
The established paradigm
Historically, VSO has presented its 
work as a sensitive form of technical 
co-operation – supplying skills to 
developing countries and thereby 
removing significant impediments 
to their development. The value of 
international volunteering has been 
defined primarily in relation to 
technical skills. The role of volunteers 
has been to transfer such skills 
through formal training programmes 
or through on-the-job training of a 
counterpart.

We tackle disadvantage by equipping 

people in developing and emerging 
countries with the skills they need 
to transform their communities and 
national economies (‘Working overseas 
with VSO – the facts’ VSO, undated).

Volunteers were different from other 
forms of technical co-operation 
because they actively worked for 
greater sensitivity to the cultural 
and development context. So VSO 
volunteers had substantial language 
training, received a living allowance 
based on the salaries of their 
national colleagues and lived within 
communities in modest housing. 

 ��

With over two thousand volunteers in service at any time, VSO is 
the largest independent development agency that works exclusively 
through volunteering. The recruitment of long-term volunteers 
from developing countries, the development of a youth exchange 
programme, growing support for national volunteering initiatives and a 
developing pattern of study visits and exchanges have all contributed 
much towards creating a wider understanding of VSO’s purpose 
and a broader interpretation of the potential power of volunteering. 
This article explores the ways in which VSO has changed in recent 
years, and the challenges that such change presents for the future 
of international volunteering. It will focus in particular on issues 
concerning reciprocity and global citizenship.
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Although VSO did much to improve 
programme quality, the interpretation 
of these central principles became 
quite formulaic. All volunteers had 
to have a technical skill requested 
by a development partner and all 
committed to an initial term of 
two years. While this approach was 
consistent with contemporary practice 
in technical co-operation, VSO 
was more unusual in its sustained 
commitment to the concepts of 
volunteering. 

It became more difficult to recruit 
older people with established 
technical skills, and many European 
agencies responded by substantially 
improving the financial packages 
offered to volunteers (to the point 
where the term ‘volunteer’ seemed 
increasingly inappropriate). On the 
other hand, there was substantial 
pressure on VSO – often from 
volunteers themselves - to reshape 
programmes through a more explicit 
political analysis rather than through 
a focus on volunteering (Heatley, 
1979). This analysis strongly 
suggested the need for a professional 
cadre of development workers with 
prior experience of development 
work. 

VSO has always identified 
volunteering as an essential 
element in its identity. Certainly, 
the VSO approach has always fitted 
comfortably within the conceptual 

framework for volunteering set out 
by Davis Smith (1999). However, the 
agency has struggled to interpret 
those concepts in the context of 
technical co-operation and there may 
be good reasons why this has been so 
difficult.

Flaws in the established 
paradigm

Skills transfer 
Skills transfer seldom works as the 
model predicts and, most obviously, 
the counterpart concept is deeply 
flawed. Few partners can afford to 
employ two people to do one job, 
and few people with the potential to 
do a job are likely to be enthusiastic 
about two years’ on-the-job training. 
More generally, the focus on human 
resource development at the level 
of the project typically undervalues 
the volunteer’s wider contribution in 
building human capital. Trained staff 
who leave a project are seen as a loss, 
and few studies have looked beyond 
the project to the developmental 
impact of work done by such people 
after the project or sought to attribute 
that to the contribution made by the 
volunteer. 

Paternalism
Even where skills transfer works 
reasonably well, it has often 
involved an inappropriate degree 
of paternalism. Technical co-
operation agencies often emphasise 



the responsibilities of volunteers as 
development workers for building 
the capacity of partners. But this 
language must make it less likely that 
volunteers will adopt the humility 
and the commitment to learning 
that will be crucial if they are to 
be effective. Rather, an emphasis 
on capacity building seems to put 
the volunteer – a person with very 
limited contextual understanding 
and no long-term commitment to the 
project – much too close to the centre 
of the action. 

A Southern contributor made the 
point more eloquently to a 2002 web-
based United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) debate on 
technical co-operation:

The heart of the matter is that 
there are considerable differences 
between the donor country and the 
beneficiary country as regards the 
value systems, culture and spiritual 
life and perception of development 
issues. TC [Technical Co-operation] 
actors dramatize things more than is 
warranted and make proposals that 
ignore or disregard the differences ... 
they find it very difficult to imagine 
anything else without abandoning 
their own reference points ..., and 
their actual experiences at home, 
which is nearly impossible (Habib 
Kraiem http://www.undp.org).

