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Foreword

I was very pleased to co-operate in the organisation of another research seminar on
behalf of the European Commission in co-operation with the Council of Europe in
the framework of the youth research partnership between these two institutions.
The first seminar which took place in July 2003 dealt with the promotion of diversity
and this second seminar that took place in July 2004 tackled voluntary activities of
young people.

The seminar took place at a crucial moment in the political development of volun-
teering by young people at European level. On 30 April 2004 the European
Commission had adopted a proposal for common objectives for voluntary activities
of young people in the European Union. This proposal was based on a synthesis of
member state replies to a Commission questionnaire on this topic and on consul-
tations by young people. The Commission proposal itself was the basis for a reso-
lution of the Council of Youth Ministers of the European Union of 15 November 2004
in which the Youth Ministers agreed on common objectives for voluntary activities
of young people.

In between the Commission proposal and the council resolution the seminar gave
researchers and practitioners the opportunity to share their research and experi-
ences in this field and to make a contribution to the political process. The seminar
had an ambitious goal: it aimed to bring together experts from such different fields
as academia, administrations and voluntary organisations in order to discuss vol-
untary activities of young people and to elaborate recommendations. It was there-
fore not a research seminar in the strict sense, more of an experiment in bringing
together representatives from different professional backgrounds who do not nec-
essarily speak the same “language”. Thus the dialogue provided a challenging set-
ting. However, the participants did a fabulous job and found a “common language”
which resulted in a series of recommendations on voluntary activities of young
people. These recommendations were fed into the political process in the frame-
work of the Youth Council working group and the Committee of the Regions.

The success of the seminar is due to the constructive and focused contributions of
the participants and the excellent work of the chairpersons. It is also due to our
kind host, Antje Rothemund (director of the European Youth Centre, Budapest),
who not only offered us the inspiring European Youth Centre on Rozsadomb, the
“Rose Hill”, overlooking the city of Budapest, but also addressed the participants
on the first day of the seminar. Peter Lauritzen of the Council of Europe Directorate
of Youth and Sport was very supportive throughout the seminar and enriched the
event by his contributions based on many years experience in the international
youth field. I would like to thank in particular Bryony Hoskins from the Council of
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Europe for her excellent, professional and pleasant co-operation in the preparation
and running of the seminar. Last but not least, Bryony’s colleague Philipp
Boetzelen who helped to make this event a success through his efficient and
friendly support.

I am sure that the seminar helped boost voluntary activities of young people in
Europe and I am already looking forward to the next seminar in co-operation with
the Council of Europe!

Karin Lopatta-Loibl

Youth Policy Unit
European Commission
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Young people 
and voluntary activities in Europe 

Howard Williamson

introduction

For a host of sometimes less than clear reasons, the subject of “voluntary activi-
ties” or “voluntary service”, especially on the part of young people, has become an
increasing focus of political, professional and, indeed, academic attention. There
are, of course, certainly in some parts of Europe, long traditions of such commit-
ment; conversely, in other places, it is a relatively new phenomenon and certainly
there is widespread evidence of new forms of such “participation”. It is, however,
complex territory, with many questions not yet even asked, let alone resolved. It is
territory which is essentially about a relationship between the individual and the
wider society, with a range of mediating factors and forces in between. “Voluntary
activities” by young people lie within a framework which comprises a complex
mosaic of conflated, often confusing and sometimes contradictory concepts and
terminology: civilian service, community service, the non-profit sector of the
economy, and NGO activity. These ideas and debates are often connected but are
rarely co-terminus. The language informing these debates are what Kate Stanley
refers to as “expressions fraught with difficulty”, and the landscape of discussion
is what Maria Laura Sudulich depicts as a “variegated universe”. Defining in any
precise way what exactly is meant by “voluntary activities”, “volunteering”, “volun-
teerism” or “voluntaryism” is, as Regine Schröer reminds us, a major challenge. Is
the whole momentum behind promoting and encouraging youth involvement in
voluntary activities in fact what Lind (reported by Stanley) suggests may be a “solu-
tion in search of a problem”? Or are new and renewed commitments to supporting
such initiatives premised soundly on their value and contribution to “personal
development”, the securing of a more vibrant “civil society”, questions of “employ-
ability”, or something else? 

The chapters in this book are drawn from a Council of Europe and European
Commission partnership seminar held in Budapest in the summer of 2004 which
sought to interrogate the myriad of issues which surround and permeate the theme
of “voluntary activities” by young people, in particular whether or not, and the ways
in which voluntary engagement contributes, as Gerd Mutz and Eva Schwimmbeck
suggest, to the development of civil society and citizenship.



Key questions

First, of course, there are some elementary questions, though these inevitably gen-
erate not only partial answers but also more complex questions. It is important to
try to understand what is already going on. On the one hand, we hear constantly
concerns about the declining levels of engagement in voluntary activities by young
people; on the other, we celebrate the sustaining levels of such engagement,
though their character may have changed. Sudulich, Schröer, and Agnieszka
Moswiak in particular, as well as other contributors, endeavour to unravel the scale
of volunteering, across diverse national contexts, from Italy to Poland, and from the
Czech Republic to Spain.

A second, related question is where does such voluntary activity take place – in the
private realm of domestic and family life, within NGOs and the non-profit sector, in
the social welfare arena or on more “political” platforms, though not necessarily in
relation to traditional political structures? Almudena Moreno Mínguez explores
such questions in the context of Spain. 

The third question is how is voluntary activity supported, if at all. What is the polit-
ical commitment to such endeavour? Is there a legislative and administrative infra-
structure? What kinds of resources are available? How do young people learn of the
opportunities to participate in voluntary activities? Many contributors, including
Schröer and Moskwiak, point to the need for improved support for volunteering ini-
tiatives and better information to widen and deepen participation.

This leads to a fourth key question: who is engaged in such participation? The evi-
dence is mixed. Some commentators, such as Anna Musiala, maintain that it is the
more educated and privileged (who have the knowledge, motivation and resources
to do so), whereas others, such as Diane Machin, suggest that such groups may in
fact be already “too busy”, leaving voluntary commitment to less educated young
people, though usually not to the most socially excluded, despite some initiatives
being directed quite explicitly towards this group. Young women tend to be more
involved than young men, and there seems to be relatively little evidence about the
prevalence of engagement by young people from ethnic minorities. Machin,
through the extensive “Being Young in Scotland” surveys, is one contributor who
provides a focus on this question.

A fifth question is when are young people most likely to make such a contribution:
at what age, for how long, and in what circumstances? Do they combine it with
study and employment, or are they more likely to do so during times of relative
inactivity or unemployment? Moskwiak, for example, notes the trends towards par-
ticipation at a younger age in Poland, though currently Polish young people are
involved in voluntary activities at a considerably older average age than their coun-
terparts elsewhere in Europe.

The final, perhaps all-important question is why: why should individuals or soci-
eties take an interest in such activity? The overarching purpose of voluntary activity,
as Stanley suggests, needs to be resolved if a broader public policy is to be con-
structed to support it – though it may, of course, have a number of purposes,
ranging across what she calls personal, community and instrumental objectives.
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Assumptions

There are a number of (often largely untested) assumptions about the value of vol-
untary activities, to the individual, to civil society, to their “beneficiaries”, to the
state and, indeed, to the wider “community” of Europe. Beyond the essential
“altruism” that is often assumed to epitomise voluntary commitment, the case is
routinely made, at least rhetorically, for the place of voluntary activities in non-
formal learning and personal development, in cementing a sense of active citizen-
ship, and in contributing to wider social and economic needs. At times it is argued
to be an important supplement to formal education and employment, at others an
alternative to unemployment – a means of combating inactivity and engaging in
“purposeful” activity, a strategy for “social inclusion”. Stanley asks whether it
should be considered as an “intrinsic good” (worth supporting and encouraging for
its own sake), while others point to its essential place in third sector activities, bol-
stering up a less than adequate, and often diminishing, welfare state. 

There are both “objective” perceptions (top-down commentary) that there is a
prima facie case for supporting voluntary activities (see chapters by Mutz and
Schwimmbeck, and Schröer), and more “subjective” perspectives, reporting – from
the experiences of young people themselves (see chapters by Moswiak and
Kateryna Shalayeva) – the “bottom-up” value of such engagement. The fact is that
these remain perceptions, perspectives and assumptions that demand more meas-
ured exploration. This book is a step in that direction.

Concepts and definitions

The flexibility of the concept of “voluntary activities” assists greatly in wide-ranging
debate about the vast territory of activity in which young people are involved
beyond the formal parameters of schooling and the labour market. This is, de facto,
“voluntary” activity, but is it all “voluntary activities”? Indeed, while the latter may
not (almost certainly does not) encapsulate all of the former, the idea of “voluntary
activities” has now intruded into the realms of less “voluntary” activity, such as
alternatives to compulsory military service and elements of measures to combat
youth unemployment. Thus the concept is increasingly contested from a number of
different angles, not least when its infrastructure is becoming more profession-
alised and regulated, and when the question of payment for “volunteering” is
increasingly mooted. Both Machin and Stanley (drawing on Gaskin 1998) invoke
the strange acronym “FLEXIVOL” in an attempt to capture the essential characteris-
tics of volunteering. For “voluntary activities” to be attractive and sustained, there
needs to be:

• Flexibility

• Legitimacy

• Ease of access

• Experience

• Incentives

• Variety

• Organisation

• Laughs



These are all key issues within the concept of “voluntary activities” which frame the
debates within this book, and to which some further attention will be given in this
introduction. Stanley also elides the concept of “voluntary activity” and that of
“youth action” to advance a working definition to guide and govern the overarching
debate. She suggests these are umbrella terms to describe “all kinds of voluntary
engagement characterised by being open to all, unpaid, undertaken of a person”s
own free will, educational (in the sense of providing non-formal learning) and of
social value”. This follows the definitions adopted by both the Council of Europe
and the European Commission.

However, both the principle of being “open to all” and that voluntary activity should
be “unpaid” are currently subject to some strain and tension, and are potentially in
conflict. Some maintain that to promote full access, some form of financial incen-
tive may be necessary for some groups of potential participants, though whether
this counts as “payment” is another matter (see chapters by Stanley and
Moskwiak). If it is, however, it throws the concept of “volunteering” into further con-
ceptual and definitional confusion. As a result, it has produced demands in some
quarters that there should be some re-branding of the idea as “community
service”, despite concerns that such a revised concept might too easily be associ-
ated in some places with criminal penalties or alternatives to national (military)
service. I make this point simply to illustrate some of the complexities within the
debate that have hitherto largely remained unaddressed and to which the contri-
butions to this book pay timely attention.

Change and development

One of the central reasons for such confusion is that “voluntary activities” lie within
a body of both diverse antecedents and contemporary developments. This is not
quite the “lost continent” to which Mínguez alludes, but there have been a number
of pathways leading to the current position and many prospective pathways
leading from it. Moreover, these have played out in very different ways in different
parts of Europe. A number of contributors discuss the absence (indeed, discour-
agement) of authentic civic engagement under former Soviet regimes, while others
point to a range of political and economic issues that have either required or cre-
ated space for the emergence of voluntary activities. Civic renewal, combating the
democratic deficit, and the resurgence of civil society are all cited as rationales or
opportunities for more widespread voluntary involvement, as indeed is the decline
of compulsory military service and its replacement by national civic programmes. 

When it comes to the contemporary landscape of voluntary activities, different con-
tributors paint very different pictures. Some draw attention to young people’s
growing involvement in new social movements (such as environmental protection
or animal rights), often mirroring their declining participation in “old” political and
NGO structures. Others identify young people’s role in “bolstering” the welfare
state, noting that their two dominant areas of voluntary activity are in recreational
pursuits and in social services. Flanking such engagement in community and social
practices are more “private” voluntary activities (within the orbit of the family) and
those on an international or transnational level, where wider intercultural and lin-
guistic benefits are argued to “top up” the generally assumed benefits of voluntary
activity. Indeed, Sudulich maintains that it is the dramatically changed interna-
tional context since 1989 that has opened the doors of possibility for voluntary
activities, both at domestic and transnational levels. 
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At an international level, in relation to young people, the Council of Europe has
been promoting the importance of voluntary activities for many years, and in recent
years has developed a recommendation and a convention on transnational and
long-term volunteering (Council of Europe 1997, 2003). The European Commission
has clearly also played a pivotal part on this front, through both its 1995 teaching
and learning White Paper (European Commission 1995) and its White Paper on
youth (European Commission 2001). The former, as part of its objective to combat
social exclusion, introduced the European Voluntary Service (EVS) programme,
which was first piloted in 1996 and fully established in 1998. The latter identified
“voluntary activities” as one of four key planks for the development of youth policy
in Europe, and has since embarked on a process of “open method of co-ordination”
to establish the current state of play on this front across the member states (see
Part 5 of this book, and Conclusion). While none of these initiatives, in and of them-
selves, has to date had the necessary resources or “clout” to engineer a sea change
in approaches to “voluntary activities” by young people, they have been significant
catalysts to positioning these issues more firmly on the agenda. And the fact that
“voluntary activities” merits a brief mention in the draft European Constitution
must surely strengthen that position. Different countries are, of course, at different
stages of development and implementation.

Catalysts and obstacles
There is now general acceptance of the assumptions that the involvement by young
people in “voluntary activities” contributes to personal development, their inser-
tion in social networks and the broader renewal of civil society. That does not mean,
however, that the necessary catalysts for broadening and sustaining participation
have been put in place, nor that serious barriers to engagement do not remain.
Many contributors to this book, such as Brian Gran and Musiala, pay attention to
the (in)equality of access to information and opportunity. They note the risks con-
cerning displacement and substitution in the labour market, and of “voluntary
activities” perhaps becoming too close to, and controlled by, government policy
and needs. Conversely, however, they also discuss the need for “quality stan-
dards” (to ensure that volunteering opportunities are appropriately governed), for
suitable legal and administrative frameworks for volunteering to take place, for suf-
ficient financial support, and for proper recognition of engagement through accred-
itation and certification. For more disadvantaged groups of young people, they
draw attention to significant barriers (concerning, for example, information,
resources, perception, and motivation) which still need to be overcome. Gran,
Musiala, Machin, and Alan Southern and Terry Potter, in particular, though in very
different ways, explore these obstacles and makes proposals as to how they might
be addressed.

Key issues
Youth sociologists have drawn attention to the greater “individualisation” of the
life-worlds of young people and political scientists to the processes of “ideological
liberalisation” since the collapse of communism. All this points to a divergence of
possibility and opportunity across the lifecourse. Conversely, however, there is the
matter of convergence, as different parts of the wider Europe endeavour to create a
more “level playing field” for its young people. It is on this playing field that the
issue of “voluntary activities” sits. Alongside formal education and progression to
the labour market, there is now a pathway of civic engagement which is no longer



necessarily restricted to the private worlds of motivated individuals. It is something
to be encouraged at a more collective and social level, for both the social and indi-
vidual benefits it is believed to confer.

There are, however, many new ways of “doing” voluntary activities – across sectors,
within and over time, at different levels. It is now possible to engage in voluntary
activity across a spectrum from almost invisible, low-scale, unpaid, local, unorgan-
ised and uncertificated commitment to the full-time, “paid”, European Union
financed, transnational, carefully planned and recognised EVS programme. There is
nothing wrong with such a diversity of possibility; indeed, it beds in with the “indi-
vidualisation” of the life course. There are, nonetheless, critical issues to be con-
sidered if the vision and aspiration for “voluntary activities” are to be realised.
These relate, amongst other things, to infrastructure, content and process. 

In terms of infrastructure, who is responsible for supporting the sector and pro-
viding the necessary resources? Currently, “voluntary activities” are supported,
inter alia, through personal payments, government grants, private sponsorship,
and donations. To what extent should a more common “programme management”
framework be developed? Beyond legal and regulatory issues, there are very prac-
tical questions of pensions and insurance – which sometimes preclude or deter
participation. 

There are then issues to do with the “pedagogical” framework, if voluntary activi-
ties are to offer a genuine context for non-formal education. To what extent should
personal and learning support be proactive or reactive? Some young people will
need this far more than others. This then raises issues to do with “access for all” –
the production, promotion and provision of information (to ensure awareness of
opportunities), and the possibilities of payments (a stipend for living costs, if not
a modest “wage”). Should such strategies be universalist in their approach, or
specifically targeted at young people least motivated or least likely to participate?
Indeed, should programmes have “quotas” for the more disadvantaged, with more
robust support structures to enable and ensure their participation? Within the 
programmes themselves (the content), there are issues about the quality of the
experience on offer, and the recognition and accreditation of the activities under-
taken (something addressed by Moskwiak and Lauri Savisaari).

The European Voluntary Service programme, with its attention to the sending and
hosting organisations which “frame” the experience of young people, already pro-
vides a useful model. In terms of the process, there is clearly a balance to be struck
between the personal interests and motivations of young people, and the demands
and aspirations of wider society. Where public resources are being committed to
these ends, the need for such a balance is not in question. There remains, however,
a risk that the pendulum may swing too far towards political agendas and away
from the needs of young people, thus defeating at least some of the object of the
exercise. This calls for measured development and, for this to be effective, for more
incisive evaluation of the benefits and outcomes of such participation; as Stanley
notes, there is an urgent need for a deeper awareness of the role and contribution
of voluntary activity. Mutz and Schwimmbeck report on one European level analysis
outlining some of the key features of voluntary activities if they are to contribute to
civil learning. And Shalayeva advances a framework for the kind of qualitative
inquiry required if analysis of the impact of voluntary activity is to move beyond the
often rather crude description of levels of participation.
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Ultimately, the issue is, as Machin tells us, about enabling and sustaining the
involvement of young people in voluntary activities. It may still be a “good thing” 
in and of itself, but there is already considerable embryonic evidence that such 
experience is an increasingly important platform on which to build personal devel-
opment, active citizenship and social cohesion.

Conclusion
Clearly the contributions to this publication are more of a first word, rather than a
last word, on this complex issue. The book is organised in five sections. The first
part is concerned with placing the development of volunteering initiatives within
the wider context: of political transformation, labour market change, the promotion
of civil society, and the personal development of young people. The second part
contributes to mapping the scope of volunteering in Europe (who does what, and
where). The third part examines barriers to participation (why engagement in vol-
unteering may be more difficult than it needs to be). The fourth part is about what
young people learn through voluntary activities, and addresses issues concerning
recognition and evaluation. Finally, in Part 5, the European Commission provides
an overview through a presentation of its proposals on common objectives for vol-
untary services, its analysis of the “voluntary activities” questionnaire responses
following consultation with member states through the open method of co-ordina-
tion established following the White Paper on youth, and the subsequent resolu-
tion on the common objectives that will take this agenda forward.

