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Volunteering is a fundamental human 
activity that is part of the heritage 
and current reality of virtually every 
culture. It was not invented in the 
USA, as President Reagan once 
claimed to me at an awards ceremony 
lunch in the White House. It was, 
for example, a significant part of the 
early Samurai tradition in Japan. It 
was embedded in many European 
cultures through the development 
of services for sick and poor people. 
It is indeed culture-specific, taking 
a variety of forms and organised 

patterns. Volunteering does not 
stand still, and is directly affected by 
changes in the environment in which 
it takes place.
 
This article picks out (for ease of 
counting, though readers may wish to 
add their own) ten global trends that 
need to be understood, both in their 
substance and in their implications, 
by national volunteer centres and 
others interested in policy, practice 
and research on volunteering as 
they consider their individual and 

This article lists ten global trends that need to be understood by 
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collective roles in the leadership of 
volunteering in the future.

1. There is a growing level of human 
need in the world, characterised by 
an increasing gap between rich and 
poor and north and south when 
viewed from a global perspective. 
The same phenomenon is visible 
within societies, and in all cases 
there is an increased complexity 
and interrelationship of problems 
that demands a pluralistic set of 
responses. Youth and age, single-
parent households, areas in rich 
countries from which industry 
has fled, countries where there is 
no transparency in government, 
or worse, outright corruption 
– all are scenarios where need is 
manifest. This situation requires 
a significant mobilisation of 
resources committed to appropriate 
development, community building 
and public education. In a world 
where national boundaries count 
for less and less, possible solutions 
may arise from beyond those 
boundaries. The mobilisation must 
include volunteers, not merely to 
pioneer or deliver services but also 
to engage in community building, 
mutual assistance and advocacy for 
needed changes in public policy. The 
greatest impact will come when the 
various forms of volunteering are 
drawn together in the realisation that 
a shared vision can be achieved by 
complementary approaches.

2. We are in an era of increased 
global uncertainty and disorder. 
Economically, there is a tension 
between globalisation and traditional 
nation state approaches. The current 
economic climate has been termed 
the first truly ‘global recovery’, 
resulting in the growth of sustained 
unemployment in many developed 
countries that have not yet replaced 
their high-cost economic activity. We 
see at the same time the amazingly 
(to UK or US eyes) rapid growth of 
the potentially giant economies of 
China and India, which by contrast 
have low-cost or highly educated and 
low-cost workforces. Asia is clearly 
the ‘watch this space’ continent, 
but the unemployed steel workers 
in the USA or Europe, to take one 
example, are puzzled and angry 
that governments are powerless to 
alleviate these seismic changes. With 
the end of the Cold War, instead of 
two confronting blocs neutralising 
each other, we now see the 
emergence of new ethnic, religious 
and regional conflicts, unrestrained 
by sponsoring powers and bringing a 
greater potential for global disorder. 
The assumptions of the early 1990s 
that democratic societies offering 
equal rights, economic opportunities 
and social justice would emerge 
quickly and easily have been dashed. 
Terrorism has become an increasingly 
potent global force, drawing in no 
small part on the frustrations of 
those trapped in repressive regimes, 



grinding poverty and powerlessness. 
As disorder increases, so too do the 
economic, social and political costs 
to law-based and orderly societies 
and to the emerging democracies. 
Volunteers who risk much in 
advocating for peace or working in 
societies where disorder prevails, as 
well as those involved in supporting 
movements to end torture and other 
manifestations of disorder, face a 
tough challenge.

3. HIV/AIDS is disrupting and 
disabling entire communities. 
Fourteen million children are growing 
up without parents in Africa – mostly 
in countries without an infrastructure 
of water, sanitation, electricity and 
education. Twelve million people 
are thought to be infected in Russia. 
China and India are threatened by 
rapid spread of the infection. Denial 
is often the response, as political 
leaders blame external forces or 
sweep the real situation under the 
carpet because it is so difficult to 
find the community understanding, 
the political will and particularly 
the resources to control the spread 
of the disease. Because AIDS affects 
young people most of all, it has 
long-term debilitating effects on the 
social and economic fabric of the 
societies affected. Whether it be in 
the UK or, say, in Russia (far apart 
on the denial scale) there are active, 
committed volunteer organisations 
and projects undertaking a gamut 

of activity to support the people 
who suffer, those who care for 
them or the replacements for the 
immediate family members who are 
affected (often people from the older 
generation). Volunteering can often 
be seen to come into its own in the 
face of such human suffering, and 
in situations where the effects are 
omnipresent. 

