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It is important to make a distinction 
between the various current 
concepts of volunteering that takes 
place beyond national borders. 
With globalisation (Clark, 2003), 
transnational participation is 
growing, which means that not 
only governments but also non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and the relationships between 
individuals and institutions will 
be affected worldwide. Various 

researchers have attempted to describe 
the reality of this activity. One 
suggestion is the concept of ‘civic 
service’ (McBride and Sherraden, 
2004), which differs from the military 
service mandatory for the citizens of 
many countries. This form of service 
is also considered as different from 
voluntary action, in that it is usually 
part of a defined civic programme 
that requires a certain amount of time 
and dedication, and which in the end 

This article will explore how volunteer activity – understood under the 
headings of ‘international service’ and ‘cross-national volunteering’ 
– has had an impact in Mexico, in both local and national settings 
and from both the developmental and the individual perspective. The 
state of volunteering in Mexico is examined, as is the importance 
of assessing impact and considering all the actors involved in 
international service: the organisation as a whole, the volunteers 
that undertake the activity (the servers) and the individuals and 
communities served (the recipients). Two Mexican examples are 
considered: Habitat for Humanity, and LEAD (Leadership, Experience 
And Development), an international programme run by the Junior 
League of Mexico City. Finally, some general research questions 
are suggested as a basis for future enquiries into the impact of 
international service on host communities. 
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is designed to produce results via 
evaluation and to make a perceptible 
contribution to the community it 
serves:

We distinguish civic service from less 
formal, less defined and less intensive 
volunteerism. Civic service might be 
viewed as a subset of volunteerism 
toward the more formal end of a 
continuum ...
(McBride and Sherraden, 2004:3S)

The word ‘service’ is used rather 
than ‘volunteering’ because this kind 
of activity is not always voluntary. 
Distinctions have also been made 
between programmes of ‘international 
service’ (McBride, Benitez and 
Sherraden, 2003), where people 
are sent ‘from the home country to 
other countries’, and ‘trans-national 
service’, where there is an exchange 
‘between two or more countries’ and 
‘where the servers are expected to 
spend service time in a host country 
as well as their country of origin’. 

A different view of the concept of 
volunteers crossing borders has 
been taken by the UK’s Institute for 
Volunteering Research (Davis Smith, 
Ellis and Brewis, 2005:64), which 
defines ‘cross-national volunteering’ 
as:

any form of volunteering that involves 
people travelling from one country to 
another to volunteer ... 

These authors suggest several 
characteristics that are important for 
defining this kind of volunteering: 
geographical scale, function, 
direction, level of government 
involvement and time scale. 

In Mexico, these types of volunteering 
are not new, but there has been very 
little research into them (or indeed, 
into any other kind of volunteering). 
There is, however, a large body of 
work on civil society organisations 
(CSOs) and communitarian activities, 
many which involve either voluntary 
action or civic participation. One of 
the oldest programmes of civic service 
in Latin America and the Caribbean 
is the Mexican Servicio Social, which 
has targeted young people since the 
1930s. It is a 480-hour government 
programme, compulsory for university 
students before they receive their 
undergraduate degree (Tapia, 2001; 
Perry, 2004). This and other national 
programmes – such as the Centros 
de Integración Juvenil, providing 
drug prevention and treatment to 
young people, and even the new 
regime’s Oportunidades, now under 
the supervision of the Secretariat for 
Social Development – have mostly 
been attempts by government to solve 
the problems of underdevelopment 
and inequality (Butcher, 2002). 

Interdisciplinary studies of CSOs 
and civil society in Mexico have 
attracted the attention of the 
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research community over the last 
decade, owing to the new role that 
civil society is beginning to play in 
establishing democratic practices 
in the country. Globalisation and 
international institutions such as 
the UN, the World Bank, the Inter-
American Development Bank (IDB) 
and international NGOs have also 
affected relationships between 
multilateral co-operation agencies 
and the way voluntary participation 
is perceived (De León, 2004). A 
widely known example of what might 
be viewed as a form of international 
service is the Ejército Zapatista de 
Liberación (EZLN) (Massicotte, 2004), 
where the international monetary 
support for the Zapatista cause, 
plus the actions of international 
participants, some of them volunteers, 
have been so important that the 
Zapatistas have been seen as a social 
movement rather than just another 
indigenous uprising. 