The contributions to this book provide an analytic commentary on the contempo-
rary landscape of voluntary activities undertaken by young people. They illuminate,
from perspectives across Europe, how involvement in such “voluntary activities”
has been packed (perhaps even burdened) with multiple expectations and aspira-
tions. The terrain remains, however, rather short of incisive interrogation and crit-
ical reflection as to exactly why and how it should be promoted within national and
European youth policy development. This is a dynamic contemporary policy context
and it is to be hoped that these contributions help to sustain the momentum while,
simultaneously, encouraging the reader to engage in some important pause for
thought.
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Voluntary activities in context
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1. Youth and voluntary services sector in
the context of the Spanish welfare state 

Almudena Moreno Mínguez

introduction
In recent years growing emphasis has been placed on non-profit activities in an
attempt to promote “active civil citizenship” in democratic societies. In general,
this implies a more active role on the part of the various groups that make up
society through involvement in a range of activities in the tertiary sector as well as
membership of organisations. According to sociologists such as Putnam (2000)
and Coleman (1990), citizen involvement in these kinds of activities boosts “social
capital”, giving rise to more democratically united societies. Debates on citizenship
and “empowerment” focus mainly on citizens’ contributions to various aspects of
civil life through involvement in volunteer associations and organisations. 

My goal in this chapter is to present the relevance of the non-profit sector in 22
European countries and in Spain in comparative terms from data gathered in the
comparative analysis of the non-profit sector carried out by the Johns Hopkins
University in 1998. The final aim of this chapter is to analyse how young Spaniards
are contributing to the creation of a “civil citizenship” through volunteer work in a
country characterised by the persistence of familiarism, family dependence, and by
a poor net in terms of associations coupled with a limited welfare state.

The third sector from a comparative perspective
The growing attention which in recent years has been focused on these organisa-
tions is in part due to a widespread crisis of the state, apparent throughout practi-
cally the whole world for more than two decades. This crisis has been reflected in a
profound questioning of traditional social welfare policies in many developed
countries in the northern hemisphere, in a certain disenchantment with state han-
dling of national development programmes in large parts of developing countries
located in the southern hemisphere, in the failure of the central and east European
state socialist experiment, and in an ongoing concern for environmental destruc-
tion that threatens the health and safety of people everywhere. In addition to stim-
ulating support for market – oriented economic policies, this questioning of the
state has focused its attention and new expectations on organisations in civil
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society that also operate in the heart of communities throughout the world. The
growth in the number and size of these organisations also helps to draw attention
to them. A revolution in this kind of association seems to have been taking place at
a world scale, a huge upsurge in both private as well as organised volunteer initia-
tives in practically all corners of the world (Salomon 1994). In many cases this has
been brought about by the growing doubts raised as to the capacity of many coun-
tries to deal on an individual basis with problems linked to social welfare, develop-
ment and the environment, problems which nations must face up to today. This
growth in the number of civil organisations has likewise been boosted by the revo-
lution in communications that has taken place over the last few decades and by the
rapid spread of middle-class groups with an academic background who feel frus-
trated by the lack of financial and political expression which they find in many
places. Finally, one factor that has recently emerged further highlights the impor-
tance being attached to non-profit organisations or to civil society, namely the
growing questioning of the neoliberal consensus, sometimes labelled the
Washington Consensus, which has been at the forefront of world economic policy
for the last two decades. This consensus has basically maintained that the prob-
lems which both developed as well as developing societies must face up to at the
current time can be dealt with more effectively by simply giving free rein to private
markets. Yet, as a result of the global financial crisis and the constant social unrest
in many regions, this consensus has come under ever increasing attack, even from
its staunchest supporters. As the Chief Economist at the World Bank, Joseph Stiglitz
recently stated, “The policies promoted by the Washington Consensus... are not
exactly complete and have often been wrong ... the economic results are not only
determined by political economy and human resources, but by the quality of a
country’s institutions” (Stiglitz 1998). Echoing these opinions, political leaders
from many areas around the world have begun to seek alternatives which combine
the virtues of the market with the advantages of wider social protection. This search
is clear in the emphasis placed by Tony Blair on the Third Way in the United
Kingdom, in Gerhard Schröder’s New Centre in Germany and in the former French
Prime Minister Lionel Jospin’s summary declaration: “Yes to the market economy,
no to the market society”. Due to their unique position outside the market and the
state, to the fact they are generally smaller, their links with citizens, their flexibility,
their ability to exploit private initiative in support of public goals and their recently
rediscovered contributions to the creation of social capital, the organisations that
make up civil society have emerged as strategically important elements in the
search for an intermediate way, between simple faith in the market and faith in the
state. However, the non-profit sector’s ability to involve itself in this search as an
experienced collaborator has been severely restricted by an acute lack of basic
information on this sector and how it works. Although huge progress has been
made over the last five years, including the culmination of the first stage of the cur-
rent project and the start of empirical research by Eurostat in response to the
European Commission, the non-profit sector is still a lost continent in the social
arena of modern society, invisible to most politicians, the business sector and to
the press, and even to many within the sector itself. The comparative study project
conducted by the Johns Hopkins University has heralded an important step forward
in research into the third sector.

This project was set up to bridge this gap in basic knowledge and to place the non-
profit sector on the world economy map. To be more precise, this project aims to
broaden our understanding of the non-profit sector in various ways. Firstly, it has
documented for the first time in solid empirical terms the scope, structure, funding
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and role of the non-profit sector in a significant number of countries around the
world. Secondly, it has attempted to explain why the size of the sector varies from
place to place, identifying those factors that would seem to further or delay devel-
opment. Thirdly, it has assessed the impact of these organisations and the contri-
bution they make and has finally helped to publish the information which has
emerged.

To achieve these goals, a plural and comparative approach was adopted. This is a
comparative method that covers a wide range of countries. The initial stage of the
project, which culminated in 1994, focuses on eight countries (United States,
United Kingdom, France, Germany, Italy, Sweden, Hungary and Japan) (Salamon
and Anheier 1994). The current stage involves updating the information on many of
the original countries as well as widening the analysis to embrace a total of 28
countries, of which 22 have finished gathering basic data and are included in this
report: nine west European countries, four other developed countries, four in cen-
tral Europe and eastern Europe together with five Latin American countries. 

This study has helped to make progress in the comparative analysis of the third
sector as well as its contribution to different world economies, which in general
have neglected this sector.

The third sector in figures

The most relevant findings, the result of research work into the scope, structure,
funding and role of the non-profit sector at an international scale, may be grouped
into five main sections.

Firstly, apart from its social and political importance, the non-profit sector is a
prominent economic force in most of the regions analysed, accounting for a signif-
icant share of employment and national expenditure. In precise terms, this is a
US$1.1 billion sector. Even when we exclude religious organisations, the non-profit
sector of the 22 countries studied moves US$1.1 billion and provides full-time
employment to the equivalent of some 19 million workers. As a result, expenditure
in the non-profit sector of these countries reaches an average of 4.6% of the gross
domestic product, employment in this sector reaching nearly 5% of all non-agricul-
tural employment, 10% of all employment in the service sector, and 27% of total
employment for the public sector.

Employment in the non-profit sector in these countries easily outstrips all of the
employment in the leading private enterprises in each country, at a ratio of six to
one (19 million employees in the non-profit sector compared to 3.3 million for all
those employed in the largest private enterprises in each of the 22 countries).

In the 22 countries analysed the number of people registered in the non-profit
sector exceeds those in the public service sector, textile manufacturing, the paper
industry, graphic arts or the chemical sector in those countries, employing almost
as large a labour force as the transport and communications sectors.



Figure 1 : Employment in the non-profit sector for the 22 countries studied (1995)
as a percentage

Source: Calculated from the data from the Johns Hopkins University comparative study.

Yet even this does not reflect the full scope of the non-profit sector since a signifi-
cant number of volunteer workers are also involved. In fact an average of 28% of the
population of these countries devote part of their time to non-profit organisations.
This is the equivalent of another 10.6 million full-time jobs, taking the total number
of full-time jobs in non-profit sector organisations to 29.6 million. Including volun-
teers, the sector accounts for an average of 7% of total non-agricultural employ-
ment in these countries, 14% of employment in the service sector and a remarkable
41% of employment in the public sector (see figure 2).

Figure 2 : Weight of the non-profit sector in the 22 countries studied (1995) as a
percentage of employment

Source: Calculated from the data from the Johns Hopkins University comparative study.

The situation does not alter when we add volunteers. To some extent the gap in fact
grows, at least between developed countries and Latin America, as well as between
western Europe and other developed countries. Including volunteers, non-profit
sector organisations account for 10.3% of total employment in western Europe,
9.4% in other developed countries, 3.0% in Latin America and 1.7% in central
Europe (see figure 3). Bearing this in mind, and including volunteers, western
Europe appears as the region with the most highly developed non-profit sector and
largest amount of volunteer involvement. It is also surprising to note the relatively
low level of formal volunteers reflected in our data for Latin American countries.
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Figure 3 : Percentage of employment in the non-profit sector by region, with or
without volunteers (1995)

Source: Calculated from the data from the Johns Hopkins University comparative study.

One possible explanation for the discrepancies observed in the development of the
third sector by countries is the presence or lack of public systems for social protec-
tion. One theory is that the larger the system of public social protection, the smaller
the non-profit sector is expected to be. However, our data on the 22 countries
analysed do not back up this theory. Of the 11 countries we studied which had rela-
tively high levels of public systems of social protection (above the average for the
22 countries), five have relatively small non-profit sectors (with a level of employ-
ment below the average for the 22 countries) and six comparatively wide non-profit
sectors. Furthermore, of the 11 countries with relatively low levels of public systems
of social protection, eight have fairly small non-profit sectors. By contrast, only
three countries have large non-profit sectors. Therefore, as indicated in figure 4, in
over half the cases the results contradict the theory. Clearly, something more com-
plex than the relation proposed in this theory is determining the variation in scale
of the non-profit sector between one place and another. 

Figure 4 : Percentage of the non-profit sector in terms of the total paid employ-
ment in Europe

Source: Calculated from the data from the Johns Hopkins University comparative study.



Figure 5 : Relationship between public expenditure on social welfare and size of
the non-profit sector

Source: Calculated from the data from the Johns Hopkins University comparative study.

The report has shown that two thirds of employment in the non-profit sector is con-
centrated in the three traditional areas of social welfare services: education, with
30% of the total; health, with 20%; and social services, with 8% (see figure 6). The
area of recreational and cultural activities is not far behind with 14% of the total for
employment in this sector. This pattern changes radically when volunteers are fac-
tored in. Around three fifths (55%) of the time devoted by volunteers focuses on two
main areas: recreational activities, including sports activities, and social services.
Moreover, environmental organisations, those involved in the defence of civil rights
and development attract a considerable percentage of volunteers’ time. Therefore,
including volunteers, involvement in overall employment in the non-profit sector of
the three areas (health, education and social services) falls from 68% to below
60%, whereas the share of activities linked to culture and leisure, the environment,
development and the defence of civil rights increases from 23% to 30% (see
figure 6).

Figure 6 : Percentage of employment in the non-profit sector for several sectors,
with or without volunteers (11 countries average) (1995)

Source: Calculated from the data from the Johns Hopkins University comparative study.

The scale of the non-profit sector in Spain
The construction of the institutional net of the welfare state in Spain during the
democratic transition presented some lack in the provision of family services and
assistance services, which have been compensated with the growth of the non-
profit sector, also often designated as the voluntary services sector. The logic of
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this sector is opposed to the intervention of the public sector (political logic) and
also to the participation of the lucrative private sector (market laws), by means of
the activities of private agents that altruistically offer services of general interest in
an alternative or complementary way to the provision of services carried out by the
Spanish public administration (Ferrera 1996, Castles 1998, Naldini 2002).

The fact that the Spanish non-profit sector is smaller than its west European coun-
terparts is due to various reasons that stretch back many years, as well as to more
recent events. Spain has a long and complicated history, in which the Catholic
Church has played a predominant role. There is on the one hand the late develop-
ment of industrialisation and the current system of state administration, which has
left many conflicts unresolved between state and church, and on the other there is
the emergence of civil society. What should also be taken into account is the strong
corporate policy during the Franco regime from the end of the 1930s until the mid-
1970s and the suppression of civil liberties. These are factors which restricted the
social and political space available for the potential emergence of many kinds of
non-profit organisations, while at the same time maintaining the social services
and educational institutions of the Catholic Church. Another key moment was the
transition from an authoritarian model to democracy, which led to a sudden surge
in the number of associations, thanks to the freedom existing in the political arena
for the development of non-profit activities, a space which was filled by newly fash-
ioned social movements and by citizen involvement. Another factor has been the
rapid economic development that Spain has undergone since 1975, which has cre-
ated a new demand for social services, services which are rendered at least in part
by an expanding non-profit sector, a sector that has thus gained ground over the
last 25 years in Spain.

As with many of its west European counterparts, the Spanish non-profit sector
focuses a large part of its human and financial resources on the areas of social wel-
fare, and particularly social services. However, unlike most other countries in
western Europe, Spanish non-profit organisations receive greater financial support
from private sources than from the state. Another point that sets the Spanish non-
profit sector even further apart is the relatively high level of private donations in
mixed income. These conclusions are the result of pioneer work carried out by a
research group at the Fundación BBVA in conjunction with the comparative study
project of the non-profit sector at the Johns Hopkins University. 

According to this study, this is a US$22 600 million sector. Even excluding the reli-
gious aspect, in 1995 Spanish non-profit sector operating costs amounted to
US$22 600 million or the equivalent of 4% of gross domestic product in Spain, a
highly significant figure. Moreover, this sector is an active driving force for employ-
ment, providing jobs for a labour force which is the equivalent of 475 179 full-time
paid workers. This figure amounts to 4.5% of the total number of workers in Spain,
if we exclude those working in agriculture, 6.8% of service sector workers, and
almost a quarter (22.9%) of those employed as public administration staff, whether
at national, regional or municipal levels.

This sector attracts a significant amount of volunteer work. In fact, around 9.8% of
the Spanish adult population say they devote part of their time to co-operating with
non-profit organisations, which translates to another 253 599 full-time jobs, taking
the total number of full-time jobs in Spanish non-profit organisations to 728 778, or
6.8% of the total amount of non-agricultural employment in Spain (see figure 7). 



Figure 7 : Weight of the non-profit sector in Spain, with or without volunteers (1995)

Source: Calculated from the data from the Johns Hopkins University comparative study.

Although non-profit work in Spain is fairly similar to the average of the 22 countries
in the study, in comparison to the west European average, the percentage in Spain
is quite small. As can be seen in figure 8, equivalent full-time employment in the
non-profit sector in Spain, with 4.5% of total employment, is proportionately 35%
lower than the European average (7.0%). This low rate of employment is due to the
fact that although there is a large number of non-profit organisations in Spain 
(253 000), most of them are fairly small and create only a limited amount of jobs.
The margins increase when volunteers are included. Moreover, the percentage of
employment in the non-profit sector increases slightly if volunteers are included.
Thus, by including the time contributed by the latter, non-profit organisations make
up 6.8% of total employment in Spain, a significantly lower percentage than the
west European average (10.3%) (see figure 8).

Figure 8 : Percentage of the employment in the non-profit sector in terms of total
employment, with or without volunteers, for Spain and other regions
(1995)

Source: Calculated from the data from the Johns Hopkins University comparative study.

As with other west European countries but unlike the average of the countries
included in the study, social services clearly dominate the non-profit scene in
Spain. Almost 32% of employment in the non-profit sector is concentrated in the
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area of social services. Of all the different types of non-profit activities in Spain,
social services have the highest percentage of non-profit employment. As can be
seen in figure 9, 31.8% of the total amount of non-profit employment in Spain is
concentrated in this area. This percentage is above the European average (27.0%)
and is well above the average of the 22 countries included in the study (18.3%).
This situation clearly reflects the dominance of three large networks of non-profit
organisations: the National Institute for the Blind (ONCE), the Red Cross and
Cáritas, who play a leading role in the rendering and funding of services throughout
Spain. By way of just one example, the ONCE alone employs some 40 000 paid
workers, representing 8.4% of the total amount of non-profit employment.

Figure 9 : Composition of the non-profit sector in Spain and the 22 countries
studied

Source: Calculated from the data from the Johns Hopkins University comparative study.

Although quotas and payments for services are the main source of income for the
non-profit sector in Spain, private donations account for a larger source of funding
than in any other EU country included in this study. The principal source of revenue
for Spanish non-profit organisations comes through quotas and payments for serv-
ices. Alone, this amounts to 49% of the total income in the non-profit sector in
Spain. Funding from private contributions is much lower, although it still represents
a significant percentage of total income, private donations accounting for 18.8% of
total funding in the non-profit sector in Spain.

When taking volunteers into account, the pattern of income in the non-profit sector
in Spain changes drastically. After including the contribution of volunteers, private
volunteer work increases considerably from 18.8% to 36.3%, thus exceeding contri-
butions from the public sector, which falls from 32.1% to 25.2%. Although the per-
centage of income from quotas also drops from 49.0% to 38.5%, once volunteers
are included, quotas are still the main source of income in Spain. 

Participation in formal associations is considered a key activity in establishing
social integration in general and civic responsibility in particular. High levels of
youth participation in associations are to be considered with favour in that, in all
likelihood, it promotes young people’s insertion in social networks. The available
data suggest that levels of group membership vary significantly among EU coun-
tries: in Nordic countries an ample majority of youth belong to at least one associa-
tion, whereas only a minority do so in most Mediterranean ones (plus Belgium). 



It is worth noting that one reason why membership of associations is higher in
Nordic and central European countries is that associations are strongly embedded
in the welfare system and in the institutional arrangement of society. Moreover, in
many Nordic countries membership of a trade union represents a requirement for
getting a job.

In order to better grasp the meaning of formal group participation, one must also
consider the types of association which account for such participation. The most
important type of association concerns sporting activities, where the same pattern
can be found: in Mediterranean countries (plus Belgium) less than one quarter of
young people belong to sports associations, whereas Scandinavian countries
express the highest rates.