4. The number of young people in 
many countries is increasing, as is 
their proportion in the population, 
particularly in the South. In most of 
those countries, there is insufficient 
paid work for young people, giving 
rise to generations of people who are 
forced to live with the frustration 
and humiliation of being unable to 
provide adequately for themselves 
or their families, let alone be able 
to enjoy the personal satisfaction of 
positive contribution to productive 
work. One outcome is increased 
migration for economic reasons, 
separating families, disrupting 
communities, robbing poor countries 
of some of their most talented people 
and creating tensions in recipient 
countries. Those tensions can be 
ameliorated if new immigrants are 
seen as a stimulus to new economic 
vitality or exacerbated if immigrants 
remain shut out of the mainstream of 
community life. Clearly this factor is 
also connected with Trend 2 above, 
as one way to address the perceived 
injustice is to resort to civil disorder. 
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Governments and civic leaders will 
be most interested in developing 
programmes for young volunteers 
to channel youthful energy and 
creativity into productive channels.

5. In the light of the above trend 
affecting youth, it may seem strange 
that the next phenomenon identified 
is the increase in the number of 
senior citizens in the population of 
many countries, particularly in the 
North, but notably also in Japan. 
‘Population ageing’ has taken over 
from population growth as the key 
focus of demographers. The reality 
of ‘ageism’ exists in many of these 
countries, where people over 65 are 
still largely isolated from mainstream 
society. Instead of older people being 
given a place of honour, they are 
often seen as having a peripheral 
role in society, with diminishing 
capacities, little to contribute and 
less and less contact with other 
people. Where state pensions or 
social security arrangements have not 
kept up with a general rise in living 
standards, many live in acute poverty. 
Nevertheless, as the human life-span 
increases, as improved health leads to 
more productive living, and as older 
people either choose or are forced to 
remain in the workforce to meet their 
own economic needs, they will be 
increasingly visible and important in 
the mainstream community. This will 
manifest itself in political activity, 
with the emergence of ‘grey power’, 

but will also attract the attention 
of those seeking to sell goods 
and services to those who are not 
caught in the poverty trap. ‘Senior 
volunteering’ is a focus of growing 
interest where the benefits and 
mutuality of volunteering will find a 
resonance.
 
6. The role of government in 
addressing human and social 
problems is evolving, and that 
evolution is accompanied by a 
growing interest within government 
in civil society in general and 
volunteering in particular. On the 
one hand, in the North, governments 
are no longer seeking to provide 
all forms of service and look to the 
third sector to deliver them in a 
programmed, agreed way or as part 
of an emerging strategy. On the other 
hand, in the South, governments 
fully realise their dependence on 
the third sector. So the rhetoric of 
partnership is widely used, in both 
North and South. One result of the 
International Year of Volunteers was 
to raise yet further expectations that 
government should promote and 
support volunteering – by helping 
to create a public environment that 
values volunteering, developing a 
sustainable infrastructure to promote 
and support volunteering, and 
engaging volunteers effectively in 
its own work. Committed leadership 
by the strongest volunteer-involving 
NGOs is needed to ensure that an 



expanded government role does not 
pose a danger to the independence 
of volunteering and that decisions 
about government’s role are made 
in partnership with the volunteer 
community.
 
7. Religion is playing an increasingly 
visible and influential role in world 
affairs – notable examples being 
the recent presidential election in 
the USA and the failed candidacy 
of one of the nominated European 
Commissioners. The spectrum extends 
all the way from new emphases 
on social justice and the spiritual 
call to service to fundamentalism 
and extremism, via intolerance of 
minorities and lifestyles. Looking on 
the positive side, volunteering is a 
powerful response to the spiritual call 
to service, particularly service to the 
poor, that forms part of every major 
religion. It is important to understand 
and to cherish volunteering as one of 
the ways in which people worldwide 
respond to this call. At the same time, 
NGOs must be sensitive to both the 
historic and the contemporary power 
of religious differences to divide 
communities and justify civil conflict, 
and must always define acceptable 
forms of volunteering in terms of the 
resulting social good.
 
