and their volunteers is to maintain the del
icate balance between preserving the best 
of the welfare state while supporting the 
time-honored activities and engagement 
of the voluntary sector and its volunteers. 
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