Participation in voluntary and youth associations varies: Luxembourg, where 32%
of youth report membership in such associations, displays a participation rate
eight times higher than that of Greece. Membership in explicitly youth-oriented
associations involve a very low proportion of youths and the Mediterranean areas
display the weakest participation, except Italy, since the participation of young
people in religious associations is very high in this country. 

Figure 10: Percentage of 15-24 year olds participating in/belonging to an 
association

Source: IARD 2001.

For the Spanish case, the participation of young people in volunteers, associations
is relatively reduced in comparison with the European average, mainly due to the
weakness of the associative net. It highlights the feminisation of volunteering car-
ried out by Spanish youths since 66% of voluntary young people are women com-
pared to 34% which are male.
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Figure 11 : Percentage of volunteers aged between 14 and 25, by gender, Spain

Source: Oficina de Acción Solidaria y Cooperación Estadística, 2004.

The stable or even declining rate of membership north of the Mediterranean coun-
tries changes the conditions for youth policy. The importance of voluntary youth
work, which used to play an important role in young people's leisure time, has
diminished during the last decades. Young people nowadays are more reluctant to
bind themselves to organised communities, they move in a “free space” between
various youth scenes and institutions and they are no longer permanently organ-
ised. Another consequence is that social networks, which used to help youngsters
solve problems, disappear.

Associations and volunteers in Spain are turning into a privileged area in terms of
civil and political commitment where young Spaniards are concerned. The difficul-
ties they find in the labour market, the lack of housing and dependence on the
family that characterises Spanish youth has led within this group to the promotion
of non-profit activities such as volunteer work that are only viable in a framework in
which the family has become the principal mainstay in both economic terms as well
as for social welfare.

In the Mediterranean countries the standard nuclear family still represents a central
and stable social institution. Not surprisingly, it is in these countries that the
greatest percentages of young men and women, aged between 20 and 30, still live
with their parents. This is, in part, an effect of the persistence of traditional culture
and traditional gendered division of household labour. In this “familial” context,
young people also engage in volunteer work and informal support. 

For example, they volunteer for public works projects or provide informal childcare
for a relative. These productive activities, however, have been under researched
within the household context. There are compelling reasons to examine volun-
teering and providing informal support (referred to jointly as helping work) in the
household context.

Care of elderly parents and volunteer demands generated from children’s activities
are additional stressors on contemporary families. Researchers should recognise
volunteering and informal support as consequential components of intrahouse-
hold labour allocation. Although unpaid labour is not homogenous (Twiggs,
McQuillan and Ferree 1999, Hook 2004). 

In the case of the countries of southern Europe, factors such as the weakness of the
welfare state, the provision of family services and the importance of the family for
the Spanish society have reinforced the development of volunteering programmes
dedicated to family support (care of children, the elderly and the sick). The avail-

MEN
34%

WOMEN
66%



able data evidence a remarked participation of youth in programmes of family
support volunteering (25%). It highlights the fact that women are mainly the ones
who take part in this type of volunteer programmes. It is logical if we keep in mind
that the family culture in Spain and the woman's caretaker role continue being the
main references of identity for Spanish society.

Figure 12 : Youngsters aged between 14 and 25 in volunteer programmes,
as a percentage of the total number of young volunteers, in Spain

Source: Oficina de Acción Solidaria y Cooperación Estadística, 2004.

Figure 13 : Volunteers aged between 14 and 25, by programme and gender

Source: Oficina de Acción Solidaria y Cooperación Estadística, 2004.

Finally, the breakthrough of the modern information society is usually described in
the Mediterranean countries as reinforcing a process in which the importance of
the voluntary sector as a mediating force between the family, market and state has
increasing importance.

Studying the relationship between the youth voluntary sector and the development
of family policies in Spain over the last fifteen years or so, one might come to the
conclusion that there is a negative correlation between the size and scope of family
policies provisions and the importance of the youth voluntary sector.
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This chapter has presented some figures related to the size and structure of the
youth voluntary sector in Spain, as well as some facts on the relationships between
the state and the sector, where an important theme is the emerging importance of
voluntary activities in the family policies of the welfare state. These organisations
seem to have managed to combine parts of the old mass movement tradition with
new demands and new influences.

Conclusions 
The data presented in this chapter reinforce the idea that the non-profit sector in
Spain is an economic social sector of tremendous importance in which youth plays
a key role. From the moment the process of democracy began to take root in the
mid-1970s, Spain has made major strides which have paved the way towards the
development of a modern non-profit sector. However, there is still a long way to go.
One of the key factors to be stressed is that unlike most west European countries,
Spain cannot boast a stable policy of relations between the state and the non-profit
sector. In fact, misgivings and certain mutual mistrust can often be found between
representatives of the authorities and the non-profit sector. This lack of mutual
understanding of both the strong and weak points of each of the players involved
might stifle the development of relations between the two sectors. Setting up a
high-level, broad-based commission to analyse the mission and future of the non-
profit sector in Spain might provide the most adequate springboard for estab-
lishing the necessary dialogue, above all with a view to greater European
integration. To this end, the next urgent task is to create a deeper awareness of the
social contribution that the non-profit sector currently makes and might make in
the future to the different European societies, a task which is already underway and
which constitutes an important part of what the current study aims to achieve. 

In the case of youth, it should be underlined that this is a social group with enor-
mous potential to promote the exercise of civil citizenship as is shown by the active
and committed involvement of youth in associations and volunteer groups. The
apparatus of this institutional mechanism for promoting the civil involvement of
youth as citizens can only be achieved through the recognition of individual rights
and the neutralisation of all kinds of family as well as institutional and other kinds
of dependency. The weakness of the fabric of civil associations and the limited
development of the Spanish welfare state in terms of public services to the com-
munity contrasts with the active and growing participation of youth in the non-profit
sector. We trust that this kind of publication will help to reflect on and recognise the
importance this type of volunteer work has for stimulating civil participation on the
part of youth and thus furthering the leading role played by civil society as a key ele-
ment in the democratisation of western societies.
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2. Voluntary service in social and political
transformations of Europe 
during the last fifteen years

Maria Sudulich

introduction
The number of people who dedicate themselves to voluntary activities has
increased significantly, especially in the last fifteen years. Every year new voluntary
associations are formed and existing associations register a growth in new mem-
bers. This phenomenon is related to changes in society and transformations in the
political and civil climate of Europe. The increase in voluntary activities and volun-
tary services is a complex trend and must be analysed from several different per-
spectives.

The experiences of voluntary service, observable today, present different aspects,
and they represent a variegated universe. The development of voluntary service is
a social fact, produced and modified by other social elements, whose growth
depends on changes occurring in the civil society. Today the civil society is, in fact,
dramatically different from the past and the biggest variation regards the European
context. 

If, until a couple of decades ago, the sphere of voluntary service, as the largest
sector of civil activity, was mainly defined by its national dimension, this no longer
presents an accurate picture of reality. Many things have changed such as the vol-
unteer’s profile, the kind of activities taking place, supranational work and the age
and aims of people employed in this sector. All these developments are causes
and, at the same time, effects of the changeable and changed international polit-
ical and social atmosphere.

For all of Europe the period of most significant change was the year 1989: the fall of
communism, the end of the cold war, the growth of European perspectives, the end
of an historical era and the beginning of a new one. In 1989 many events took
place, many transformations were initiated which set the stage for further “revolu-
tions” which were to take place in the coming years – as such, the date of 1989 is
more a conventional indication than an exact starting point (or ending point). In any
case, 1989 represents a moment of enormous transformation for Europe and for the
whole of European civil society, not only for east European countries, but also for
the western ones, deeply affected by the “winds of change”. The new European 
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situation dramatically transformed citizens’ lives and in less than twenty years,
Europe changed shape completely from a divided continent that could not even
conceive of reunification, to a union truly attempting to overcome differences and
problems in order to guarantee the establishment of a European community.
Nowadays, after the enlargement of the 1 May 2004, European civil society is called
to new challenges and, at the same time, opportunities are multiplying. 

italy and Spain: a sum of crises produces the triumph of
the civil society 
Moving from Europe in general to specific countries such as Italy and Spain, it
should be noted that another watershed in political and social life undoubtedly
came into being at the beginning of the 1990s. In both countries the occurrence of
certain events contributed to an upheaval in social and political life. This decade
was marked by the “experience of crisis” (Muxel 1996), determined not only by the
international context but also by domestic factors. The main components of polit-
ical and social change in Italy were related to the end of the First Republic, wich was
brought down by the discovery of spreading corruption in the main political parties,
and in the case the resulting collapse of the socialist government and socialist
party of Spain. The reaction to the disastrous political situation has been deter-
mined by civil society: “Es la epoca de la denominada sociedad civil” (Ortega
2001a).

The ideological vacuum, political disappointment and sense of betrayal felt by
many has been overcome by the actions of civil society. For many social actors civil
engagement represented a new way for the future and a new hope. In that time of
confusion, new ideas for the development of the EU were born and new perspec-
tives appeared; if, on one hand, the transformation left disillusion and a sense of
loss, on the other, new doors were opened. Due to the confusion and complexity of
that period, analysis could be conducted only a posteriori, but today it is possible
to discern the roots of important current trends in the upheavals of the early 1990s.

As a component of the behaviour of civil society, voluntary activities have also been
affected by these multifaceted changes. Before the crisis, that is before the
changes in international affairs in the 1990s which confused many voters and
activists, the area of voluntary action was mainly linked with the activities of polit-
ical parties. In Italy, during the First Republic the most widespread form of social
and political participation was activism in a party or in its supporting structures.
The biggest parties could count on a strong base of activists, whose activity con-
sisted not only of involvement in election campaigns, but also ongoing participa-
tion, voluntary and unpaid. The Radical Party was built upon volunteer activities
and this became one of its strongest aspects politically. The Italian Communist
Party (PCI), the Italian Socialist Party (PSI) and the main governmental party, the
Christian Democratic Party (DC), had an apparatus of volunteers, which amounted
to millions of people for almost fifty years. Volunteers’ activities and political
engagement operated in many different spheres, from strict party support to civil
actions, such as activities for youth, environment protection, international
exchanges and many others. 

The deep crisis in the party system at the beginning of the 1990s resulted in a huge
decrease in volunteer-based engagement. The distrust of ideologies and of the
political system in general modified not only party structures, several historical par-
ties were dissolved, and involvement suffered a lack of interest and a decrease in
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popularity. The experience of the Italian green movement is particularly interesting
in relation to the disaffection with politics: ecological movements emerging
between the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s have reached huge
dimensions and can count on the work of an enormous number of volunteers. In the
past there were many attempts to attribute a political affiliation to this movement,
however, while the green movement has been channelled into a political party in
many countries, the concept of the “green volunteer” is today, at least in Italy, more
transnational and independent from the party system. The experience of the Italian
Green Party is paradigmatic; in an attempt to form a political party in the first half of
the 1980s, several green candidates did fairly well in the national and European
elections. When the Green Party reached a kind of unity during the second half of
the 1980s, it could count on a strong base of adherents, even if the majority of
green activists refused to be politicised. The passage from the First to the Second
Republic also deeply affected the Green Party, whose electoral share fell from 6.1%
in the European elections of 1989 to 2.8% in the national elections of 1992. The
crisis in faith in the political system also affected the newest group, and green mil-
itants began again to dedicate themselves to forms of engagement outside the
party system. The leadership of the party decided to rediscover its roots and
encourage a form of militancy based more on ecological issues than on political
change (Biorcio 2000).

People started or, in some cases, began again to dedicate themselves to other
forms of activity and discovered other meanings of voluntary involvement on a dif-
ferent basis. It was not a quick or real substitution but a change of perspectives and
values in the civil society, a transformation detectable only some years later. The
change in involvement did not happen all at once; voluntary service was already in
existence with a long history, but the deep crisis in the political sphere contributed
to many people becoming involved in forms of engagement different from the past,
divorced from political activity. 

The crisis of traditional political channels also had a profound effect in Spain,
where from the first part of the 1980s to the middle of the 1990s, interest in politics
fell by 13% among young people (Orizo 1996). Young people refused to become
involved in the traditional channels of political activity1 and preferred to try to insti-
tute new forms of action. Notwithstanding the fact that, when looking at the
Spanish population as a whole, the number of people working as volunteers in
areas such as ecology, human rights and pacifism is still quite low, the interest
showed by the majority of youth is growing, and incidents such as the Prestige dis-
aster testify to youth sensitivity to these types of issues.

Another comment that might be made concerning the new face of voluntary service
in Italy and Spain concerns the Catholic Church, as in the past voluntary service had
a largely religious connotation. During the dictatorship in Spain, every volunteer
activity fell under the control of the Catholic Church, and only in the mid-1970s,
when the dictatorship was at its end, was a form of diversification introduced in the
voluntary sector, which was consolidated when Spain finally established democ-
racy.

Today, the influence on religion in voluntary service is still strong, and many volun-
teer organisations refer to Catholic institutions and promote Christian values, how-
ever, secular organisations are emerging and the inspiration for their work derives
from different roots. The main difference from the past concerns the relationship

1. Traditional channels are in fact not so traditional in Spain where democracy has a rather short history.



between politics and religion; today voluntary service is free from political and/or
religious control and constraint. In addition to voluntary associations classified as
“confessional” or “a-confessional”, a third category has appeared comprising all
“voluntary organisations without any explicit matrix”. The birth of this third type of
organisation indicates both the relative lack of politicisation of civil society and the
heterogonous face of voluntary service, no longer linked with traditional political
channels but, on the contrary, completely open. Something similar is happening in
former communist countries, where under the communist regime civil activities
were fully under the Communist Party’s control: today a process of “ideological lib-
eralisation” of voluntary service activities is under way. 

In Italy, the crisis of political and ideological beliefs, especially among young
people, is deep. Only 3.9% of Italian youths are members of a political party similar
data have been recorded in Spain. On the other hand, data regarding youth involve-
ment in voluntary activities and youth organisations indicate a trend in the oppo-
site direction. Only by considering both categories of data can we have a complete
picture of youth society: young people seem to prefer forms of civil engagement
totally divorced from any political affiliation, but to interpret these data as a proof
of civil disengagement would be a grave misunderstanding. The data show a new
manner of civil involvement not linked with party affiliation, but somehow still
“political”. It is a different way of understanding politics and acting politically and
represents the best part of politics, being social action with the aim of building a
better society, without reference to competition for power.

Figure 1 shows the period during the twentieth century when voluntary associations
were constituted in Italy. As we can see, 48.4% of Italian voluntary organisations
were formed after 1990. The graph shows that after 1990, in the crisis period, there
was an enormous increase in the number of voluntary service organisations,
whereas before the 1980s the existence of such organisations was marginal. As
stated, the growth of civil service organisations did not begin exactly in 1990, but
reflected changes in society occurring during the 1980s. The ecological and pacifist
movements are important to consider here. The crisis mentioned above, in addition
to social changes and social movements, led to many young people turning away
from mainstream politics, and one of the most significant signs of social change
has been the growth of voluntary service. Civil society had its golden era in the
1990s during which it was in a state of constant flux; today we can observe the
changes which took place and, looking back, we can say that civil service repre-
sented a significant part of the civil revitalisation of that era. Also, if we think in
terms of numbers, the size of voluntary service today is impressive: 4861600
people were involved in voluntary service activities in 2001 (FIVOL 2001). This
means that almost 5 million people took part in voluntary service activities, a
number not even thinkable twenty years ago; referring again to the numerical
dimension, we would note the rapid growth in the number of volunteers: from
3221722 in 1997 to almost 5 million in 2001. A recent survey about what Italians
trust showed voluntary service as one of the most trusted institutions in Italy, with
85%; political parties, in line with tradition during the last ten to fifteen years, got
just 20%.

In the 1990s novel aspects of a newly revitalised civil society were apparent in the
affirmation of the role of civilian service in the place of military service. The majority
of European countries have decided on the creation of a professional army, not only
for budgetary reasons, but also because of the enormous number of young men
who preferred civilian service to military service. 
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Civilian service is not a form of voluntary activity, being only an alternative to oblig-
atory military service, but its popularity among young people testified to a major
change in values in European society. Further, on 14 February 2001, it became pos-
sible for young Italian women to perform civilian service. As women in Italy are not
bound by any military duty, for them the choice to enter civilian service is a real
form of voluntary service. Italy is not the only country to have instituted optional
civilian service for women, but the Italian results have been particularly positive.
Data regarding civilian service in Italy are fairly astounding: a force of 17930 in
2003, and 37880 at the end of 2004.1

Figure 1 : Formation of voluntary organisations by periods (as at 1999)

Source: Istituto nazionale de statistica (ISTAT) 2001.

Spain does not have quite as many volunteers; in fact, data indicate there were
1073636 in 2000. Compared to the Italian numbers this figure is quite low, but the
Spanish Ministry of Social Affairs did not include in its survey almost 300000
people doing unpaid labour for NGOs. The significance of the number becomes
more evident if we compare the data with the previous survey from 1996 when the
number of people working as volunteers was “only” 300000 (Rodríguez Cabrero
and Montserrat Codorniú 1996).2 It would appear there was an extremely rapid rate
of growth in voluntary service in Spain over four years. It is easy to predict a similar
pattern of growth in the period from 2000 to 2004.

1. These data do not include numbers of people who choose civilian service instead of military service
(conscientious objectors). If these figures were to be included, almost 18000 people who performed
civilian service in 2003 could be rightly considered as volunteers.

2. The difficulty in collecting data about volunteers has been noted by many sources. This results from
the fact that many volunteer associations are not registered in the regional registers; in Italy it is thought
that a greater number of voluntary associations exist than are accounted for due to this difficulty. In
Spain the same difficulties exist, and for both countries the most precise data refer to the local and
regional levels. In Italy data from FIVOL and Censis are quite different and the gap is justified by the fact
that Censis collected data only on registered associations whereas FIVOL estimates that 50% of volun-
tary organisations are not registered in the regional registers.

PERCENTAGE



Given these two countries as a case study, it is also interesting to check data about
a neighbouring country, France, and quickly reference French conditions in the field
of voluntary service. France certainly comes first in terms of the number of people
involved in voluntary service. The data indicate an incredible growth, from 7.9 mil-
lion in 1990 to 10.4 million in 1996 and finally 12 million in 2003. The numbers are
impressive and clearly show that France as well has followed the trend of the other
two countries in the last fifteen years; participation in voluntary service has
increased significantly, especially among young people.

