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., espite wide differences in cultures and
4 settings, remarkably, the trends and issues
facing the leaders of volunteer efforts
Uh.# around the globe have more things in
common than the things that separate them.

It seems that everyone is grappling with defini-
tions, vocabulary and stereotypes, in all languages.
The word “volunteer” or its native equivalent most
often evokes images such as women, older people,
low-level work, and other stereotypes similar to
those in the United States.

There are debates about what the activity of vol-
unteering includes and who’s a volunteer. Does it
have to be formal and agency-based or does it in-
clude acts of neighborliness? Are students who re-
ceive academic credit to be considered volunteers?

“What about the wide range of professionals who do-
nate their specialized services and call it pro bono
work? What about political activists?

Further, there is the recurring problem of confus-
ing volunteering with the “voluntary sector” Over
and over public ﬁgures and academics inaccurately
discuss non-governmental organization issues and
assume or imply that these are synonymous with
volunteering.Yet the number of volunteers working
in government settings in most countries is.enor-
mous. Just consider as an example schools, libraries,
courts and prisons, parks, and other public services
that rely on c1t1zen involvement. “Nonproﬁt” rmght

pe voluntary in terms of prlvately orgamzed but it
does not necessarily imply the wide engagement of
volunteers.

Another universal problem affecting volun-
teerism in all countries is the lack of solid baseline
data about volunteering from the past - and not

‘much good data still today. Even the United States

produced its first-ever national study of volunteering
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as recently as 1971. Many other countries only began
their research in 2001, stimulated by the United Na-
tions’ International Year of Volunteers. This lack of
data (in the context of disagreement about defini-
tions and what should be included in the studies)
hinders educated decision making about what is
needed to support or further volunteer involvement.

- POLITICAL, RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL FACTORS

-It’s possible to identify a number of key factors |
that will determine how volunteering will manifest
itself in any nation.These factors create the environ-

mert in each country to encourage or impede the
strength of volunteering. :

The effect of a nation’s political system and
the interrelationship of its citizens with their
government. It’s simplistic to conclude that it re-
quires a democracy to produce volunteering. Cer-

- tainly any government “of, by and for the people”

requires citizen engagement and is healthiest when

people work for the common good. Democracies
-engender volunteering because of the widely-held
belief that anyone can influence change if the per-
son puts the effort into organizing others to call for

¢ it. But, individuals can hold this belief in repressive

regimes, as well. And, any “underground” movement
of rebellion is led by activists who are, in fact, volun-
teers. No one is paid to start a revolution. -

The traditional and current role of orga-
- nized religion. Every major religion in the world

preaches the value and moral obligation of helping

others, especially the poorest and weakest people.

In countries where a single major religion continues
to hold strong influence, charitable activities fo-
cused on meeting social or human needs might be
defined and even coordinated by religious leaders

| and done by the faithful as an expression of their be-

lief. The more secular a society, the more choices
there might be in how someone can volunteer for a
wide range of causes.

|

Traditions of helping family, helping oth-
ers, and helping self. Also affecting volunteering
are cultural mores about the role of the individual
within society. Is individuality valued or is it most
important to fit in with the majority? Does one
therefore serve the good of the whole? What are
family obligations — and what defines members of
the “family”? If a culture considers even extremely
distant blood ties to merit all the generos-
ity and support of kinship, ultimately
most members of the society can rely on
a helping network.

The role of women. When women
were limited in their economic and polit-
ical roles in the United States, volunteer-
ing became the path to female power.As
strong volunteer leaders, women could
and did affect everything from abolition
to child labor laws to the treatment of
mental illness. Volunteering provided
them a platform for their voices to be
heard. In many developing countries, this
is still true. Women pursue the issues of
civil society, especially when they are dis-
enfranchised or limited in their economic
options.

POLITICAL INFLUENCES

Around the world, politicians love vol-
unteering. Unfortunately, it is often for the
wrong reasons. It seems so easy, so help-

ful, so inexpensive to deploy. Depending
on the political motives of those in
power, volunteering can be touted as a ra-
tionale for cutting budgets and letting
government off the hook.




Volunteering is motherhood, apple
pie, and getting government “off our
backs” while we “do it ourselves” Rarely
do politicians recognize that volunteering
is how citizens (taxpayers and voters)
hold government accountable. In many
countries, including Canada and the UK.,
volunteers consider it a goal to convince
government to put more funding into the

- things that matter to them.

Something else that is becoming an in-
ternational trend is mandated community
service. Many countries have or are imple-
menting alternative sentencing programs,
welfare-to-work plans, student graduation
service requirements and other forms of
coercion to volunteer. This directly affects

the volunteer world because it is existing volunteer
programs that must find the best assignments for
such participants, as well as deal with the challenges
of meshing workers who freely choose to serve and
those who are forced into it. Happily, there is some
evidence everywhere that how or why someone en-
ters service might not be as important as what hap-
pens to them once they begin to give their time.
What begins as a mandate evolves into genuine vol-
unteering.

One additional challenge is the effect of money
beyond reimbursement of expenses. What happens
to volunteering when enabling funds, after-service
educational grants, and other types of stipends inch
up in monetary value to close to (or even above) a
country’s minimum wage? Where is the line be-

tween reimbursement of expenses, a “stipend,”and a
very low salary?

CONCERN FOR INFRASTRUCTURE

The last global issue is a growing concern for the
“infrastructure” of volunteering. At the national or
regional level, this means providing adequate re-
sources for those bodies that support volunteering

- and provide technical assistance and tangible ser-

vices to both the public seeking volunteer work and
organizations seeking to involve volunteers. A wide
variety of countries today have some national “Cen-
ter for Volunteering,” often funded by a blend of gov-
ernment and private money. States, provinces and
regions also have what the Australians call “peak

bodies” to support volunteerism, and there are more

and more volunteer centers in local commumtxes_
around the world. _ st
Unfortunately, these support organizations are
struggling. Beneath the national level, these centersA
are chronically under funded and understaffed: Tpe
public is largely unaware of their Work and their in-
fluence is minimal. This situation is receiving aitten-
tion with the development of new “compacts -and
«codes” between government and the volunteer sec-

" tor, often leading to new roles for the peak bodies.

On the front line, in each organization that in-
volves volunteers, “infrastructure” has a very practi-
cal meaning, It refers to the recognition that a

' foundation ' must be laid in which volunteers can be
welcomed and supported. A vital element of infra-
structure is the designation of a staff member to co-

] ordinate volunteers, given a bud_get and other
‘resources with which to develop a volunteer pro-
gram. Accompanying this is the emergence of a
global community of volunteer program Mmanagess,
including increased training and professional cre-
dentialing for practitioners. : ; :

The Web is playing a-major role in international

- professional exchange, reducing the isolation of lead-

ers of volunteers, offering a wealth of learning materi-

als, and reaching new audiences about volunteering.

Because of the Web, other new communication tech- .

nologies, and the ease of international travel, the
globe is getting smaller and smaller. In volunteerism,
this means a growing understanding of the chal-
lenges colleagues face around the world - and mutual
| efforts to overcome common obstacles and achieve
the maximum potential of volunteers. NPT
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