Another type of activity that 
has major social and economic 
implications for the people involved, 
but which has not yet been analysed 
as an example of ‘international 
service’, is diaspora philanthropy; on 
the US-Mexico border, for example, 
there is a flow not only of money, 
but also of human resources and 
voluntary participation from various 
associations in the US and from 
informal groups in Mexico (Merz, 
2005).

The historical background 
In Mexico, international service 
– that is, programmes designed 
for specific purposes such as 
development, learning, the delivery of 
primary services etc – began centuries 
ago under the auspices of the Roman 
Catholic Church (Verduzco, 2003), 
which has always exercised a major 
influence on the country’s CSOs. 
During the colonial period, the 
Church controlled all activities to do 
with the health and education of the 
population: for example, the various 
religious orders that came with the 
conquistadores took responsibility 
for protecting Mexico’s indigenous 
groups. After independence, the 
Church continued to carry out, almost 
unaided, these kinds of activity, even 
when liberal opposition began to 
grow. The triumph of liberal reform 
during the ‘Restored Republic’ saw 
the beginnings of secular voluntary 
assistance (asistencialismo), especially 
for poor and underprivileged people. 
Even so, the Church continued 
to support, openly or covertly, 
programmes of assistance and 
educational irrespective of the 
regime in power. It was not until the 
second half of the twentieth century 
that programmes which might be 
considered non-denominational 
appeared in any strength.

The historical context is essential for 
any understanding of international 
service in Mexico, as most of the 
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programmes in question still need 
to be approved by the government 
and then registered as NGOs under 
Mexican law. The development of 
volunteering in Mexico has been 
different from that in other Latin 
American countries (Johnson et 
al, 2004), largely because one 
authoritarian political party, the PRI 
(Partido Revolucionario Institucional), 
monopolised power for more than 
seventy years (Reygadas, 1998; 
Verduzco, 2003). As a result, no 
Mexican CSOs could grow into truly 
effective participants in civil society, 
as they were always under the 
scrutiny of ‘the party’, which feared 
any loss of influence. 

In Latin America, CSOs evolved under 
the banner of ‘solidarity’ and many 
informal, community-based groups 
appeared – including resistance 
movements against authoritarian 
regimes. This situation meant that 
the Church was the only institution 
capable of organising activity that 
would have any impact at global 
level: for example, by the exchange 
of programmes, individuals and 
resources. The 1960s saw the 
emergence of a global civil society 
movement, but it is not until 
the 1970s, 1980s and 1980s that 
independent organisations began to 
appear as organised entities (Mendez, 
1998; Cadena, 2004; Ziccardi, 2004). 
The democratisation of Mexico is now 
under way, a process to which citizen 

participation and CSOs have made 
a major contribution (Olvera, 2001). 
Only recently has legislation been 
passed at federal level to encourage, 
protect and regulate CSOs (Butcher, 
2002, 2004). 

International service in Mexico
A wide variety of international 
volunteers come to Mexico each year, 
some as part of formal programmes, 
others as individuals. They include 
doctors and social workers offering 
their services voluntarily, students 
coming to work in rural communities 
for the summer, hospital exchange 
programmes and religious missions. 
Unfortunately, only a few of these 
activities have been documented, such 
as the North American Community 
Service Pilot Project (Sherraden and 
Benítez, 2003). 

Here I propose to give a brief 
description of two Mexican 
programmes, to show how 
international initiatives can in time 
acquire a local flavour and make a 
local impact. Habitat for Humanity 
is a well-established international 
service organisation, with a specific 
remit to enable volunteers to serve 
outside their countries:

Habitat for Humanity International 
is a nonprofit, ecumenical Christian 
housing ministry. HFHI seeks to 
eliminate poverty housing and 
homelessness from the world, and 
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to make decent shelter a matter of 
conscience and action. Habitat invites 
people of all backgrounds, races and 
religions to build houses together in 
partnership with families in need 
(www.habitatmexico.org). 

In Mexico, Habitat registered formally 
as a NGO in 1989. The organisation 
was well received, partly because, after 
the 1985 Mexico City earthquake, 
much funding for rebuilding was 
channelled into the country through 
organisations of this kind – probably 
because of fears of government 
corruption – and partly because 
shortage of housing has been, and 
still is, a major problem. Habitat is 
now in fifteen states and has twenty-
five offices throughout the country. 
Volunteers come from all over the 
world and work with local people to 
build homes for needy communities: 
in 2004, for example, the Jimmy 
Carter project built 150 houses in 
five days in Puebla and Oaxaca. 
In a telephone interview, Gustavo 
Gutierrez, Habitat’s national executive 
director, spoke of his organisation’s 
principles of joint responsibility and 
empowerment through action, as well 
as the importance of the volunteering 
experience both for the volunteers 
themselves and their local hosts. He 
saw his programme:

as an organisation for the community, 
from the community ... we want to 
become a catalyst to development. 