The growth in voluntary service lends credence to the idea of a “revolution” in civil
society and indicates a trend for the future. In fact, the changes happening in this
sector are important not only in terms of numerical growth and an increase in civil
engagement, but also, and maybe more importantly, in relation to structural fac-
tors. The social and political changes at national and international level at the
beginning of the 1990s also affected the shape taken by voluntary service. One of
the biggest changes relates to the profile of the volunteer: in recent years the
number of young people involved in voluntary activities has increased dramatically.
In Spain, for example, 49% of volunteers are young people under 25 years of age,
generally speaking, looking at France at the national level, the number of young
people engaged in voluntary service is not particularly high, but from a regional
point of view, the results indicate a good level of participation where the informa-
tion systems for the promotion of voluntary activities are adequate. A study con-
ducted in several regions of France demonstrates that the national average
depends on the communication and information infrastructure: in the Ile de France
almost 50% of young people have volunteered, and the numbers are even higher in
Champagne Ardenne, where more than half of the youth population has been
engaged in voluntary activities- in Midi-Pyrénées, the figure climbs to two thirds of
young people in the region.

The situation in Italy is defined by a variance in the data of recorded participation
levels of young people in voluntary activities that range from 10% up to 30%. Even
though data come from various authoritative sources (FIVOL, Abacus, Doxa), they
present a considerable gap which could have been caused by different methodolo-
gies in conducting surveys or, even more, by the fact that many Italian surveys
about voluntary service have been conducted on a regional base. The low level of
accuracy of Italian surveys about young people and voluntary service is compen-
sated for by the availability of data about volunteers’ profiles. In Italy 50% of people
engaged in volunteering have stable employment, whereas the other 50% fall into
other categories such as “retired”, “student” or “unemployed”. These data seem to
lead to the conclusion that the majority of Italian volunteers, more than 50%, are
around 40 or 50 years of age, whereas the minority is composed of young people
(who fit into the categories of “unemployed” and “students”) and old people (who
fit in the category of “retired”).

The most recent surveys on the profile of volunteers found that the average level of
education of Italian volunteers is increasing; the majority have a secondary school
degree and the number of graduate volunteers is growing. This increase may be a
result of the growth in the number of students taking part in voluntary activities
thanks to good effective campaigns for the promotion of volunteerism being organ-
ised in Italian schools and universities.

In terms of women in the voluntary service, Spain comes out on top with 61% of vol-
unteers being women, whereas in Italy women comprise only 50.8% of volunteers.
The involvement of women and young people in voluntary service merits particular
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attention as this would suggest that this aspect of civil society is attractive to these
demographics, who likely find here a broader space than in other sectors, like pol-
itics, where women’s engagement is still low. 

With regard to young people, it has been noted in Italy and in Spain that youth
prefer to be active in voluntary activities for brief periods and with different levels
of intensity. However, the main news in youth engagement in voluntary service
regards the experiences of international voluntary service and especially the oppor-
tunities granted by the European Union. In this regard, the importance of the
changed international context can be seen. As a result of the development of the
European Union and the dissolution of borders, the voluntary sector has truly
entered a new era. 

A new Europe produced new voluntary service
Much like the end of the dictatorship in Spain, the fall of communism in eastern
Europe represented a crucial moment for civil society. The democratisation and the
“explosion” of civil society have not only had a direct effect on the former commu-
nist countries, but have also heavily influenced the civil life of western Europe. East
European countries actually experienced volunteering only after the fall of commu-
nism. During the communist regime every kind of civil association was owned or
controlled by the state/party, and the concept of civil society had no real role, as
the party deeply discouraged all civic activity. Hence, the situation in eastern
Europe changed dramatically after 1989 when volunteerism came there in the form
of NGOs and international agencies and became a recognised social value. The cur-
rent situation in eastern Europe shows an increase in the number of people volun-
teering and countries such as the Czech and Slovak republics have reached levels
of “volunteerism” higher that those in many western countries (Voicu and Voicu
2003). It is not possible to generalise about the level of volunteerism for western or
eastern countries as major differences exist within these two groups –
Scandinavian countries used to volunteer more than Latin ones – and to create a
level of incidence of volunteering for the said categories could give an inaccurate
picture of the reality. In any case, what emerges is that many former communist
countries that experimented with voluntary service practices during the 1990s
seem to be likely to carry on in this way and in doing so have reached very high
levels of participation in volunteerism. It is possible to check also by looking at data
about experiences of international or European voluntary service where the level of
participation of young east European people is constantly increasing.

Especially at the moment, following the recent enlargement and the prospect of
additional EU states in the not too distant future, attention should be drawn to the
European dimension in every aspect of civil life, including voluntary service. In this
field an important experience of international voluntary service has also been
experimented for several years. Individuals with dual citizenship often forget this
big advantage, on the other hand many people, especially young people, are
exploiting the advantages of being European, as well as being citizens of individual
member states. 

One of the opportunities offered by the European Union is the possibility to
approach voluntary service in a new way. The EU programmes for voluntary service,
the most important being the European Voluntary Service, are different from the
majority of national programmes, because they promote a form of action not based
on free time, but on a full-time schedule for long or short periods. This represents a



new way of living the voluntary experience and appeals to many young people who
have never before been involved in voluntary service associations. The main aim of
the programme is

to help young Europeans become more mobile and, hence, more active citizens, pro-
vide them with a formative experience in several areas of activity and encourage them
to make an active contribution to building Europe and to co-operation between the
Community and non-member countries by taking part in transnational activities of ben-
efit to the community. (http://europa.eu.int/scadplus/leg/en/cha/c11602c.htm)

The fundamental objective of the programme is to give young people the opportu-
nity to become familiar with the meaning of active citizenship at an international
level through practical experience which is useful not only for the beneficiaries of
the volunteers’ work but especially for the volunteers themselves. 

Between 3000 and 4000 young people enrol with the European Voluntary Service
each year. It was established on 20 July 1998 and has been one of the most suc-
cessful programmes promoted by the European Union. The experience of voluntary
service is coupled with an intensive experience of life abroad and not only pro-
motes values such as solidarity and philanthropy but also supports a culture of
brotherhood and knowledge of diversity. The opportunity of living in another
country, of doing altruistic work, improving skills and experimenting with another
way of life is appealing to many young people throughout the EU. One of the most
attractive aspects of the EVS is the choice offered amongst a vast range of different
experiences, such as activities aimed at integration and combating racism, cultural
activities for youth, helping the elderly, helping the homeless and many others.

It stands to reason that a project that offers its participants such a wide variety of
experiences has gained the interest of many young people. This kind of “open”
experience seems to be favoured by European youth. The choice of taking part in
voluntary service programmes is a sort of challenge the young set for themselves, a
passage to adulthood and a first step towards an independent life. For these rea-
sons a project like EVS represents a phenomenon different from previous forms of
voluntary service, and thanks to European citizenship it is possible to enlarge the
dimension of voluntary service. The growing desire to test a new manner of engage-
ment is also indicated by the success of programmes such as “With Helmets” which
is becoming more and more popular, and many other voluntary service pro-
grammes promoted, directly or indirectly, by the United Nations; today more than
10 million volunteers are involved in such programmes all over the world. Generally,
there is a flow of volunteers from richer countries to poorer ones, evidence of the
civil culture of co-operation between nations promoted by voluntary service. The
spread of the voluntary service culture, especially among young people, shows the
existence of transnational solidarity and results in useful services for communities. 

An open experience with open media
There is another remarkable aspect of the renewed diffusion of the voluntary
service especially regarding the recent forms of engagement in this area: the use of
new media. If new technologies brought many advantages to the everyday life of
communities as well as to citizens’ private lives, they have also contributed to the
spread of civil engagement and voluntary service programmes. The extreme ease of
logging on to the Internet and of disseminating information via the Internet has
transformed and enlarged the approach to voluntary service experiences. Thanks to
new technologies, word about the EVS programme has spread more widely and
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many websites exist about the personal experience of volunteers. Therefore young
people interested in this experience can easily determine what impressions pre-
vious volunteers have of the programme. The Internet is helping not only “virtual
volunteers”, the previous volunteers, but also the associations wanting to take part
in the programme. The UK is a vanguard in this field but the level of “connectivity”
of many other European countries is growing and websites dedicated to voluntary
service are registering an impressive number of visitors (www.hacefalta.org and
www.do-it.org.uk are just two successful examples). It has been demonstrated that
the level of connectivity of each country depends mainly on the monetary capacity
of voluntary associations. The first problem for voluntary associations is to be able
to pay to set up a website and for an Internet connection, because even though
many associations would like to get a certain level of presence on the web, they are
still not always able to pay for it. Another factor significant in establishing the level
of connectivity of voluntary associations is the age of their managers; a French
study (IRIV 2003) proved that managers under 55 years of age are more likely to be
disposed to get an Internet connection and a website than their older colleagues.
Hence, voluntary associations managed by young people have a greater chance of
being known on the web and gaining opportunities from that source.

Even though the Internet could provide many services to voluntary associations
and can help in improving the diffusion of voluntary activities, there are some prob-
lems which need to be sorted out. There is an Italian study in which the authors
conducted an inquiry based on the use of IT in the Italian world of voluntary service.
They concluded that voluntary associations are not yet able to exploit the potential
of the Internet, and they point out some problems they consider prevalent in the
use of the Internet. Firstly, there are some cases of voluntary organisations’ web-
sites which not only provide useless information but also frustrate visitors to the
sites. This kind of website is at the lowest level of a continuum from best to worst in
terms of exploiting IT. Many Italian websites of voluntary associations occupied a
middle position on the line, and only few reach the top. This would indicate there is
still a lot of work to do in improving the use of the Internet in the voluntary sector,
and in so doing associations must be very careful otherwise they run the risk of pro-
ducing problematic effects (Ferraris and Paltrinieri 1998).

The use of the Internet has helped in developing another important experience of
voluntary service: work camps. This form of volunteering has already been experi-
mented for several years, but the web has facilitated its spread thanks to the ease
with which information can be obtained and applications made online. The concept
of work camps comes from the beginning of the twentieth century, the first experi-
ence in Europe goes back to the 1920s after the First World War when work camps
were set up for reconstruction. This form of volunteering has developed during the
second half of the twentieth century and is quite well known today. Generally, it is
a form of international co-operation based on a short period of volunteering which
has a definite goal as its object. Many work camps concentrate on environmental or
historical protection but a vast range of choices is now available. Even if their aim is
to work on a single project, one of the most important characteristics of work camps
is to promote the culture of volunteering and international co-operation, especially
among young people.

Overall there are many forms of volunteering today, for short periods, for long
periods, during free time or on particular occasions. The European Union has
started to assist in the diffusion of voluntary service and has instituted some spe-
cial programmes for its implementation. Young people seem to enjoy the experi-



ence and the opportunities offered by it. Today, it seems young people are inter-
ested in getting involved in these kinds of activities for the personal improvement
they can gain.

Conclusions
The forms of civil engagement and civic participation as well as voluntary service
have deeply changed in the last fifteen years. The European civil society of the
1980s was a fragmented entity; it was divided into national civic societies with an
underdeveloped web of international connections. Political parties, in many west
European countries, and the state or the only single party in eastern Europe, were
largely responsible for managing civil society. The forms of voluntary service and
voluntary associations were in existence, and some had a long and successful his-
tory, but the element of European cohesion did not yet exist. On the contrary, today
civil society and voluntary service are getting more and more European every day.
The phenomenon has strong support and massive levels of participation and the
opportunities given by the European Union are appealing to young people. The
shape of voluntary service has changed and its popularity is growing thanks also to
the Internet and new media, even though the use of the Internet in this sector is still
problematic in certain respects. European civil society is acquiring an open conno-
tation which is the real new element compared to the past.

Although here we have mainly looked at the situation in Italy and Spain, similar
trends have been noted in other European countries. Italy and Spain passed
through the experience of governmental corruption and failure; and although the
former is an old democracy and the latter a relatively new democracy, the popula-
tions of both countries experienced the same disillusion and crisis in political
beliefs, especially on the left. Despite these problems, civil society was able to 
reinvent itself and become proactive in the 1990s. If trust in politics has decreased,
voluntary service, voluntary activities and the number of voluntary associations
have grown. In spite of the difficulties experienced by volunteers, the popularity
of voluntary service has risen and its international element has become a stable 
characteristic. 

Overall, the trends discerned provide hope for the future, not only of the voluntary
service, but in general for the further growth of civil society, although many prob-
lems must still be addressed, such as the dissemination of information and volun-
tary service culture, and the establishment of a clearer definition and recognition of
the status of volunteers and related legal implications.
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3. What’s it worth? 
How valuable is volunteering?
Young people and volunteering 
in Birmingham

Alun Severn and Terry Potter

introduction

Throughout the course of this project we have sought to gain a more informed view
about voluntary activity in Birmingham and how best interventions might be
designed that can support and promote volunteering. Our earlier desk research and
public attitudes survey compared the state of volunteering in Birmingham with that
nationally (Severn and Potter 2003).

This indicated that:

• The level of volunteering in Birmingham – whether considered as “formal” vol-
unteering or “informal” voluntary activity – may be as low as only one half to
one quarter of that nationally. This may indicate that Birmingham is a volun-
teering “cold spot”, but there is also some evidence to suggest that by failing to
distinguish adequately between respondents’ past and present volunteering,
national surveying methods may historically have tended to overstate volun-
teering levels.

• When the numbers of people indicating they had volunteered in the past were
compared with those who said they were still engaged in voluntary activity,
there was a consistent falling off across all activities – in some cases by up to
two thirds.

• While greater numbers of people were engaged in informal volunteering and for
increasing periods of time, the evidence suggested that formal volunteering –
i.e. that conducted under the auspices of an established voluntary or commu-
nity organisation – was more sustainable, with volunteers maintaining their
involvement consistently in the longer term.

• Birmingham has an ageing volunteer force, with voluntary activity highest in the
45-60/64 age group. In the 16-29 and 30-44 age groups there was the biggest
falling away in numbers between those volunteering in the past and those vol-
unteering currently.
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While important for the detailed picture of voluntary activity in Birmingham that
this provides and for its implications for the volunteering support infrastructure, it
also serves to illustrate some of the fundamental difficulties – and contradictions –
in how volunteering is identified and subsequently valued. 

Although models of assessing and valuing voluntary activity have over the past few
years become more sophisticated, they remain essentially statistical, seeking to
measure either the numbers volunteering, the duration of this activity, or its
notional economic value. There is no doubt that the mass of statistical data gener-
ated by periodic surveys of volunteering – such as those conducted every six or
seven years by the Institute for Volunteering Researching (IVR) – has been instru-
mental in convincing government of the importance of volunteering, it is also the
case that the public policy agenda regarding volunteering has shifted. Government
now places much less emphasis on calculating the financial “worth” of volun-
teering and instead locates volunteering in the very broadest sense as one of a
range of community-based actions that can contribute to stronger communities and
a more active and engaged citizenship. This is perhaps nowhere more clearly stated
that in the Home Secretary’s two recent pamphlets explaining and promoting the
“civil renewal” agenda (Home Office 2003a and 2003b).

The purpose of this chapter, then, is to look more critically at the whole issue of
ascribing value to volunteering. What do we mean by “value”? Value to whom and
according to whose value system? And why, exactly, do we need to ascribe value to
volunteering in the first place – what does this help us to decide or do? It is also a
timely point at which to revisit some first principles – this may aid us in considering
the often complex array of interlocking issues that are involved in volunteering. Why
do we think volunteering is worthwhile? Why does it have such a central, defining
role in this thing called the “voluntary sector”?

This chapter was originally a paper commissioned by Birmingham Volunteer Action
(BVA) as a contribution to the Volunteering Development in Birmingham project
funded by the Active Community Directorate. It was written by Alun Severn of Third
Sector Services, Gail Walters and Terry Potter of Birmingham Voluntary Service
Council (BVSC) Research, Information and Sector Intelligence (RiSi).

What has become increasingly evident during the course of this research project is
that assessing the value of volunteering is the tip of the iceberg. What at first
appears a reasonably straightforward aspiration in fact rests on top of a complex
mass of questions – of the value, worth and contribution of volunteering, the wider
social benefits it creates, its relationship to the state, and the role played by the
personal attitudes and value systems of those who volunteer or, indeed, choose
not to volunteer. In setting the broader context of this chapter it is necessary to at
least touch on these briefly.

Let us pose the question again in the same way that the title of this chapter does:
“What is volunteering worth?” Perhaps more accurately, where does its worth
derive from? Why do we consider volunteering to be good? 

We would argue that there are at least four quite distinct areas for examination in
volunteering: 

• First, there is our essentially “political” commitment to the concept of voluntary
action. A core value of the voluntary and community sector, it can be stated and
adhered to as a guiding principle, but is not very amenable to measurement. 
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• Second, there is the impact achieved by and the effectiveness of the volun-
teering infrastructure – the support and promotion mechanisms, interventions,
campaigns and activities to foster the growth and good health of volunteering. 

• Third, there is the wider social or community benefit attributable to voluntary
activity. (Indeed, we might also add to this the personal gains attributable to
volunteering – for both the donor and the beneficiary – but we will consider this
briefly in the section on the “Volunteering contract”.)

• Fourth, there is the as yet largely unexplored, we believe, dimension of a cost-
benefit comparison of voluntary and statutory provision.

While the latter three are more amenable to measurement this, as we argue later in
the chapter, would be at significant cost, inevitably raising the issue of resource
allocation and priorities. In passing, however, this serves to illustrate the com-
plexity of the issues involved in ascribing value to volunteering.

Volunteering – A core value
Let us look a little more closely at the central role that volunteering plays in our con-
ception of what the voluntary sector is about. As an expression of neighbourliness
and mutual aid, volunteering is central to the values of the voluntary sector. Freely
given and elective, volunteering is a personal choice that comes down on the side
of social solidarity. It emphasises collective aid and reciprocity and because volun-
teering, by definition, is non-commercial, it favours mutuality over individual con-
sumerism. It is inconceivable, then, that volunteering would not be central to the
ethos of the voluntary and community sector.

Volunteering’s elective nature must also be emphasised: organisations may be
committed to volunteering, but it is individual volunteers who choose to involve
themselves in the personal transaction of volunteering, freely donating their time,
energy and effort. In this sense, the freely chosen voluntary nature of volunteering
is a crucial value underpinning the act and strongly informs our views about how
closely or otherwise volunteering can or should be tied to the aims of the state. We
would argue that while it is legitimate to utilise the benefits of volunteering to help
achieve some greater, overarching good – more cohesive communities, for
example, or more widespread active citizenship – anything that detracts from or
compromises the voluntary nature of the act will tend to be viewed unsympatheti-
cally by those most likely to engage in volunteering.