Experience derived from this 

approach seems more likely to 
reinforce a sense of inherent 
superiority in the volunteers than 
to build development on a basis of 
respect and understanding for other 
cultures. Graham Hancock’s popular 
classic Lords of Poverty (Hancock, 
1989) exposed many of these issues 
and, more recently, Paulette Goudge 
has explored them further in The 
Whiteness of Power (Goudge, 2003). 
Goudge’s central hypothesis – that 
relationships between development 
workers and their local colleagues are 
always infused with racism – may 
seem extreme. However, we must ask 
whether the technical co-operation 
model makes enough space for 
mutual respect and a sense of shared 
dignity. 

Mutuality of learning
Finally, the technical co-operation 
paradigm barely acknowledges 
the mutuality of learning that 
characterises the best of international 
volunteering. While agencies may 
talk about sharing skills, the sense 
is often that we are sharing our 
skills with them. The central focus 
is on the technical skills of the 
volunteers, even though very few 
successful volunteers would hold 
that it had been the depth of their 
technical expertise that had enabled 
them to be effective. Generations 
of volunteers say that they have 
learned much more than they have 
taught, and many of VSO’s processes 
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seem to acknowledge that personal 
characteristics – perhaps especially a 
commitment to learning – are at least 
as important as technical expertise 
in promoting significant change. But 
the perception that learning involves 
one-way traffic persists, being quite 
offensive to development partners 
and limiting our readiness to explore 
new forms of volunteering.

Towards a new paradigm
While international volunteering may 
still have great vitality, the need has 
become increasingly urgent to think 
beyond the idea of volunteering as 
technical co-operation in order to 
address some of its shortcomings and 
develop a genuinely new paradigm 
that is rooted in experience, yet gives 
rise to new and sustainable ways of 
working. 

For VSO, there have been four 
developments of particular 
significance.

South-South volunteering
In 1999, building on experience of 
recruitment partnerships with the 
Netherlands and Canada, VSO set out 
to recruit volunteers from Africa and 
Asia. This was an explicit recognition 
that people living in poor countries 
also had skills and experience to 
share, that they had a right to 
participate in volunteering and that 
both the volunteering community 
and the volunteering paradigm would 

grow richer for their inclusion.
While there was initially some 
concern that recruiting volunteers 
from the South was inconsistent with 
a technical co-operation approach 
(extracting skills where we should 
be contributing them), there is 
now widespread enthusiasm for 
this programme throughout VSO. 
In 2005–2006, some twenty-five 
per cent of long-term volunteers 
placed by the agency will have been 
recruited through partners in Kenya, 
Uganda, India and the Philippines.

World Youth
In Increasing the Impact (VSO, 1997), 
VSO made an explicit commitment 
to explore new ways of engaging 
young people in development. The 
agency adopted the reciprocal youth 
exchange model developed by Canada 
World Youth and this has had a 
powerful impact on the evolution 
of VSO’s understanding of its own 
work. This model involves teams of 
eighteen young people, nine from 
each of the two countries involved. 
In cross-cultural pairs, they live with 
host families and work as volunteers 
in host communities, for three 
months in each country. There is an 
explicit focus on learning, both for 
the young volunteers themselves and 
within host communities. 

The development of a World Youth 
programme was contentious within 
VSO, primarily because it could 



not be characterised as technical 
co-operation. However, in 2003 an 
unpublished external review strongly 
endorsed the importance of the 
programme, describing it as:

a program much needed in the 
modern world, where discrimination, 
inequality, poverty and 
misunderstanding across culture and 
religion are all too evident (Wallace 
and Joseph, 2003).

The review also made 
recommendations for improvement, 
which led to substantial changes. In 
particular, the programme has been 
reshaped so that it is in explicit 
pursuit of its purpose – ‘to build 
active global citizenship’ – and so 
that creative bridges can be built 
between it and other elements of VSO 
programming. 

Support for national volunteering
Focus for Change (VSO 2003) 
commits VSO to support initiatives in 
national volunteering:

Community participation and 
voluntary action can play a major 
role in strengthening civil society. 
VSO will share its expertise in 
volunteering with organisations 
that want to set up or expand local, 
national or international volunteering 
programmes where these address 
shared development aims. 