Habitat has the same mission and 
follows the same methodology 
wherever it operates. By respecting 
the views and values of the 
communities it works for, Habitat 
‘enables success’, which means that, 
thanks to its presence, it can come 
back several years later and observe a 
transformed community. 

The HFHI programme offers everyone 
involved – the organisers, the foreign 
volunteers, the local recipients, the 
community and the municipal and 
state governments – an opportunity 
to serve. It also creates the possibility 
of an ‘egalitarian exchange’ by 
distributing responsibilities amongst 
them. International projects such 
as these, which successfully engage 
individuals in a dialogue that 
unleashes local energy, are seen 
in Mexico as the kind of initiative 
that can get rid of the widespread 
asistencialismo and reluctance to 
participate. 

My second example of a long-term 
commitment to volunteering in 
Mexico began with a programme 
designed by an international women’s 
organisation. The Association of 
Junior Leagues International (AJLI) 
has 267 local Leagues and almost 
200,000 volunteers in Mexico, 
the USA, the UK and Canada. The 
Association’s LEAD (Leadership, 
Experience And Development) 
programme was designed to enable 
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teenagers in US high schools who 
were not ‘traditional’ leaders to acquire 
managerial and leadership skills, 
with the aims of getting adults and 
youngsters to work together towards a 
common goal, to close the ‘generation 
gap’ and to enable adults and 
teenagers to learn from each other. 
The motto was ‘developing young 
leaders to create better communities’. 
The programme used the skills of 
educators from the Quest National 
Center, and involved a teacher, a 
group of students and a volunteer: 
participating students were trained to 
take charge of community projects. 
It was a ‘win-win situation’ where 
everyone benefited: the students, the 
teachers, the volunteer and the local 
community. LEAD was accepted in 
Mexico, Canada and the US. It was 
adopted by the Junior League of 
Mexico City in 1984 and followed for 
more than ten years. Here are some 
comments by teenagers and adults 
from the evaluation (LEAD, 1986:3):

I believe LEAD members are the 
healthiest members of the student 
body ...

It has taught high-school students that 
there is more to teenage years than 
straight A’s, football games or the 
Prom. We have a capability to give.

Comments on the adult-teenage 
relationship by Mexican teenagers 
included:

Let the adults keep on supporting, 
suggesting and correcting us without 
limiting our independence ... the 
values they have shown, the way we 
work together is not like an adult 
and a young person, it’s like friends 
... they were able to understand our 
ideals. 

The Mexican and Canadian teams 
travelled to the US to receive training 
and then returned to their community 
to implement LEAD. After one 
school-year, the programmes were 
carefully evaluated using theory-based 
techniques. The evaluation reports 
showed how important it is to think 
about the outcomes of a project from 
the very beginning, and how an 
educational tool, well applied, can 
become universal. Cultural differences 
were noted and celebrated and 
programmes were adapted accordingly. 
The impact on the community was 
diverse, because the programmes were 
varied and each team decided its own 
progress. In Mexico, LEAD became 
a kind of service project in some of 
the high schools that participated and 
still exists after twenty years. The 
testimony of the many individuals 
who participated in the programme 
clearly shows the impact of 
international service. In 1985, after 
its heroic efforts to help Mexico 
City during that year’s earthquake, 
the city’s LEAD programme was 
nominated for the US President’s 
Volunteer Action Award. 
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The impact of international 
service in host communities 
(Mexico)
A comprehensive study of the 
impact of international service in 
Mexico would require time, effort 
and resources that are simply not 
available at the time of writing. 

Impact research is a participative and 
negotiated process of all involved, 
to identify and analyze significant 
and/or lasting changes in the lives 
of individuals and their contexts, 
generated by a series of intentional 
actions (Villaseñor, 2002:10). 

Impact is the qualitative aspect of 
outcomes and is often difficult to 
identify. Concepts and practices from 
different interdisciplinary theories 
on development come into play, 
although many abide by the UNDP 
definition: 

The main objective of development 
is to widen people’s opportunities 
to live a healthy and creative life 
... human development focuses on 
people´s freedom and not on resource 
accumulation (UNDP Mexico, 2002:1).