What this suggests to us is that while the voluntary sector and government do
indeed share some common interests in extending and maximising the benefits of
volunteering, these interests are not strictly co-terminus. The voluntary sector also
has a duty to safeguard the voluntary nature of volunteering and ensure that in any
closer harnessing to the state’s social policy objectives it does not become
expected or required. We must also be vigilant in avoiding any blurring which might
occur between voluntary services freely given for community good and the poten-
tially punitive notion of community service. These concerns are brought into
sharper relief by the Chancellor’s recent call for the establishment of a commission
to report on the way forward for a National Youth Volunteering Strategy. This he
clearly sees as a key instrument for building notions of civic responsibility in the
longer term (Brown 2004, Fabian Society 2004).

Writing in its Manifesto for Change 2003, BVSC highlighted the dangers that exist
for the voluntary sector in its ever closer relationship with the state: “The more the



sector wins the arguments, the more it finds itself incorporated into the fabric of
social provision it evolved to challenge.” This is as true of volunteering per se as it
is of the wider sector, but with an added danger. Many voluntary organisations are
equipped to handle any such debate robustly; they have many years experience of
“fighting their corner” and will never simply walk away from the complex relation-
ships modern society demands of them. But this is not true of volunteers, of the
millions of individuals who, propelled by a complex set of motivations and atti-
tudes, volunteer every day of the year. For them it would at least seem plausible
that there is a tipping point, a step too far in state intervention which could simply
switch off the volunteering impulse. 

It is against these wide voluntary sector responsibilities that we consider the role
and worth of volunteering in the rest of this chapter.

What do we mean by “value”?
Over the past few years, efforts to assess the value or impact of volunteering have
tended to focus on those things that can be counted: the numbers of people volun-
teering, the duration of their volunteering and the notional financial worth of this
voluntary activity. Few would doubt that this effort has been instrumental in raising
the profile of volunteering and in establishing the central role that volunteering can
play in adding value to statutory and voluntary services and more widely to com-
munities themselves. 

As a consequence of the periodic national surveys carried out by the Institute for
Volunteering Research (IVR) and more recently by the Home Office (Home Office
2002), we now have a better picture of national trends in volunteering than ever
before. But such surveys are extraordinarily costly. IVR, for example, is usually only
able to conduct a national volunteering survey every six or seven years – the last
was 1997 – and is currently trying to raise the funding necessary to conduct the first
twenty-first century survey. 

Similarly, more sophisticated economic models for assessing the contribution of
volunteering within individual organisations – such as IVR’s “VIVA”: the Volunteer
Investment and Value Audit – while clearly useful to larger volunteer-using organi-
sations that want to know the economic contribution that volunteering makes to
their own operation, are unlikely to be within the budget or capacity of those at the
smaller and poorer end of the voluntary sector spectrum.

And yet, it is not surprising that quantitative surveying and audit methods such as
these have predominated. Measuring anything beyond numbers, duration and eco-
nomic value – the social contribution of volunteering, for instance, or the personal
gains experienced by volunteers and beneficiaries, or the community-building con-
tribution of voluntary work – is methodologically complex and may in addition be
open to wide interpretation. Underlying social and community benefits are
resistant to measurement. They do not lend themselves to standardisation or repe-
tition and may depend to a large degree on personal testimony. 

Perhaps for these reasons, social indicators which would enable a more thorough-
going evaluation not just of volunteering but also of a wide array of social policy
objectives have become a kind of holy grail. While at a national level they may be of
crucial importance, at a local level amongst cash-strapped voluntary organisations
whose primary aim is direct service delivery, they will rarely be perceived as the
most pressing priority for investment.
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Value or values – A personal matter?
It must also be emphasised that value means different things to different people:
personal motivation cannot be dismissed from the equation because to a great
extent it determines how people view their voluntary effort.

Our findings from amongst focus groups carried out with Birmingham volunteers,
for example, show that few if any think of the monetary value their volunteering
might represent, but they do consider the values on which their volunteering is
based. And while some volunteers may talk about “giving something back to the
community”, or of “wanting to make a difference” it is perhaps not surprising that
few if any speak of their volunteering in terms that have now become familiar in
public policy – community empowerment, for example, active citizenship, or civil
renewal. 

This is not to say that these concepts have no broader validity, of course, merely to
acknowledge that they are not generally speaking for popular consumption. But
there are important implications in this for how volunteering is promoted – for how
we ensure that the right messages reach the right people. At “street level” it is vital
that the volunteering message reflects and speaks to the values of volunteers and
potential volunteers themselves. 

As the Birmingham survey illustrated, most volunteers do so out of personal or
family experience. They respond to an often fairly simple desire to put something
back into the community. Some volunteer in support of a specific service, illness,
condition or disability that they have some personal or family experience of. Others
volunteer because of experience gained in a period in their own past – raising chil-
dren as a lone parent, for instance, or homelessness, or sight or hearing impair-
ment. Personal experience is a powerful motivator and most volunteers we spoke
with seemed to consider volunteering an essentially personal choice, even when
conducted under the auspices of an organisation or volunteer agency of some
description. 

Volunteers, then, respond most positively to the one-to-one relationship of volun-
tary help – the real, tangible freely given service. And they respond most powerfully
to its voluntary nature: proscription is inimical to volunteering’s good health. 

Segmentation
It is possible that a quite different picture might be gained if one were to examine a
specific sector of volunteering, such as that attached to regeneration programmes
such as New Deal for Communities. Here, it might be argued that a much clearer
relationship exists between personal volunteering and community benefit and it
may be the case that volunteers in these kinds of situations do in fact make a
stronger connection between their voluntary effort and the wider community good.

Indeed, as we discuss later in this chapter, in operational terms there may be a case
for drawing a much clearer distinction between volunteering that is primarily per-
sonally motivated – such as one-to-one care, support or befriending, for example –
and that which arises primarily as a response to conditions in a particular commu-
nity. It may be that the latter does have a clearer “community empowerment”
dimension to it, but again this is to argue for a greater precision, a greater segmen-
tation, in thinking about voluntary effort. While very different kinds of volunteering
have shared characteristics, not all voluntary effort arises from the same motivation



and the respective values and perceived consequences of different kinds of volun-
teering will appeal to very different types of people. 

What do we want to measure and why?
Although we can observe that communities which have a well-developed voluntary
and community sector, where volunteering and community activity are frequent
and levels of good neighbourliness high, are somehow more robustly cohesive
than neighbourhoods where these things are underdeveloped or in decline, the
precise contribution that volunteering makes to the overall health of communities
remains an extraordinarily complex question. More sophisticated counting or
measuring of voluntary activity obviously gives us a clearer picture of what and how
much is going on, although whether this helps us better understand the contribu-
tion that volunteering is making to the overall social or community mix, especially
at a local level, is another matter. More importantly, perhaps, quantitative surveys
of volunteering rarely help us to understand how best voluntary activity can be
encouraged, or supported when the need arises, or most effectively be helped to
flourish in those communities where it is absent. These are pressing issues, espe-
cially for agencies involved in the voluntary sector infrastructure.

But the messages we wish to project about volunteering may also determine what
we seek to measure or assess. At a local level, for example, organisations may wish
to assess the value, effectiveness and impact of particular volunteering projects or
interventions, perhaps within a specific community or neighbourhood in mind.
There may also be an argument for as yet untried cost-benefit analyses of volun-
teering that seek to assess the respective voluntary and statutory costs and bene-
fits of service provision. This would be demanding and methodologically
challenging research; it would also be costly. But it would also bring to the volun-
teering debate a dimension that at present is missing. 

Alongside this, however, it must also be emphasised that volunteering is not just
about money. There are personal gains for the donor, quality of life gains for the
beneficiary, community and neighbourhood gains and – as government now
increasingly emphasises – broader social gains in the form of social cohesion and
active citizenship. 

The “volunteering contract”
“Value” is spread across what we have called the “volunteering contract”. Not only
will all parties to this contract be unlikely to share the same notion of value, it is
also quite possible that they will have different value systems.

There are three main parties to the volunteering contract: the donor, the beneficiary
and the commissioner of the volunteering (at least in cases where the activity is for-
mally organised by an agency). We have already seen that for the donor, there is a
strong likelihood that the motivation will be primarily personal – as much to do with
what they get out of and put into volunteering and how this makes them feel as it is
any broader notion of community benefit. 

For the beneficiary, value will be much more likely to revolve around what the help
or assistance they get means to them – how it affects them, how it improves their
quality of life, the degree to which they can depend on its availability, and what
would happen if this voluntary service ceased. The value – or values – of the trans-
action are strongly informed, therefore, by personal circumstances.
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Organisations that commission volunteering will again take a different perspective
on value and it is here that the social significance of volunteering in its wider con-
text might be considered and longer-term strategic objectives come into play.
Again, a very different interpretation of value.

There are other partners to the volunteering contract, however, and these have
been of increasing importance over the past few years. A fourth category might be
funders of volunteering initiatives, where again different expectations will prevail.
In some cases, funders may be synonymous with a fifth category – the local or
national state. It is here that voluntary activity will most clearly be harnessed to
broader social policy aims – as can be clearly seen in the Home Secretary’s writings
on civil renewal.

The notion, then, that the value of volunteering changes according to one’s place in
the volunteering contract is an important one, with implications that go far beyond
how we value volunteering and touch on all aspects of the volunteering debate –
the language we use to describe volunteering, how (and where) volunteering is pro-
moted, what people think their voluntary action is for and is meant to achieve, and
the role they feel the state can legitimately claim to play in the volunteering arena.

In this context it is important that we again remind ourselves of a few key facts:

• The last IVR national survey of volunteering (1997) showed a decline in the num-
bers volunteering of around a million – despite the proliferation of new routes
into volunteering and nationally backed volunteering campaigns.

• The single most effective means of promoting volunteering is word of mouth:
people respond most readily to direct appeals to volunteer and this is espe-
cially the case when the appeal is made by someone they know or someone
already involved in voluntary activity.

• And research has shown that public awareness of volunteering agencies of all
kinds is abysmally low.

We still need to find effective ways of reconciling broad social policy aims with pop-
ular messages about volunteering; we still need “street level” messages that “sell”
the volunteering experience, reflecting and speaking to the values that volunteers
and potential volunteers consider most important. These are vital considerations
for an organisation such as Birmingham Volunteer Action and for the wider network
of volunteer placement, referral and brokerage agencies.

The social policy environment
Although since 1999/2000 there has been a plethora of government initiatives to
support or encourage volunteering, particularly amongst specific age groups such
as young people (Millennium Volunteers) and the over-50s (Experience Corps), it is
evident that government thinking on volunteering, certainly as regards programmes
directly engaging with or supporting individual volunteers, has changed markedly.
Some 90 volunteering schemes supported by the Home Office are currently under
review and at the time of writing a number of these look set to lose all or some of
their funding, including Experience Corps (the government ceased funding in March
2004), and Time Bank, the skills/service exchange scheme targeting the most dis-
advantaged communities.

This does not indicate that volunteering per se has fallen from popularity, however.
Rather, it is the emphasis that is changing – and nowhere is this more evident than



in the Home Secretary’s two recent pamphlets to promote his vision for “civil
renewal” (2003a and 2003b). Voluntary community action lies at the heart of this
vision.

But it is an extraordinarily broad and sweeping vision. Its central thesis is that
renewal of civil society and the public realm demands a new contract of active citi-
zenship – a contract between a “progressive, activist state” and empowered com-
munities that are “increasingly capable” of “defining the problems they face and
then tackling them together”. 

While individual volunteering is certainly not absent from these policy statements,
a clear shift in emphasis is none the less apparent – away from programmes to sup-
port and encourage individual volunteers and much more towards communities of
volunteers, “active citizens” engaged in a mutual effort to build community soli-
darity and work for the common good. 

This is perhaps most clearly expressed in the later of the Home Secretary’s pam-
phlets, Active Citizens, Strong Communities: Progressing Civil Renewal. Where
there is specific mention of voluntary activity – as opposed to civil renewal’s key
notion of the engaged citizen acting for the common good – it is noticeable that
rather than generic volunteering this tends to be voluntary activity in quite specific
civic contexts: within the youth justice system, schools, hospitals, fire stations and
prisons, for example (Home Office 2003a).

Alongside this emerging civil renewal agenda, the government is still pledged to
increase voluntary and community sector activity amongst socially excluded groups
by 5% by 2006. But more recently the Chancellor has added his voice to the volun-
teering debate with a controversial and much longer-term aim of establishing a
youth community service scheme, the assumption being that voluntary activity in
youth will grow into active citizenship in later life – a continuum of engagement
measured in decades rather than simply the here and now.

There is little doubt, then, that a new perspective on volunteering is emerging
within government. The scattergun approach to funding numerous volunteer sup-
port programmes – which broadly coincided with the UN International Year of
Volunteering in 2001 – would seem to be over. In its place is an emphasis on active
citizenship and the role of engaged communities, what we might call a kind of
“civic volunteering”, in which there is a much clearer relationship between volun-
tary effort and the building of civil renewal and community solidarity.

Overarching values?
One of the most interesting things about the Home Secretary’s civil renewal agenda
is that it is recasting a set of social ideas – solidarity, mutuality and co-operation,
for example – in what has become New Labour’s characteristic language of civic
rights and responsibilities. The agenda, then, is not significant necessarily for its
newness; what is significant is the determined detachment of these particular
social values from the old municipal socialism which would previously have been
their most likely political underpinning. 

There is also a further significant dimension to this attempt to formulate a new and
more widely understood language of social solidarity, however. One of the prob-
lems that has bedevilled such attempts previously has been the tendency to fall
back on “imported” and often highly contested concepts such as “social capital”.
Although Active Citizens, Strong Communities : Progressing Civil Renewal does use
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this term, it is used on only three occasions and then somewhat in passing.
Blunkett says that new forms of social capital should be recognised and supported
by government, that government has a role to play in assisting communities to
“build social capital” and, in the longest reference, that the social capital lost
during the forced march of industrial restructuring under Thatcherism in the 1980s
must be restored and reinvigorated. There is no attempt to locate social capital in a
more theoretical or academic context, as some other commentators have done
(Putnam 2000) and it is used almost as a synonym for “community spirit” or simply
“sense of community”. What emerges with a much higher profile – a central notion
in civil renewal – is community cohesion. 

Community cohesion has risen up the political agenda in the wake of Ted Cantle’s
report on the race riots that took place in some northern former textile towns during
the summer of 2001 (Home Office 2001) and is seen as central in Blunkett’s vision
for civil renewal. The pursuit of civil renewal, he says, must “be backed by a res-
olute commitment to break down barriers to the realisation of our shared citizen-
ship”: communities that are cohesive, that are not divided by “mutual suspicion or
misunderstanding of diverse cultures”, are seen as a prerequisite platform for pro-
gressing civil renewal. 

And community cohesion is being resourced. The Home Office has committed
£6million to funding Community Cohesion Pathfinders in 37 local authorities,
aimed at driving community cohesion measures into the mainstream of service
delivery; the Department for Education and Skills is making funding available to
support community cohesion in schools, enabling them to take action which will
build bridges, especially in areas where there are “clear fractures within the com-
munity”; and the Connecting Communities grants programme – which includes
proposals for race equality support programmes – is supporting 75 projects from
2003 to 2006 (Home Office 2003b). It is only, says Blunkett, “by setting a clear legal
framework for citizenship, and developing practical initiatives to promote its
realisation that we will strengthen communities through strengthening their cross-
cultural relationships.”

Does this begin to suggest a different approach towards thinking about volun-
teering and community activity and how their value should be judged? We think it
does and discuss this more fully in the next section.

Valuing volunteering – The characteristics of cohesion
This shift in emphasis now taking place in government policy suggests that gauging
the duration, frequency and notional financial value of volunteering may no longer
be the most important objective. Rather than quantitative measurement, we now
need something that can assist us in understanding the broad contributions that
volunteering can make in pursuit of civil renewal’s core objectives of:

• community cohesion;

• active citizenship;

• cross-cultural working.

And yet this also highlights the difficulties. While efforts to develop community
cohesion indicators, for example, are ongoing – the Home Office, the Community
Cohesion Unit and the Local Government Association have all published guidance
of various kinds – large-scale community cohesion surveys are beyond our capacity



and resources to implement in Birmingham, specifically for the volunteering sector.
(This is to set aside for a moment the widely acknowledged difficulties that exist in
designing successful methodologies for measuring community cohesion.)

In any case, we would question whether attempting to replicate such surveys on a
smaller scale in Birmingham is necessarily a useful investment of resources. If
policy-driven indicators do have a role to play in helping to assess the contribution
of volunteering at a local level, then it may be more useful to use them as the basis
for developing a volunteering framework that can be used to guide the kind of inter-
ventions that are made to support, promote and encourage volunteering. 

What this would suggest, rather than a set of measurable indicators to enable the
counting of units of volunteer activity, is a framework linked back to key policy
objectives (and these could be national or local objectives – the approach is inher-
ently flexible), which will help in identifying voluntary activity which has particular
characteristics. By looking for volunteering that has particular characteristics we
can begin to manipulate the interventions made in support of key policy objectives.
For example, it would be possible to design a volunteering framework linked specif-
ically to civil renewal, as in the table below:

* The LGA guidance (LGA 2002) recommends “Using the networks of statutory and voluntary agencies
to develop cross-cultural contacts at all levels and reviewing the funding of VCOs in order to provide
incentives to promoting community cohesion and cross-cultural contact and understanding.” 

While far removed from a quantitative or measuring approach to valuing volun-
teering, this is a means of ensuring that local interventions in volunteering support
and development are informed and guided by key policy objectives (wherever they
might derive from). This is very much in keeping with the kind of “segmentation”
approach we advocated in earlier papers, but takes the process a stage further. This
is a logical point at which to consider in more detail the implications of such an
approach for BVA.

Role of BVA
We have long argued that BVA should take a more segmented view of volunteering
and that this, when linked back to key policy objectives, will assist significantly in
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A volunteering framework to contribute to civil renewal

Headline policy objectives Identify activities with the following characteristics

Cross-cultural working • Activity that encourages people from different back-
grounds and/or different communities to meet and help
each other*

• Activity that encourages cross-cultural volunteering –
namely groups assisting people from a different
community to themselves

Community cohesion • Activity that helps people to identify more strongly with
their local area

• Activity that helps people from different backgrounds
and communities to live together more harmoniously

• Activity that draws in and/or involves excluded groups

Active citizenship • Activity that adds to the overall sum of community
engagement

• Activity that promotes more effective or more direct
engagement with broader community issues
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modelling interventions that make a more critical contribution to supporting and
developing voluntary activity in Birmingham. Nothing that we have so far advanced
in this chapter contradicts that view; however, there are one or two areas in which
further thought is required in order to fine-tune BVA’s operational priorities.