VSO does not run national 
volunteering programmes itself; 
rather, its work supports and 
builds the capacity of national 
organisations. This has led to 
real diversity in programming, 
including support for the Ghanaian 
government in placing graduates as 
volunteer teachers, work with large 
corporations in Kenya to develop 
employee volunteering and the 
creation of volunteering programmes 
within the deaf community in the 
Philippines. Working alongside CSV, 
VSO has brought to the UK leaders 
from volunteer communities in 
many countries, on fellowships that 
have combined study and work and 
have supported the development of 
both a theoretical basis for work 
and practical skills in volunteer 
management.

This work has been widely supported 
within VSO and has grown rapidly 
over the last three years. Nevertheless, 
elements of the approach do 
challenge established ways of 
working. In particular, support 
for partners’ priorities in national 
volunteering has often involved 
work above and beyond the agreed 
developmental focus for VSO country 
programmes. 

LINKS
Since 2001, VSO has extended the 
experiential learning involved in 
volunteering directly to development 
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partners by enabling organisations 
that have common development 
objectives to work alongside each 
other, sharing experiences and 
developing new approaches to 
their work. The LINKS (Learning 
through International Networking 
and Knowledge Sharing) programme 
consists of study tours, exchange 
programmes and work placements 
– each providing opportunities 
for partners to be exposed to a 
new context and to acquire direct 
experience of different ways of 
working. Some of these activities 
have involved North-South linking, 
as with the exchange programme 
between social services departments 
in Essex and the Gambia. Others 
have involved South-South linkage, 
such as the series of study tours to 
AIDS service organisations in Uganda 
for partners involved in the fight 
against HIV/AIDS in other countries. 
Programmes can be tailored to meet 
the specific needs of the organisation 
or individual involved, so that the 
impact is direct and relevant. 

The LINKS programme has posed 
some challenges for VSO because 
it has stretched established ideas of 
what it is to be a volunteer. Study 
tours are typically less than a month 
long and the action-learning balance 
for participants is heavily weighted 
towards learning. Nevertheless, 
and despite the diversity of LINKS 
activities, there has been substantial 

agreement among participants on 
the benefits of being exposed to new 
perspectives. Human and professional 
links are created between individuals 
and organisations, enabling improved 
access to resources, an ongoing 
exchange of information and broader 
professional networks. 

The toolbox approach
The rapid diversification in VSO 
programmes is giving rise to a 
fundamental shift for the agency, 
from being an organisation that 
offers partners one type of (long-
term) volunteering with a few other 
activities in reserve, to being an 
organisation that can offer a range 
of volunteering activities and works 
with partners to select the approach 
that best meets programme needs. 

Matter arising – challenges for 
the future
This diversification of VSO 
programmes has thrown some 
fundamental questions into sharp 
relief.

Almost all volunteers acknowledge 
their learning – and both the quality 
and the scope of this learning are 
often more profound than can be 
accommodated as a welcome by-
product. In World Youth, mutuality 
of learning is at the centre of the 
programme, given explicit value and 
specifically resourced. Similarly, shared 
learning is the very essence of the 



LINKS programme. But how should 
VSO value the learning that takes 
place for its long-term volunteers, 
particularly those from Europe and 
North America? Unless we can answer 
this question, we risk continuing to 
present the process as one-way traffic 
– and that is surely not the kind of 
global community to which we aspire. 
These issues were made explicit for 
VSO in the unpublished review of the 
World Youth programme:

The personal learning elements of 
volunteering, and the value of this 
personal development post-return, 
are slowly becoming more openly 
acknowledged in VSO ... World 
Youth potentially takes the story 
further in two ways. First by clearly 
acknowledging that development 
is a two-way relationship, and the 
attitudes, knowledge and skills of 
the volunteer are an integral part 
of that relationship ... Secondly, by 
acknowledging that there are valuable 
things to learn from countries and 
people who are much poorer. The 
logic of accepting this means it will 
be valid to bring volunteers from e.g. 
Mozambique to UK; this provides 
one route to real reciprocity and 
respect, shared learning and enhanced 
understanding (Wallace and Joseph, 
2003).