Change and development are complex 
issues. How can we assess volunteer 
activity and guide it toward positive 
outcomes and significant impact for 
development? What issues should be 
addressed when we study impact? 
How important are culture and 

context to international volunteer 
activity? 

Many voluntary organisations have 
come and gone in Mexico: some 
were international CSOs or NGOs that 
made promises but did not always 
keep them; others were groups with 
political affiliations that offered 
goods and services in exchange 
for votes. As a result, the people of 
Mexico have become distrustful and 
less participative than the inhabitants 
of other countries. They are more 
likely to practise a form of ‘exclusive 
altruism’, where only the extended 
family is trusted and receives 
the benefits of mutual aid. In the 
terminology of social capital (Putnam, 
2000; Putnam and Feldstein, 2003), 
there is a lot of bonding but very 
little bridging; but if communities 
are to grow and become strong, they 
need the opposite. A national survey 
of political culture and citizenship 
by the Mexican government (ENCUP, 
2001, 2003) showed that Mexicans 
were low on trust: nine out of ten 
agreed with the sentiment ‘If I don’t 
take care of myself, no one else will’. 
However, more than half of those 
surveyed did agree that ‘most people 
practise solidarity with others’; and a 
similar proportion agreed that ‘people 
should come to terms first with their 
community and secondly with their 
own interests’. Even so, 72 per cent of 
Mexicans think that ‘people basically 
worry only about themselves’. This 
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lack of trust may demonstrate the 
hostility of cooperatively-disposed 
citizens towards established 
institutions – an attitude that 
sometimes makes it harder for foreign 
organisations to survive in Mexico. 

How people react to organisations 
– in this case, international ones – 
that come to help their communities 
is critical to the success of the work 
those organisations plan to carry 
out. To obtain more reliable data on 
voluntary activity amongst the people 
of Mexico, CEMEFI (the Mexican 
Centre for Philanthropy) in May 
2005 began a national study entitled 
Participación Ciudadana, Solidaria 
y Servicio Voluntario en México 
(‘Citizen Participation Solidarity, and 
Voluntary Service in Mexico’), using 
quantitative and qualitative methods 
that we hope will provide a better 
picture not only of how Mexicans 
understand formal volunteering 
and service, but also of how they 
demonstrate their solidarity with 
others in informal contexts, thus 
setting the stage for citizenship and 
for active participation in community 
solutions (Butcher, 2004). Better 
understanding of these activities 
may be beneficial for international 
development efforts in host 
communities such as Mexico. 

A recent empirical study of Mexican 
volunteers (Butcher, 2003) revealed 
that the way in which volunteers 

approach their work also seems to 
matter. In this case, volunteers who 
cross borders to provide a service 
to others were studied in order to 
establish how individuals should 
be trained before they enter an 
international service programme. 
Richard Koeing, a twenty-three-year-
old UK volunteer with Habitat in 
Mexico, commented:

Sometimes the people we go to don’t 
understand, they are suspicious ... 
even demanding ... people can’t 
believe that we as strangers really 
care about their situation ... the idea 
is, if they could pay attention, they 
would eventually help their own 
... it’s kind of a way of setting an 
example. 

How communities and the people 
served are approached may also make 
a difference to the services offered. It 
can tip the balance where the overall 
impact of a programme is concerned.
 
The relationship between the servers 
and the served, the volunteers and 
the recipients, was studied using a 
theoretical approach. When ‘service 
relationships’ (Butcher, 1997) were 
established, a learning experience 
became possible for both parties. 
These kinds of relationship, also 
described as ‘horizontal’, are not 
exclusive to volunteer activity. 
‘Serving’ is very different from 
just ‘helping’: it means being well 
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disposed towards the other person, 
with a readiness to engage in 
dialogue and equal exchange. The 
volunteer who initiates this kind of 
relationship creates a climate that 
allows for understanding, openness 
and freedom to learn. The relationship 
does not then become a one-sided 
affair, and many changes can happen 
to both parties. In the end, it is the 
lived experience of the relationship 
that holds the power to bring about 
this personal transformation. The 
study also revealed that Mexico’s 
authoritarian and paternalistic 
traditions (mentioned earlier in this 
article) did not influence one-to-one 
relationships to the degree expected: 
‘service relationships’ outnumbered 
‘helping relationships’ by nine to one. 
What this research is beginning to 
show is the range of possibilities for 
mutual exchange and the intricacies 
of how these interactions occur: it 
describes how both sides perceived 
the relationship and what they 
learned from the experience. The 
study also reveals that the needs on 
both sides of a relationship must 
be validated, and that the way we 
initiate a service can influence its 
final outcome. 
 