Developing a strategic framework for volunteering 
interventions

We have seen the shift that has taken place in public policy regarding volunteering
away from individual volunteering programmes in favour of communities of volun-
teers – the emergence of the active citizenship and civil renewal agendas. We have
also highlighted the Home Secretary’s emphasis in Active Citizens, Strong
Communities : Progressing Civil Renewal on what we have called civic volunteering.
This clearly has implications for how BVA operates.

One possible operational change that BVA could consider is whether its volun-
teering priorities should be themed. (Let us emphasise again that this is for BVA’s
internal operational guidance and is not necessarily amongst the messages it
would project to the outside world and especially to prospective volunteers.) We
have so far in this chapter drawn a distinction between personal volunteering, com-
munity volunteering and Blunkett’s vision of civic volunteering (police, health, fire,
schools, youth justice system and so forth). It might assist BVA to focus on specific
strategic objectives if its own priorities were similarly “themed”, so that effectively
it had three “departments”:

• Personal volunteering – for all activities that involve personal service delivery to
a beneficiary or group of beneficiaries (most care, befriending, visiting, elderly
support and the like would come under this heading).

• Community volunteering – activities with a direct relationship to the wider com-
munity good, such as tenant/resident groups, regeneration, community groups,
local campaigns, development trust-style activities, environmental activities
and so forth.

• Civic volunteering – specifically aimed at voluntary activity in statutory or civic
services (health, education, police, justice system, fire services, etc).

While there would probably be some overlap and also some grey areas – is volun-
teering to read to children in a local school in one’s own community “community
volunteering” or “civic volunteering”, for example – these would be no worse and
certainly no more of an obstacle than the overlaps and grey areas that have per-
sisted over the years with just about any definitions or categorisations of volun-
teering one might choose to examine.

The advantage of such an approach, however, is that it could be very neatly linked
with the “framework” approach outlined above, thus enabling strategic or policy-
related objectives to be set within each volunteering category. 

Measuring volunteering – Is it over?

One other matter that we should comment on at least briefly is the future need for
further local volunteering surveys in Birmingham. Our view is that the kind of
“generic” volunteering survey conducted as part of this research has, in the longer



term, only limited utility and is perhaps not the best use of resources, certainly on
a repeated basis. 

While the data gathered provided a greater level of intelligence specifically about
Birmingham volunteering than has ever before been available, the potential of such
surveys to inform and shape strategic interventions in volunteering is actually very
limited – partly because the response rates across cohorts (age, gender, ethnicity;
formal or informal volunteering) or across volunteering activities are very much
smaller than in a national survey and therefore drawing conclusions based on
these can be problematical. 

But having said this, there is also an issue about the level of data on city-wide vol-
unteering trends that other parties expect BVA to be able to furnish. Many auto-
matically make BVA their first port of call in seeking facts and figures about
volunteering in the city and BVA therefore needs to consider how it meets this
expectation and the relative priority it should have within its operational budget. 

There is a further consideration, of course, and this is that in future BVA may choose
to be partner to research without necessarily conducting it itself. Indeed, there
might be an argument to say that such a division of labour would be both logical
and effective, leaving BVA free to focus on what it has developed as core activity –
being an action-based placement, referral and brokerage volunteer agency, chal-
lenging the boundaries of “formal” volunteering and providing organisations who
host volunteers with key infrastructural support.

However they might be handled, we have identified four priorities for research and
activity:

• The development of effective strategic interventions in volunteering support
and development.

• Assessment of the effectiveness and/or impact of such interventions.

• Assessment of the contribution made by volunteering against specific policy or
strategy objectives (as outlined in the volunteering framework concept, for
example).

• And investigation to see whether research adopting a cost-benefit analysis
approach (comparing volunteer provision with statutory service provision) can
be viably developed and carried out.

In our view, the usefulness of this approach is that it focuses on covering the key
operational concerns that BVA and BVSC share:

• The design and delivery of effective volunteering interventions – namely,
improving and strengthening the support infrastructure.

• Evaluation of the effectiveness and impact of such interventions.

• Development of a policy-linked volunteering framework as a guide to priori-
tising action.

• And the more innovative notion of cost-benefit analysis of volunteer provision.

The “customer relationship”
Finally, something should be said about BVA’s continuing role as a promoter and
advocate of volunteering directly to the public and its signposting, referral and bro-
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kerage role to the wider voluntary and community sector. While a more strategic vol-
unteering framework that can inform the nature and intention of BVA’s volunteering
interventions is crucial, the direct delivery elements of BVA’s work – its support,
signposting, referral and brokerage roles – are also vital to the continuing health 
of volunteering in Birmingham. These should be seen as complementary, each 
reinforcing and informing the other. 

However, while it is clearly important that BVA’s interventions are guided by a
strategic framework, at “street level” it is crucial that volunteering is presented – as
we suggested earlier – in a way that resonates with, and plays to the values of, vol-
unteers and prospective volunteers. BVA is uniquely well situated to combine these
roles and adopting a more “departmentalised” approach – distinguishing, as sug-
gested, between personal, community and civic volunteering – could play an
important part in ensuring that the right kind of messages reach the right kinds of
volunteers.

Conclusions
In the final analysis, then, certainly as far as BVA and BVSC are concerned, available
resources will to a large extent determine the future of both volunteering interven-
tions and research. But there is a broader point to be made here. We have said that
those supporting and promoting volunteering from within the sector share a
common interest with government in seeking to spread the benefits that derive
from volunteering, but that these interests are not strictly co-terminus. The volun-
tary sector also has a duty to safeguard the voluntary nature of volunteering and to
ensure that it does not become proscriptively attached to the state’s social policy
agenda. This is not only necessary, it is a legitimate role of the sector.

A fruitful relationship has been developed in Birmingham between BVSC and the
Active Communities Directorate and this has enabled us to think more systemati-
cally, more critically and more creatively about volunteering in the round than has
ever previously been the case. It has facilitated the instructive process of utilising
research to inform and modify the actions and priorities of Birmingham’s main vol-
unteer agency and has enabled us to examine a number of different options for
BVA’s future work. 

But how government fosters, resources and keeps open the channels of this debate
present something of a challenge. There must be room for dissenting views and for
the healthy scepticism that comes so naturally to the voluntary sector. 

There must also be space to develop new ideas rather than fall back on the comfort
of preconceived ones. Indeed, without a wider debate conducted in this spirit, it is
unlikely that government can rise to the biggest challenge of all: how to harness vol-
unteering to its longer-term social policy goals without compromising the very prin-
ciples and values on which it is founded and which to a great degree motivate
individual volunteers. 
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4. Voluntary activities and civic learning:
findings of a preparatory survey 
for a European case study

Gerd Mutz and Eva Schwimmbeck

introduction
On the basis of biographical data of young people in seven European countries
(United Kingdom, Denmark, Netherlands, Germany, Poland, Hungary, Spain) we
examined social and civic learning processes in the wake of voluntary activities.
The following observations are preliminary findings for the research is still in
progress, though we do believe we are in a position to elaborate the most signifi-
cant differences on country-specific particularities.

With reference to the actual state of the respective academic debate, it is safe to
say that the effects which are generated by voluntary engagement of young people
are not well understood. Only a few studies concentrate on the question of how
learning in this special sphere is structured and whether or not learning processes
of any kind do take place at all. The question of what it is exactly, that might be
learned in the wake of voluntary activities, is disputed as well.

First of all we have to point out that there is a difference between social and civic
learning. On the one side it is stated that voluntary activities bring about processes
of social learning, meaning the advancement of informal social competences. The
other side points to the civic aspects of voluntary activities, aiming at the promo-
tion of abilities to engage with civil society, thus contributing to community and
societal cohesion and integration. This form of learning can be called civic learning.
While social learning in the sense of social competences refers to the private
sphere, civic learning alludes to the public or societal dimension – in a wider sense
to the constitution of social capital.

The proclamations of the European Union often intermingle these meanings and,
as a result, do not make clear the distinctions between the individual profit through
personal development and the public advantages of an active citizen. The promi-
nence of voluntary activities is furthermore regularly diminished by its under-
standing as a labour market or socio-political resource only. In the following
commentary, we will focus on the social and civic dimension of learning processes
in the context of voluntary activities of young people. On the basis of our prelimi-
nary empirical surveys we can demonstrate that voluntary activities generate
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learning processes conducive to social solidarity, social affiliation and to the
strengthening of social capital. In this sense we can affirm that the voluntary
engagement of young people does engender civic learning processes.

Three different dimensions, which can vary regionally or at national level, are of
importance in this respect:

• Learning processes within the framework of voluntary activities differ from
learning processes in other spheres. There are specific characteristics of social
and civic learning.

• If we take voluntary activities as a particular framework for learning processes,
we can distinguish beneficial and constraining conditions for social and civic
learning.

• It is of eminent relevance how the proximal social environment influences and
reacts to the voluntary activities of young people and how societies transmit
appreciation and recognition of voluntary activities.

If we look at civic activities and learning in the different countries there are signifi-
cant differences concerning social and civic learning. 

The specific characteristics of social and civic learning
Learning processes in the context of voluntary activities follow a genuine “logic”,
discerning them from other social contexts and featuring a number of particulari-
ties.

a) Learning in the scope of voluntary activities is not formalised. This implies that
the barriers to these learning processes are relatively low – which boosts the will-
ingness of young people to engage in this field.

b) We are confronted with a type of learning that is centred on practical activities
and everyday life experiences. This marks a great difference to learning processes
in the education and schooling context where learning is (in general) more theo-
retical and less practical in its orientation and conveyance. Young people do not
expect a specific learning potential in their voluntary activities. For them, voluntary
activities are more about “learning for life” in the sense of a general attitude
towards life and normative orientations.

c) Learning within the limits of voluntary activities is self-initiated and on one’s own
responsibility.

d) Of special interest is the finding that – from young people’s perspective – the
learning processes are not of an individual kind. In the wake of voluntary engage-
ments activities are implemented together and collective experiences take place,
resulting in respective learning processes. This means the young people do not
ascribe these experiences to personal efforts or their individual learning capacities
but rather to common activities. We find a clear case of collective learning within a
group of young people.

Learning conditions in the context of voluntary activities 
Independent of the individual faculties of the young people, the general conditions
of voluntary activities are pivotal in determining whether or not these experiences
lead to social or civic learning. The following dimensions have to be kept in mind.

66 00

Eu
ro

p
ea

n
 y

o
u

th
 v

o
lu

n
ta

ry
 a

ct
iv

it
ie

s



V
o

lu
n

ta
ry

 a
ct

iv
it

ie
s 

a
n

d
 c

iv
ic

 l
ea

rn
in

g

66 11

a) Our empirical findings point out that the duration and intensity of the engage-
ment are decisive. The longer and more intense the engagement, the more sustain-
able learning process. These aspects are substitutable: we were able to observe
fields of voluntary activities in our study where people were only engaged until a
certain goal was reached – the accompanying experiences were so intensive,
though, those sustainable learning processes were ignited. For example, this is the
case with citizen’s initiatives or action committees. Social and civic learning
remains almost ineffective, however, when the engagement provides deep but
overwhelming experiences, which cannot be properly reflected.

On the other hand, long lasting and constant engagement can foster social and
civic learning as well, even if the field of action does not offer a great depth of expe-
rience. This is the case with forms of engagement oriented more towards sociability
or companionability, such as in some sectors of voluntary activities associated with
sports, entertainment and diversion.

b) It is fundamental, whether the civic activities allow for an active participation
and the chance of a self-determined intervention by the young people.

c) The field of voluntary action also has to provide opportunities to bring out the
experience of responsibility for young people. This placing and assuming of respon-
sibility seem to represent the vital variable for the question of whether a truly social
and civic learning is initiated and whether a continuing voluntary engagement is
sustained.

The social environment

The voluntary engagement of young people requires social flexibility. It is often a
big step to enter the world of voluntary activities and to tolerate learning processes
under unfamiliar conditions. It takes courage for young people to discover this
world and to expose themselves to these unfamiliar experiences. But young people
do not get involved in these matters with the overriding goal in mind to gain social
skills or to create social capital. Instead, the successful application of the newly
acquired experience depends heavily on the social environment, though civic expe-
riences have to be transferable to other spheres of living in order to support social
skills, cohesion and social capital building processes. Therefore, a transformation
mechanism between the voluntary activities and other spheres of living has to be
established.

It is because of these interrelations that the reaction of the proximate social envi-
ronment – family, friends, teachers and colleagues – to young people’s voluntary
activities is of such great importance. It is absolutely crucial as to whether the
respective voluntary activities are regarded as socially acceptable forms of engage-
ment in this social context. The importance of these interrelations becomes
obvious in the following illustration. It demonstrates the process of sustainable
learning in civic activities.

The first step in the process of effective learning requires an acknowledgment of
the civic experiences by the private network. This confirmation is bound to two con-
ditions. It results on the one hand from attention from the proximate social envi-
ronment, and on the other from access to mutual communication about civic
experiences which is performed in an arena of discussion. Talking about experi-
ences is the basis for sustainable learning. Until such an exchange has taken place,



there will not be a development of a consciousness of experience which in turn can
then lead to self-confidence.

Both reflection and self-confidence are necessary to enhance sustainable social
and civic learning which can be applied in another social context. In addition, it is
better if they are embedded in external institutions, which also have to provide
support for reflection.

In order that the experiences of voluntary activities can be transformed and that
civil society can benefit from them, further attendant support is necessary. Only
with professional assistance can social and civic learning processes be sustain-
able. The intense experiences of voluntary activities alone, especially when they
touch the young people emotionally and constitute unforgettable adventures, are
not sufficient. Experiences in an unfamiliar world, which are not deliberated and
reflected upon, may even have an opposite and counterproductive effect. On their
own, experiences deriving from voluntary activities cannot enhance social skills
and deploy a civic impact. Personal as well as societal recognition and acknowl-
edgment is a key variable for the effectiveness of voluntary learning. 

international comparison
At the current stage of our empirical research (which is yet to be completed), we can
state significant differences between four types of countries concerning social and
civic learning from experiences in voluntary activities. The most significant dimen-
sions of learning processes and their distinctive characteristics in the respective
country type are given below. 
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The idea of community learning is important and prevalent in the UK. It is the ideo-
logy of associations which shape the background for civic activities. This makes it
possible to network in a broader sense, including connections into the business
world. The idea of engaging in the community is about getting everyone involved
and having an impact within civil society. Being an active citizen means participa-
tion and contributing to public welfare. In this type of country we can observe a
modern and societal form of citizenship. Engaged young people get attention
because they are involved in community activities. Their civic experiences are
memorised like implicit knowledge. Implicit knowledge cannot be acquired con-
sciously and cannot simply be transferred into other spheres of living, though it is
potentially knowledge which can be activated if required (for example at the work-
place).

In east European countries like Poland and Hungary, learning in civic activities has
an instrumental character. Learning processes are oriented towards employment
needs. Learning takes place in interest-oriented environments. There is no commu-
nity affiliation or solidarity in a communitarian sense. Therefore young people do
not feel as though they are active citizens as they are in the UK. There is boundary
diffusion between individualism and public orientation. In fact they act as “secret
societies” which have the effect of socially closed organisations. Young people get
recognition because of their social power which is solely based on group member-
ship in these secret societies. As a consequence of the instrumental character of

United Kingdom Poland, Hungary

Character of civic Idea of Character of civic Civic activities with
activities and associations, activities and strong reference to
learning idea of community learning individual

oriented learning: usefulness
chance for 
networking

Acknowledgment High value on Acknowledgment Accepting of group
community membership in
participation “secret societies”

Citizenship/civic Model of active Citizenship/ Model of passive
learning (modern) citizenship civic learning citizenship

Social skills/ Implicit knowledge Social skills/ Deliberated 
social learning social learning learning 

in order to get
social skills

Denmark, Netherlands, Germany Spain

Character of civic Experiences for Character of civic Emphasis on 
activities and personal fulfilment, activities and productivity, 
learning importance of learning importance

getting together of family structures

Acknowledgment Importance Acknowledgment High significance of
of having a cohesion in family
distinguished networks
position 

Citizenship/ Model of Citizenship/ Model of
civic learning citizenship civic learning traditional

in transition citizenship

Social skills/ Necessity to bridge Social skills/ Implicit knowledge
social learning different spheres social learning



civic activities young people get engaged in order to get social competences
meeting their particular interests. We rarely find distinct forms of civic learning. 

In countries like Denmark, Netherlands and Germany, the characteristic of civic
learning is ambiguous. On the one hand, civic activities are self-centred which
means that engaged young people look for personal fulfilment and growth. On the
other, young people just want to club together while doing socially good actions.
This characteristic of civic activities holds specific difficulties for learning processes
in general. In these countries the state of being an honourable volunteer is impor-
tant. Civic activities which are associated with responsibility and respect receive
most attention. This special character of civic activities causes problems because
there is a need for bridging these to other areas of life. There seems always to be a
gap between volunteer activities and other parts of life. 

In the southern countries, namely in Spain, civic activities mean productive activi-
ties in a more economic sense. Engaged young people try to be creative. The cen-
tral concern is the cohesion of traditional family organisations and community
structures. Young people get attention from other people because they are influen-
tial members of these strong relationships. Learning in civic activities and commu-
nities is quite traditional. It is not a modern form of citizenship like in the UK.
Engaged young people get social skills in the form of implicit knowledge, which can
be activated if required.

Conclusions
Through an empirical study we examined the impact of civic activities in seven
European countries. The question was whether active EU citizenship and employa-
bility can be achieved through various forms of civic activities among young people.
First, we can state that empirical evidence shows that young people get important
experiences while involved in civic activities. But we do not know much about the
learning processes in these activities and whether it is possible to transform these
experiences into habits and skills. Without further evidence it is not sufficient to
state that civic activities are good for enhancing civic habits and social skills.
Therefore we have to learn more about the transformation process and the useful-
ness of these experiences. Beyond this we have to distinguish between civic
learning (to enhance social capital and to grow into a civic habit) and social
learning (to get social skills in order to use them at the workplace).