8. In some quarters globalisation is 
viewed in a negative light, but the 
global influence of business is so 
pervasive that NGOs have little choice 

but to develop policies and strategies 
for interacting constructively with 
them. One response of businesses to 
strong global demands for responsible 
behaviour is engagement in the 
communities of which they are a part, 
often by encouraging their employees 
to give time and skills as volunteers 
– thus turning volunteering into a 
strategic asset that supports business 
goals. The language and behaviour 
of corporate social responsibility are 
present in the business community in 
most continents. This increases the 
pressure on NGOs to become effective 
partners with that sector, learning 
perhaps a different language and time 
frame, and not to expect to be simply 
passive recipients of support defined 
on business’s terms.

9. New technology is rapidly changing 
the ways in which people interact, 
build community and conduct their 
daily lives. Examples are emerging 
worldwide of mobilisation for social 
action through the internet and of 
new forms of online volunteering. 
The linking of potential volunteers to 
service opportunities via the internet 
is now commonplace. Audio and 
video conferencing are within the 
budgets of many international NGOs. 
Technological change is advancing 
at unimagined speeds – from orbital 
telescopes that take us towards 
answering fundamental questions 
about our physical existence to 
emerging nanotechnology and bio-
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industrial processes. When NGOs 
put technology to work as a tool to 
achieve their missions, rather than 
regarding it as an independent force 
driving the definition of that mission, 
it can be a tremendous new resource. 

10. The global growth of civil 
society is leading to new levels of 
expectation about participation 
and to new frustrations when 
barriers to that participation 
persist. Just as the emergence of 
more transparent societies and 
free market economies and the 
globalisation of communications 
are raising expectations about 
increased involvement in community 
life, barriers to that involvement 
are becoming more visible. These 
may be deeply embedded in laws, 
policies or governmental practices. 
But the barriers to involvement can 
also be embedded in the policies 
and practices of NGOs – the ‘user 
involvement’ movement and its 
demands are evidence of this. 
Organisations are being challenged 
to become fully inclusive, to remove 
actual and perceived barriers to the 
effective engagement of people in 
their work.

New tensions within volunteer-
involving organisations
Organisations that have traditionally 
relied heavily on volunteers also 
face new pressures from within 
their organisations and from 

volunteers themselves. Consider these 
developments:

• There is a growing acceptance 
that volunteering benefits the 
volunteer as much as the recipient 
organisation or the community, 
and that organisations involving 
volunteers have an obligation to 
ensure a positive experience that 
meets volunteers’ expectations. 

• The steady professionalisation 
of service delivery and problem 
solving is running into the reality 
of increasingly scarce resources 
with which to pay for services and 
a renewed interest in community-
based responses to human and 
social problems, creating new and 
at times difficult tensions between 
paid helpers and volunteers. 

• A new competition for human 
as well as financial resources is 
emerging among NGOs, forcing 
organisations that place a high 
value on volunteer involvement to 
recognise that they must commit 
additional resources in support 
of volunteering and must prepare 
to compete not only with other 
demands on people’s discretionary 
time but also with other NGOs to 
recruit and keep the volunteers 
they need. 

 



The strategic challenge to 
national volunteer centres
As the primary leadership 
organisations for volunteering in 
their respective nations, national 
volunteer centres must respond to 
these trends if they are to play an 
influential and effective role in the 
future. Some of these considerations 
will affect volunteering infrastructure 
organisations at regional and local 
level also.

Boards of trustees and management 
committees might consider questions 
such as these: To what extent are 
we fulfilling the following strategic 
roles? How do the trends outlined 
above affect these roles and how we 
need to fulfill them in the future? 

• Voice – being the voice for our 
membership/constituency to 
government, funders, business and 
others.

• Development – providing capacity-
building support to meet existing 
needs and respond to hitherto 
unrecognised support needs.

• Best practice and advice 
– promoting and supporting best 
practice and providing advice, 
research and training on key issues 
of concern.

• Interface, co-ordination and 
networking – providing access 
between the membership and other 
agencies, including government.

• Brokering – actively identifying 

opportunities for organisations 
to work together within the 
volunteering sector or across to 
other sectors. 

This article is based on a paper 
prepared for the International 
Association for Volunteering (IAVE) 
meeting of national volunteer 
centres in Barcelona, August 2004, 
by Dr Kenn Allen, founder of the 
Washington-based Civil Society 
Consulting Group and formerly 
world president of IAVE, and Foster 
Murphy, founder of the consultancy 
Charitable Futures and formerly chief 
executive of the Volunteer Centre UK 
(now Volunteering England) and the 
Abbeyfield Society. 
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