Where the future of international 
service is concerned, the nature of 
the relationship between the servers 
and the served appears to be of 
crucial importance. All levels of 
relationship, from the individual to 

the institutional, should be examined 
in a new light. This could make 
the difference between success and 
failure with any given community, 
and could clarify the meaning 
of development for both parties 
involved. Such an examination could 
also affect the way international 
service organisations see themselves. 
Sometimes international programmes 
are ‘imposed’ on host communities 
without any proper assessment of 
community needs or understanding 
of cultural diversity. This is not 
meant as a criticism of international 
service as a whole, but as a 
suggestion that we might try looking 
at volunteering from a different 
perspective. Many well-established 
and credible international groups 
do an excellent job of meeting basic 
community needs to provide a basis 
for development. Others help with 
health campaigns and after natural 
disasters, where relief and quick 
problem-solving is key. Many factors 
come into play in development, 
and the promotion of egalitarian 
relationships to stimulate the personal 
growth of both parties involved is 
just one of them. Volunteer effort can 
be a useful first step, but by itself it 
may not be enough to bring about 
positive outcomes. A recent study 
in Latin America (De la Maza and 
Villar, 2005) shows that the impact 
of volunteering on the quality of 
life and the democratic engagement 
of the population depends not only 
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on empowering local people to 
participate in public life, but also on 
creating suitable economic conditions 
and sufficient institutional support to 
enable such initiatives to prosper. 

The focus here is not on the ‘what’ 
of the service but on the ‘how’: 
this type of research enables us to 
acquire an insight into the attitudes 
of the volunteers and the way in 
which the service is delivered. By 
becoming aware of the mechanisms 
that enhance success, we can ensure 
that the recipients of these services 
are treated as equals in the exchange 
and are open to the potential 
benefits of the experience. A deeper 
understanding of what can work, and 
why it works, gives us a better chance 
of targeting international programmes 
so that they make a difference to the 
lives not only of those served, but 
also of the servers as well. 
 
Research questions and conclusions
Four themes are suggested here as 
a starting point for research into 
international service: 

1. Definitions. Clarification of 
concepts and clear definitions of 
the different forms of international 
service are important as a basis for 
research. We must first understand 
the essence of the activity itself: its 
motivations, its significance and 
what is involved in volunteering 
in an international context. 

Which definition can help to 
encourage a wider participation in 
voluntary action both locally and 
internationally? 

2. Evaluation. Measuring outcomes 
by counting individuals and 
communities served is an essential 
procedure for any NGO. However, 
they should also use qualitative 
and interdisciplinary methods. 
What are the research priorities? 
How can bridges be built between 
practitioners and researcher to 
enable these priorities to be met? 

3. Local versus global. Volunteer 
activity will become more 
global, making strategic alliances 
necessary for effectiveness and 
survival. How should these 
alliances be formed? How should 
organisations learn from each 
other? In view of the need to 
respect ‘local’ knowledge and 
culture, what cross-cultural data, 
informal information, action/
participation-based research or 
outcome measurement is needed 
to create a sufficient knowledge 
base for good global policies and 
practices? 

4. Development and change. NGO 
and volunteer participation exist 
to ensure a better quality of life 
for communities as a whole. What 
is development, and what kind 
of changes are we talking about? 
Changes for whom and by whom? 
What is the role of international 
service in development? 
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Finally, individual and collective 
interactions must be addressed. A 
better understanding of the nature 
of exchange, mutual participation 
and the relationships between 
people and organisations engaged 
in voluntary action will, it is 
hoped, provide new insights for a 
global transformation of society. 
Cross-national volunteering and 
international service can play an 
active role in this process. Tried 
and tested programmes and careful 
evaluation should enable us to 
effectively train the individuals 
who are willing to cross borders 
to engage with communities and 
problems different from their own. 
Furthermore, we need to enquire 
into all types of interaction, so as 
to define the reality and establish 
the outreach of the international 
volunteering phenomenon. 
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