Focusing on the learning process itself we can say there are specific characteristics
and a genuine logic when we look at civic activities as a learning field. As opposed
to formal learning, young people who practicipate in non-formal learning civic activ-
ities need greater time for reflection on the experiences and greater professional
support from external institutions. These institutions should provide assistance for
young people to reflect their experiences in order to apply what one has learnt in
other social contexts. From our findings we are convinced that civic activities avail
social and civic learning processes but there is still the problem of its transforma-
tion in other spheres of life. To achieve this, it is most important they get attention
and encouragement from family, friends and teachers (at school) or colleagues (in
the workplace). We can state there is a need for a framework to supply sustainable
learning. In this sense it becomes obvious that learning in civic activities must
become a subject of everyday conversation in the private network.

Looking at the various European countries and their very different living conditions
we found that the process of reflection and transformation is dependent on the
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national or cultural characteristics of civic activities and which concepts of citizen-
ship predominate. It makes a difference whether people live in modern or tradi-
tional concepts of citizenship and whether a society has developed an active or a
more passive citizenship. Therefore, there is still clearly a need to analyse further
the national and cultural differences that evidently exist within Europe, in order to
understand the place and impact of voluntary activities within them.





Part 2

Mapping the landscape and framing 
the debate
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1. Young people in Scotland: 
those who volunteer and those 
who do not

Diane Machin

introduction

A UK-wide National Survey of Volunteering in 1997 indicated that 43% of 16-24 year
olds were involved in volunteering, a decrease from 55% in an earlier survey con-
ducted in 1991. The report caused concern with its conclusion that there had been a
“sharp reduction in levels of participation by young people aged 16-24” and that
young people “were considerably less likely to be involved on a regular basis” than
they had been in previous years (Davis-Smith 1998). Subsequent research in
Scotland sought to explore whether volunteering is sufficiently user-friendly for
young people (Volunteer Development Scotland 1999b). The study found that while
the experience of young volunteers in Scotland is primarily a positive one and levels
of satisfaction are high, a number of areas of concern existed. These included:

• a failure of adult society to present volunteering to young people as a realistic
and attractive option;

• under-representation of young people who are not white, female and in educa-
tion;

• outwith the voluntary youth sector, some organisations struggling to have any
meaningful involvement of young volunteers;

• unequal treatment of young volunteers compared to older volunteers in some
organisations, and tacit barriers to their full participation.

Volunteering agencies also faced problems with high turnover rates of young vol-
unteers and were having to compete with increased demands on young people’s
time and resources (Volunteer Development Scotland 1999b).

Similar research in England and Wales explored the conditions and incentives that
attract young people to voluntary work and the most effective ways of publicising
and marketing volunteering opportunities to young people (Gaskin 1998). This
study concluded that the essential requirements of volunteering for 16-24 year olds
are flexibility, legitimacy, ease of access, experience, incentives, variety, organisa-
tion and laughs (or “FLEXIVOL”).
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Being young in Scotland

In 2003 YouthLink Scotland commissioned MORI Scotland to undertake a major
survey of a representative sample of 3000 11-25 year olds across Scotland. The
survey explored young people’s characteristics, the things they like to do and their
attitudes and opinions on a range of issues. The opportunity was taken to ask a
number of questions about young people’s involvement in volunteering and the
data provide some insights into what can facilitate and what appears to hinder
their involvement.

11-16-year-olds in Scotland

Young people aged 11-16 (n=2124) were asked what they are most likely to do in
their spare time. While listening to music and visiting friends’ houses were the
most popular activities, 11% of respondents said they were most likely to “give up
some time to help others (that is, volunteering)”. Young people aged 11 and 12 were
significantly more likely than those aged 13-16 to say they were likely to volunteer
in their spare time and girls (13%) were significantly more likely than boys (9%) to
say they volunteered.

The data suggest that young peoples’ perceptions of their academic ability may
influence their participation in volunteering – those who expected to leave school
with Standard Grade qualifications were significantly more likely than those who
expected to leave with Highers to say they were likely to volunteer in their spare
time. Similarly, those who thought it was “very” or “fairly likely” that they would go
to further or higher education college were significantly more likely than those who
thought it was “very” or “fairly likely” that they would go to university to say they
volunteered. This suggests two things:

• among the 11-16-year-old age group, volunteering might be regarded as being a
predominantly vocational activity that is particularly suitable for people with
average academic aspirations; or

• those with higher academic aspirations may feel that they have less time to
devote to volunteering because they have to devote more time to their studies.

Support for the former suggestion comes from the finding that young people who
believe they do not “have good job prospects in the future” are significantly more
likely than those who feel they have good job prospects, to say they volunteer.

Over one quarter of 11-16 year olds (28%) stated they would like to do more volun-
teering in their spare time, with girls (35%) being significantly more likely than boys
(20%) to want to do more. Those who expected to leave school with Highers and
those who thought it was “very” or “fairly likely” that they would go to university
were significantly more likely than those who thought they would leave school with
standard grades and those who thought they would go to college to say they would
like to give up more time to help others. This finding supports the suggestion that
those young people who are more academically orientated have less time for vol-
untary activity. Table 1 shows the proportions of young people saying they would
like to give up more of their spare time to help others.
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Table 1: Young people who volunteer and who would like to volunteer in their spare
time

* Difference significant at p<0.05 level.

Over one quarter of 11-16 year olds (29%) thought it was “very” or “fairly likely” they
would “take a gap year/do voluntary work” when they left school. However, just 6%
hoped to work overseas as a volunteer. The data show that aspirations change with
age, as 15 and 16 year olds were significantly more likely than 11-14 year olds to say
they hoped to work overseas as a volunteer. Girls in Scotland were significantly
more likely (7%) than boys (4%) to say they hoped to volunteer overseas but this
appears to arise from girls being more outward focused rather than from them
being more inclined to volunteer – that is, girls were also significantly more likely
than boys to say they hoped to study and work in another European country.

Volunteering appears not to feature highly in young peoples’ information needs –
just 13% of 11-16 year olds said they would find it useful to have information or
advice on volunteering. Young people aged 11-12 were most likely to say they would
like information on this issue and girls were twice as likely as boys to want infor-
mation.

One in five 11-16 year olds (21%) believe that volunteering to do things is one of the
most important things that make someone a good citizen. This proportion is greater
than that believing voting in elections makes someone a good citizen. Again, age is
influential, with 11-12 year olds being significantly more likely than 13-16 year olds
to say that volunteering makes someone a good citizen.

In addition to exploring what young people aged between 11 and 16 like to do in
their spare time, the survey asked specifically whether they would consider doing
some voluntary work. Chart 1 shows that almost half (47%) said they would con-
sider doing voluntary work during school time (that is, within the school’s cur-
riculum and organised by the school). One quarter of young people (26%) said they
would consider doing voluntary work in their own spare time in their community.
Taken together, two in three 11-16 year olds (61%) said they would consider doing
voluntary work.

Expect to leave Expect to leave Very/fairly Very/fairly

school with school with likely to go likely to go

Standard Grades Highers to FE/HE to university

College

Most likely to give 216 166 188 158
up some spare time 

12%* 11% 13%* 11%
to help others

Would like to give 532 461 432 448
up more time 

29% 30%* 29% 31%*
to help others



Chart 1: Proportion of 11-16 year olds who would consider doing some voluntary
work

Again, girls were significantly more likely than boys to say they would consider
doing voluntary work in both scenarios. The data suggest that household composi-
tion might have an impact on young people’s perceptions of the amount of free
time they have available for volunteering. Those from households in which both
parents work were significantly more likely (48%) than those from households
where one (42%) or no parents (40%) worked to say they would consider doing vol-
untary work during school time.

A young person’s family can have a substantial impact upon their attitude towards
volunteering. Research by MORI in England and Wales shows that while school is a
highly influential factor in encouraging young people to volunteer, family influence
is also crucial. Three quarters of adults who had participated in voluntary work in
the previous year said they encourage their children to undertake voluntary work
and half said they themselves had been encouraged to undertake voluntary work
by their own parents (MORI 2000).

The Being Young in Scotland survey shows that a willingness to help others outside
of the family and to engage in activities that could be construed as contributing to
active citizenship is firmly established by the time young people reach their
teenage years. Chart 2 shows that around half of 11-16 year olds (51%) had given
money to charity in the previous six months and around half (49%) had given up
their seat to someone else on public transport. The chart shows that helping others
is more common amongst girls than boys and this difference is significant in all
activities with the exception of “taking part in a sponsored walk or other fund-
raising event”. The chart also shows that encouraging proportions of young people
had taken direct action to help specific people, for example by visiting someone to
make sure they were all right or by shopping for someone who could not manage for
themselves.

Overall, just 5% of 11-16 year olds claimed not to have taken part in any of these
activities, a finding that does not correspond with earlier questions on whether
young people were likely to give up some of their spare time to volunteer. This
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Chart 2: Things done by 11-16 year olds to help others outside their family in the
previous six months

difference may be accounted for in part by the question of whether young people
see ways of helping others such as donating money to charity and giving up their
seat on public transport as forms of volunteering. Irrespective of whether these
activities amount to volunteering, however, engaging in them arguably amounts to
active citizenship by young people and contributes to the development of social
capital. Young people aged 11-16 are clearly willing to help others but this willing-
ness appears not to be capitalised on to the maximum extent and translated into
formal volunteering.

17-25 year olds in Scotland

The Being Young in Scotland survey also sought the views of a representative
sample of 972 17-25 year olds across Scotland. Watching television and listening to
music are again the most favoured spare time activities but one in ten of this age
group said that in a typical week they are most likely to give up some of their spare
time to help others (that is, volunteer). Again, females and those at the younger end
of the age spectrum (17-20 year olds) were more likely than males and 23-25 year
olds to give up their time to volunteer. However, the differences were not signifi-
cant.



For this age group household composition appears to have an important influence
on volunteering – those who are married or living with a partner and those who are
home owners are much less likely to give up some of their time to volunteer than
those who live with their parents or in rented accommodation and those who are
single or of other marital status. It is important to recognise, however, that employ-
ment status may also have an influence here – those who are homeowners are
more likely to be in full-time employment and, therefore, may have less time to give
to volunteering. Indeed, the data show that those 17-25 year olds who are employed
are less likely than those who are unemployed, in government work or training or in
further/higher education to say they are most likely to give up their spare time to
help others.

The relationship between volunteering and 11-16 year olds’ expectations of their
school leaving qualifications was explored earlier in this chapter and the data indi-
cated that those with higher academic aspirations were less likely to volunteer. This
tendency appears to be carried through to actual academic attainment among 17-
25 year olds. The data show that those who have a degree and/or professional
qualification are less likely to say they will give up some of their spare time to vol-
unteer than those who have vocational qualifications, Highers or School Leaving
Certificates. However, the important influence of time should be borne in mind
again – those with a degree may be more likely to be in full-time employment and
feel they have less time to give to volunteering.

One in ten 17-25 year olds (11%) said that they do not currently volunteer in their
spare time but would like to. Again, females (13%) were more likely to express this
view than males (9%). Neither marital status nor household tenure appear to have
any influence on desire to undertake voluntary work among those 17-25 year olds
who do not currently do any.

Those living in urban areas are significantly more likely (16%) than those living in
rural areas (9%) to say they would like to volunteer but do not currently do so.
However, there is no difference between urban and rural areas in the proportions
who say they are likely to give up some of their spare time to help others or those
who have volunteered in the past six months. In this respect the profile of 17-25 year
olds is different to that of adults who volunteer in Scotland. Data from the Scottish
Household Survey, a continuous cross-sectional survey, commissioned by the
Scottish Executive, show that rates of volunteering by adults are highest in rural
areas and lowest in large urban areas (Scottish Executive 2002, Dudleston et al.
2002).

The survey explored whether 17-25 year olds had “done anything unpaid (that is,
volunteered) to help others in the past six months”. One in four young people
(24%) said they had. Chart 3 shows that there was little difference in the propor-
tions of males and females saying they had volunteered but those at the younger
end of the age spectrum (17-18 year olds) were significantly more likely than those
at the older end (21-25 year olds) to say they had volunteered. For this age group,
however, the relationship to academic aspirations is less clear – 17-25 year olds
who were still in education (that is, at school or in further or higher education) were
significantly more likely than those who were not in education to say they had vol-
unteered in the past six months. There was little difference between those with dif-
ferent levels of qualification, although those with a degree and/or professional
qualification were slightly less likely to say they had volunteered than those with
lower qualifications.
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Chart 3: Characteristics of 17-25 year olds who had volunteered in the previous six
months

NB Figures in bold are significant at the p<.05 level.

For those in employment, time may have been an issue, but the incidence of volun-
teering was also lower among those who were unemployed and who were not avail-
able for work. These findings reflect those for the adult population. The Scottish
Household Survey shows that in 2000 18% of unemployed adults volunteered,
compared to 28% of adults in employment, 36% of students and 35% of school
pupils (Scottish Executive 2002).

Interestingly, one quarter (26%) of those who felt their job prospects were good
had volunteered in the past six months compared to just 15% of those who felt their
job prospects were not good, a difference that is significant. It is not clear from the
survey whether participation in voluntary activities enhances young peoples’ posi-
tive feelings about their job prospects. However, 17-25 year olds were asked how
they would like their volunteering to be recognised and two in five (38%) said they
would like a job reference. This was slightly more important to males (39%) than it
was to females (37%) and significantly more important to 17-20 year olds than it
was to 25 year olds. This suggests that the link between volunteering and employ-
ment is of greater importance to young people who are at the start of their careers
or work history than it is to those who are established in employment. Those who
agreed that their job prospects were good were significantly more likely than those
who disagreed to say they would not want any reward or recognition for volun-
teering. Chart 4 shows the ways in which young people said they would like their
volunteering to be recognised.



Chart 4: Ways in which 17-25 year olds would like their volunteering to be recognised

Noticeably, there was little support among 17-25 year olds for financial recognition
of volunteering in the form of gift vouchers. This finding concurs with that of an ear-
lier study by the Institute for Volunteering Research (Gaskin 1998) which found that
while young people were keen that volunteering should offer the incentive of a ref-
erence, certificate or qualification, there was very little support for the idea of finan-
cial reward. However, it is at odds with the approach of Young Volunteer Challenge
in England and Wales and with the approach recommended for the recently
launched Project Scotland (Scottish Executive 2004b).

The survey explored young peoples’ awareness of a range of volunteering opportu-
nities available to them. Chart 5 shows that nine out of ten 17-25 year olds had
heard of the Prince’s Trust, a UK charity that helps 14-30 year olds realise their
potential and transform their lives, focusing in particular on those who have strug-
gled at school, been in care, been in trouble with the law, or are long-term unem-
ployed. One quarter of young people (24%) had heard of Voluntary Service
Overseas, but just 6% had heard of European Voluntary Service.

Chart 5: Volunteering opportunities heard of by 17-25 year olds
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As with the younger age group, volunteering does not feature highly in 17-25 year
olds’ information needs – just 12% of this age group said they would find it useful
to have advice or information on volunteering.

One in ten 17-25 year olds said they hope to work overseas as a volunteer, a higher
proportion than among 11-16 year olds. Young people in further or higher education
were significantly more likely than others to have this aspiration, as were young
people who were single.

One in five 17-25 year olds (19%) thought that “volunteering to do things” is one of
the most important things that make someone a good citizen, a slightly lower pro-
portion than among 11-16 year olds. This suggests that the perceived importance of
volunteering as a measure of good citizenship decreases with age. However, this per-
ception is not confined to volunteering – fewer 17-25 year olds than 11-16 year olds
regard “respecting others”; “having a say in what goes on”; “voting at elections” and
“looking after the environment” as being important aspects of good citizenship.

The survey shows that over half of all 17-25 year olds (55%) had given money to
charity in the past six months. The proportions of 17-25 year olds who said they had
undertaken direct action to help people outside their family are lower than the pro-
portions of 11-16 year olds. However, the greatest decline is in respect of fund-
raising activities – just 13% of 17-25 year olds said they had taken part in a
sponsored walk or other fund-raising event in the previous six months, compared
to 31% of 11-16 year olds. Clearly this particular type of voluntary activity is more
attractive to young people at the younger end of the 11-25 year old age spectrum.
Information from other surveys, however, indicates that interest in this type of
activity may pick up again – the Scottish Household Survey shows that almost half
of adults who volunteer in Scotland (45%) are involved in fundraising (Dudleston et
al. 2002). Overall, 13% of 17-25 year olds said they had not taken part in any activi-
ties to help others in the last six months, more than twice the proportion of 11-16
year olds. Chart 6 below shows that males were more likely than females to have
not done any of the things mentioned, a trend that continued from, but is less pro-
nounced, than that among 11-16 year olds.

Chart 6: Things done by 17-25 year olds to help others outside their family in the
previous six months



The survey sought to explore the attitudes of 17-25 year olds on a number of social
issues. Analysis of the data shows that those who had done voluntary work in the
last six months appear to be more conservative in their views and have a stronger
environmental conscience than those who had not done voluntary work and than
all 17-25 year olds. Chart 7 shows that 29% of those young people who had volun-
teered either tended to disagree or strongly disagreed that “on the whole television
is more of a good influence than a bad one”. This compares to 19% of people who
had not volunteered and 25% of all 17-25 year olds. Those who had volunteered
were more inclined to agree that the Internet will have a detrimental effect on moral
values and that sex and violence on television should be subject to greater control.
They were also more inclined to disagree that the environment is the subject of too
much concern and that there is little ordinary people can do to protect the environ-
ment.

Chart 7: Social and environmental attitudes of 17-25 year old volunteers and non-
volunteers

Conclusion
The Being Young in Scotland survey shows that 24% of 17-25 year olds have under-
taken voluntary activity in the past six months. It is not clear from other data avail-
able on Scotland whether this is a healthy proportion or not – the Institute for
Volunteering Research 1997 UK Survey of Volunteering found that 43% of 16-24 year
olds across the UK and 50% of adults in Scotland were engaged in formal volun-
teering; however, data from the Scottish Household Survey showed that in 2001
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25% of adults in Scotland had volunteered through a group, club or organisation in
the previous year. Research commissioned by Volunteer Development Scotland in
2002 showed that 20% of the adult population in Scotland had volunteered in the
past year, but a subsequent survey (that used different wording in the questions)
put the proportion at 38%.