Similar questions arise in relation 
to the promotion of voluntarism, 
which is central to VSO’s purpose 

and most clearly drives the national 
volunteering agenda. In the World 
Youth programme, it is assumed 
that the volunteers’ experience 
of effective voluntary action will 
promote ongoing civic engagement; 
and research with returned Kenyan 
volunteers has shown that experience 
as international volunteers motivated 
them to promote voluntarism on their 
return home. In particular: 

The volunteering experience has also 
had an effect on RVs’ attitudes to 
voluntarism. They now view voluntary 
action as a two-way process ... In 
addition to direct formal involvement 
(in voluntary action), RVs have 
been promoting voluntarism within 
Kenya since their return, which will 
also help to strengthen civil society. 
Whilst RVs [Returned Volunteers] 
had been involved in voluntary 
activities and development work 
prior to their placement, there has 
been a discernible shift in how they 
now spend their time in professional 
and voluntary activities which all 
contribute to strengthening civil 
society (Popazzi, 2004).

Again, it is in Europe and North 
America where the global citizenship 
agenda is relatively weak, and this 
theme has very limited visibility in 
VSO’s work with Northern volunteers. 
Yet a global community needs 
members in both North and South, 
rich and poor. 
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Volunteering has been called ‘the 
essential act of citizenship’ (Michael 
et al, 2001). If VSO believes in global 
citizenship, then it may need to do 
its share of promoting volunteering 
more actively in the North as well as 
in the South; and it may need to give 
serious thought to how it does this 
in ways that build global as well as 
national citizenship. 

Volunteering in a global civil 
society
Volunteering is not a new or 
an exclusively western concept. 
Voluntarism takes many different 
forms, and in many societies, mutual 
support and communal effort have 
always been an integral part of the 
culture. This view of volunteering 
as an essential element of life in a 
community – practical evidence of 
shared responsibilities – is very close 
to an apparently more modern view 
of the voluntary ethic as being central 
to the production of social capital and 
strong civil societies. There is now a 
considerable body of thought (see, for 
example, Putman, 2000) that links 
the production of social capital to the 
strength of civil society, which in turn 
is seen as an essential precursor of 
development and good governance, 
and volunteering, when seen as 
supportive action that is motivated 
not by charity but by a sense of 
shared well-being – ‘being in this 
together’ – offers more dignity, for 
both giver and receiver. 

In the context of international 
volunteering, there is a need to 
assert a view of our world as a 
global community in which we 
have common interests and shared 
responsibilities. These are not new 
ideas (Brandt Commission, 1980; 
Commission for Africa, 2005). 

If there is global community, then 
there is the need to build global civil 
society and to develop global social 
capital. International volunteering 
may have a particularly important 
role to play in this endeavour:

Volunteering creates virtuous cycles 
of social interaction. International 
volunteers working in developing 
countries by their very presence 
reinforce some of the key elements of 
social capital within communities. 
They also help to build awareness of 
a citizenship beyond community and 
indeed country – so if social capital 
can be said to exist beyond local 
communities, if there is such a thing 
as global social capital, volunteer 
sending has the potential to be a 
significant catalyst for it (Randel et 
al, 2004).

To realise this vision, there must be 
a stronger sense of reciprocity and 
mutuality of learning in volunteering 
practice. The challenge for VSO, 
and for international volunteering 
agencies of a similar mind, is to 
work out what kind of action will 



genuinely support these concepts. At 
the very least, agencies will need to 
give serious thought to how volunteer 
learning can be more effectively 
promoted and their commitment to 
active global citizenship developed 
and encouraged in the longer term. 
This thinking will need to go well 
beyond the focus on advocacy 
that has characterised much of the 
discussion of active global citizenship 
to date.

VSO’s LINKS programme may provide 
some directions, particularly when 
considered alongside the experience 
of similar programmes in Norway 
(Fredskorpset) and Canada (Canadian 
Crossroads International). A number 
of agencies are beginning to explore 
South-to-North models that go 
beyond exchange programming and 
start to develop a wider reciprocity in 
international volunteering. Then there 
are those agencies, which would not 
necessarily identify themselves as part 
of the volunteering community, that 
have brought different innovations 
into South-to-South exchange, 
linking communities with shared 
development interests and developing 
benefits that they define together, 
rather than those led by Northern 
NGOs. The work of Shack/Slum 
Dwellers International in linking very 
poor communities in India and South 
Africa is inspirational in this respect 
(Patel et al, 2001). 

Whatever the future holds, two things 
are perhaps clear. Firstly, that the 
concept of international volunteering 
will secure its future by continuing 
to demonstrate its flexibility; and 
secondly, that the concepts of 
mutuality and global citizenship 
will need to take centre-stage in our 
thinking about the future.
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