It is clear, however, that the proportion of 17-25 year olds, who say they have actu-
ally volunteered, is substantially lower than the proportion of 11-16 year olds who
say they would be willing to consider volunteering (61%). The Scottish Executive
launched a new Volunteering Strategy for Scotland in May 2004 and one of its four
key strands focuses on young people. The strategy aims to “increase the range of
young Scots aware of volunteering and the benefits it brings to volunteers, commu-
nities and organisations, as well as improving awareness amongst young people of
how to access volunteering”. The results of the Being Young in Scotland survey sug-
gest that many 11-16 year olds are already aware of volunteering. What appears to
be of greater importance for the future of volunteering in Scotland is ensuring that
we capitalise on the willingness of young people to volunteer by enabling them to
readily access appropriate volunteering opportunities, and retain their interest and
involvement in volunteering as they make the transition to adulthood. The Scottish
Executive’s newly launched “Project Scotland”, based on the AmeriCorps model,
aims to encourage 16-25 year olds to undertake one year of full-time voluntary work
on a modular basis by providing quality-assured placements of three to four
months duration, for which volunteers will be paid basic living expenses. The
project will make “a concerted effort to attract those from traditionally under-repre-
sented groups” into volunteering (Scottisch Executive 2004b). Future sweeps of the
Being Young in Scotland survey will provide an opportunity to explore whether
Project Scotland has impacted on young peoples’ volunteering at a national level.
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2. Youth civic service in Europe: 
comparison of policies and programmes
– France, Germany, Italy, Czech Republic,
Poland and at European level

Regine Schröer 1

introduction
Voluntary and civic service programmes provide a wealth of evidence confirming
the contribution of voluntary service to society and the young people themselves.
But until now, international voluntary service in the EU has been restricted to a
small number of young people. The European Voluntary Service (EVS) programme of
the European Commission is by far the largest source of financial support. In 2003,
3500 young people performed voluntary service in a European country other than
their own for periods of between three and twelwe months. Under the current Youth
programme (2000-06) there is little prospect of any significant increase in the
number of participants. The number of privately funded programmes2 does not at
all satisfy the demands of young people.

This research study has been carried out at a time when several European countries
are in transition from compulsory military service to a professional army. In this
context, they are in the process of establishing legal frameworks which set the con-
ditions in which volunteers and organisations can receive state support. All frame-
works foresee opportunities for youth civic and voluntary service abroad and some
offer the possibility of receiving foreign volunteers. 

Interest in the development of civic service is growing – youth voluntary service
being one of several forms – not only in Europe, but also worldwide (McBride,
Benitez and Sherraden 2003). Civic service is considered a means of active citizen-
ship and non-formal education. This article presents only the first results of the
research study.

Y
o

u
th

 c
iv

ic
 s

e
rv

ic
e 

in
 E

u
ro

p
e

1. First results elaborated by Regine Schröer (MA). Co-ordination of the research by Regine Schröer and John
Stringham (Association of Voluntary Service Organisations). Academic Supervision by Holger Backhaus-
Maul, Martin Luther University of Halle-Wittenberg, Germany, and Gisela Jakobs (Ph.D.), Fachhochschule
Darmstadt, Germany. National research carried out by Valérie Becquet (Ph.D.) in co-operation with Eric Sapin,
Comité de Coordination pour le Service Civil (France); Wolfgang Schur (MA), Ost-West Institut für
Sozialmanagement e.V. (Germany), Prof. Pierluigi Consorti (Ph.D.), University of Pisa – Interdepartmental
Centre of Sciences for Peace, and Licio Palazzini, National President of Arci Servizio Civile (Italy).

2. Foundations and international voluntary service organisations.



Research aims

The study aims to understand the legal, financial and administrative frameworks
for youth voluntary and civic service that are developed in France, Germany and
Italy. The reports on Poland and the Czech Republic illustrate the situation in two
new member states from central and eastern Europe in the enlarged European
Union. The study compares the national policies and programmes in order to iden-
tify the major incompatibilities regarding international youth voluntary service. 

The development of policies and programmes at European level is also explored in
addition to the comparative approach of the different youth and civic service pro-
grammes at national level. The special status created for the EVS programme in
most countries and its impact on national youth policy development is an example
of the interaction between both levels. 

The parallel analysis of the national and European frameworks, as well as research
into how the different levels interact, aims to identify the incompatibilities for inter-
national voluntary service programmes and how they can be overcome. Despite
bilateral declarations to develop international volunteer exchange programmes,1

the legal frameworks for civic and voluntary service in the countries are very dif-
ferent and present many practical and administrative obstacles to their implemen-
tation. This study aims to identify the challenges and possibilities to significantly
increase the number of international voluntary service opportunities for young
people in Europe. 

Methodology

Methodological approach

The research began in May 2003 and was completed in July 2004. The methodolog-
ical approach was developed and continually reviewed in three meetings by a
research team composed of practitioners from the voluntary service sector and aca-
demics from the social and political sciences. The study was co-ordinated by the
Association of Voluntary Service Organisations (AVSO), an umbrella for organisa-
tions involved in managing full-time, long-term voluntary service programmes. 

Originally, there were four countries: Italy, France, Germany and Spain. They were
selected because all of them had either recently ended the compulsory military
service for young men, or were discussing its end. Each country had established
new, or amended existing frameworks for national civic and voluntary service for
young men and women. It was also suggested that the development of civic service
programmes in three large EU member states would be relevant to the possible
development of international programmes at European level. The research in each
of the three countries was carried out by the national research partner (and member
of the research team) and supported through national funding.

In view of the EU enlargement, the team agreed to explore developments in two
countries from central and eastern Europe. Poland and the Czech Republic were
selected as both countries had adopted legal frameworks to promote volunteerism
in 2003. The research was carried out by the study co-ordinator. 
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1. Such as Déclaration sur le volontariat civil during the summit on 10 November 2001 between France and
Germany.
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The research comprises four components:

1) National reports for five countries with an analysis of the political background
and the current system of youth voluntary and civic service programmes according
to a common structure. 

2) Validation through case studies in Italy, France and Germany with experiences of
international voluntary service from the perspective of different national stake-
holders from a government body and from NGOs using a common questionnaire. 

3) Analysis of EU policy, legislation and programming with a focus on European
political or legislative instruments and the impact on the development of national
political and legal frameworks for volunteers. 

4) Comparative analysis and recommendations explaining differences in the coun-
tries. Recommendations aim to give practical suggestions on how co-operation
between the stakeholders at national and at European level can be facilitated. 

Limitations

The study is broad, and the limited time and resources did not allow for an in-depth
investigation of all the issues that could affect the development of youth service in
the five countries. The study on Poland and the Czech Republic relies only on
English and German documents and on interviews with several stakeholders due to
the language limitations of the author. 

Other limitations are the lack of comparative quantitative data as well as the
dynamic situation in each one of the countries. The five countries involved are all in
a policy transition period regarding youth voluntary service. The impact of recent
legal changes in the countries is examined until April 2004.1 The research project
is considered to be a starting point for the development of comparative research in
a new field. Hopefully, it will stimulate similar research on the subject in other
countries.

Terminology

The research team agreed in the first team meeting to change the term “trans-
national” into “international”. According to the typology developed by the Global
Service Institute “transnational” programmes are defined as “co-operative pro-
grammes between two or more countries where the servers are expected to serve in
a host country as well as their country of origin (during the programme)” (McBride
et al. 2003:9) while “international” service programmes send people from the
home country to another country. According to the definition of the Global Service
Institute, the term “civic service” defines “an organised period of substantial
engagement and contribution to the local, national, or world community, recog-
nised and valued by society, with minimal monetary compensation to the partici-
pant” (McBride et al. 2003:1). “Civil service” or “civilian service” in the five
European countries researched is defined as an alternative to compulsory military
service for young men and therefore not voluntary. 

1. The reports on Italy and the Czech Republic cover developments until August 2004, the other reports
present the situation until April 2004. 



The definition of “voluntary service” can vary according to the organisations or net-
works active in this field. According to AVSO (2001:7), a “volunteer engaged in long-
term voluntary service is someone who:

• is active in an unpaid activity, full-time, for a defined period of time, on the
basis of an agreement between her/himself and the voluntary organisations
involved;

• serves at home or abroad following a free and informed personal decision
without compulsion (direct or indirect) by the state;

• serves in projects which promote the common good and are non-profit making.
Projects may be run by non-governmental associations, by religious groups,
local authorities, communities, etc.;

• engages in a personal, social and (in the case of international voluntary service)
intercultural learning process both individually and in interchange with other
volunteers, throughout their period of service.” 

The group agreed to focus on full-time “international voluntary and civic service”
programmes according to the following criteria:

• that they involve young people aged 16-28 who are carrying out a full-time 
voluntary or civilian service for at least six months in another country;

• that the volunteer is not expected to have special training or skills in advance.

In order to understand the differences in the countries, the research had to look at
voluntary civic programmes in the country as well as at the history and the current
national civilian service. The age range of the young people recognised in national
policies in the five countries differs slightly in regard to the minimum and the max-
imum ages: 18-28 (Italy), 16-27 (Germany), 16-26 (France), 18-26 (Czech Republic)
and 15-25 (Poland). 

National reports: an overview
The following section provides a summary of the different national reports on youth
voluntary and civic service. They briefly introduce the legal basis for youth voluntary
and civic service and other programmes that operate outside the specific legal
framework (for a list of legal and administrative documentation, see Appendix 1).
They also serve as an anchor for subsequent analysis and recommendations for
voluntary activity at an international level, of which the European Voluntary Service
programme has been a notable pioneer. Table 1 provides detail of participation in
EVS in the respective countries in 2002, in relation both to those young people from
those countries who did their voluntary work elsewhere (sending), and those young
people from elsewhere who did their voluntary work within those countries
(hosting).

Table 1: Implementation of EVS in the five countries 2002
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France Italy Germany Czech Poland
2000-02 Republic

Sending 1373 209 580 46 185

Hosting 924 393 330 28 101

Rejected No 62 sending/ 367 for 16 sending/ No
applications information 157 hosting sending/hosting 12 hosting information

in 2001
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France
The tradition of full-time voluntary service in France focused on sending people
abroad through organisations officially recognised by the Ministry of Co-operation
and Development.1 Full-time voluntary service on French territory was, due to the
high rate of unemployment, always viewed with ambivalence and the fear of intro-
ducing low paid jobs. A “new” national service was adopted in France in 1997
together with the transition to a professional army. National service has been
replaced by voluntary military and civic service. 

The recent adoption of the Law on Voluntary Civic Service (Volontariat Civil)2 further
complicates the legal framework. It allows young French people, or citizens from
another EU country (18-28 years old), to perform a full-time service in areas of civil
defence and security, social cohesion and solidarity, international co-operation,
development and humanitarian aid, for a period between six and twenty-four
months. The service is regulated by a public-law contract. Civic volunteers are
under the responsibility of French ministries. They receive pocket money (exempt
from taxes and social security contributions) and basic health care insurance. Their
period of service is taken into account for their pension and may contribute to cer-
tain diplomas of further education or professional titles. The law also foresees pos-
sibilities for a service abroad although these programmes are highly selective.3

On 28 July 2003, the French Government published the long awaited Circular DIES
No. 2003-001 in order to implement the volontariat for social cohesion and soli-
darity, which was closest to the idea of a national youth civic service. Although orig-
inally foreseen, this legal framework does not offer the possibility of performing
voluntary service abroad.4 To date, the government has made no financial commit-
ment to the programme, so its uptake by organisations and volunteers has been
slow to develop.

italy
Until 2001, full-time voluntary service only existed in the field of international co-
operation and development work and foresaw services of up to twenty-four months
outside of Italy (Law No. 49/1987). The Decreto del Presidente del Consiglio dei
Ministri (DPCM) of 10 August 2001 created a voluntary civic service and the volun-
teer status in Italy, preparing the way for the end of the military service in 2004.5 The
transition is legislated in Article 5 of the Law for National Civil Service. Only women
and men who are exempt from military service for medical reasons can apply for
voluntary service. The programme will be open to all women and men aged
between 18 and 28 after the end of the draft. Volunteers can be placed in civic

1. These volunteers benefit from social insurance from the Caisse des Français à l’étranger, comprising retire-
ment benefits, civil liability insurance, a lump sum for reinsertion in France plus monthly allowances.

2. Law N0. 2000-242 of 14 March 2000. 

3. These volontariats civils in the field of economic, social and cultural co-operation in French embassies,
consulates, Alliance Française or commercial enterprises, are strongly promoted as professional interna-
tional experience.

4. The law mentioned EVS and the voluntary civic service as a possible combination for young EU citizens
doing a service in France. No legal provision has been set up by decree or circular so far to integrate EVS in
this context. 

5. The Italian Government decided to accelerate the process (see Law No. 77 of 6 April 2002). The draft of
compulsory military service will end in December 2004. 



service projects in Italy or abroad, either in Europe or in developing countries. EVS
remains outside the law. After the service, for pension purposes, it counts as the
equivalent of one year’s work in a state or governmental office. In 2003, 22390
young volunteers used the possibility to perform national civic service in Italy and
539 abroad.

Germany
Germany is one of the few countries in the EU that has developed the concept of full-
time voluntary service within youth policy. Its two laws on voluntary service1 were
amended in 2002.2 The current law offers greater flexibility in the length of the service
(varying between six and eighteen months, in general twelwe months)3 and extends
the programme to include conscientious objectors who can perform a twelwe-month
voluntary service in Germany or abroad instead of their civilian service (ten months).
The FSJ can be performed worldwide, but organisations abroad have to fulfil the
same criteria as those at national level. Around 15100 volunteers were involved in
2003 in the FSJ/FÖJ programme as well as 3200 conscientious objectors. Nearly 200
volunteers were sent abroad as well as 600 conscientious objectors.

Two international programmes exist in Germany for full-time volunteers abroad out-
side the framework of these two laws: EVS and “Learning Services Abroad”. The
latter is organised by churches, social welfare and voluntary service organisations
and offers placements between six and twenty four months to people over 18 to
develop international exchange and understanding, solidarity, peace and reconcil-
iation. Organisations are not required to contribute to unemployment or pension
costs as in the case of the FSJ programme. The parents of the volunteers do not
receive any family or child allowance. 

The commission on “Impulses for the civic society – Perspectives for volunteer and
civilian services in Germany” launched by the Minister for Family, Senior Citizens,
Women and Youth in May 2003 put the future development of both services high on
the agenda and involved all the major stakeholders in the area of voluntary and
compulsory civil service. The report focused on the German situation and asked for
state support in the case of the end of the compulsory military service. The aboli-
tion of 92000 compulsory civil service placements could only partially be compen-
sated by new volunteer programmes involving men and women of all age groups
with flexible service periods, new activity fields and the involvement of new organ-
isations. Pilot programmes will test the new concepts.

Czech Republic
The image of volunteerism in Czech society is still tainted by former experiences of
the so-called “volunteering” under the communist regime. The Czech Act on
Volunteer Services (zákon o dobrovolnické sluzbe) effective from 1 January 2003 is
unique among the countries of central and eastern Europe.4 Influenced by the

88 66

Eu
ro

p
ea

n
 y

o
u

th
 v

o
lu

n
ta

ry
 a

ct
iv

it
ie

s

1. Voluntary social year (Freiwilliges Soziales Jahr – FSJ) adopted in 1964 and the voluntary ecological year
(Freiwilliges Ökologisches Jahr – FÖJ) adopted in 1993.

2. Law to amend the law promoting the voluntary social year and other laws (Gesetz zur Änderung des Gesetzes
zur Förderung eines Freiwilligen sozialen Jahres und anderer Gesetze) came into force on 1 June 2002.

3. Completion of education is required instead of minimum age, enlargement of the range of activities to the
cultural and sports fields, enlarging of the programme worldwide.

4. Act No. 198 of 24 April 2002 on volunteer services amending certain regulations (volunteer services act).
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design of EVS, the act introduces new terms (volunteer, voluntary services, sending
organisations, receiving organisations), which have no historical roots in the Czech
legal system. The law is not conceived as a comprehensive framework law for vol-
unteerism. Other forms of voluntary activity may take place outside the law. The law
requires written contracts between the volunteers and the sending organisations.
Specific requirements are compulsory for long-term service or short-term service
abroad.1 Volunteers must have insurance coverage for health, accident and civil lia-
bility. Contracts may stipulate provisions for the pension insurance of the volunteer
paid by the sending organisations as the minimal basis, if the service exceeds
twenty hours per week. Some 51 projects from 34 organisations had been accred-
ited by 10 August 2004.2 The majority of recognised project activities are in the field
of social services: inclusion of disadvantaged youth, hospitals and centres for dis-
abled persons, integration of ethnic minorities. Volunteer programmes at national
level are mostly part time in the social field tackling social exclusion, but also run
in the area of environment and cultural heritage. 

The “Volunteering of Unemployed People” programme is the only programme at
national level involving young unemployed people for four days/week in an NGO.
The focus of the programme is less on the development of civic society than to find
a job in the labour market.

The end of military and alternative military service announced for December 2004
may strongly influence the development of full-time voluntary service in the
country, as organisations need to look for alternative solutions to replace 48 000
conscientious objectors.

Poland
In the context of the struggle for recognition of NGOs by the state and by society,
the adoption of the Law on Public Benefit Activity and Volunteerism in April 2003 is
very important for the future development of the third sector. The law provides the
procedural framework for co-operation between local governments and NGOs, and
ensures the protection of volunteers working with accredited organisations
regarding health and social security. Volunteers are entitled to receive reimburse-
ment of expenditure for costs like travel and training, as well as a daily allowance
exempt from taxes. 

The law does not distinguish between part-time and full-time volunteering. The
application of this law is very wide and foresees volunteer activities in all the areas
of public benefit. The law contains provisions for international voluntary services
programmes sending Poles abroad and/or receiving foreign volunteers from other
countries.Volunteers are entitled to benefits and reimbursements of their costs
“generally acknowledged for the situation” (for example, board and lodging).
Besides the “First Job” programme, no official programme specifically promotes
full-time voluntary service in Poland. Most organisations work with part-time volun-
teers who are active in a wide range of fields: youth unemployment, social inclu-
sion, civic society development and lifelong learning. The possible abolition of
compulsory military service expected for the years 2006-08 will not have a strong

1. With regard to nature, location and duration of service, preparatory training, specification of food and
accommodation conditions for the volunteer, reimbursement of costs linked to preparation, international
and local transport costs, payment of pocket money, etc.

2. The list on accredited organisations is available on the website of the Ministry of the Interior: http://www.
mcv.cz/Akreditované dobrovolnické organizace.htm.



impact on the development of full-time voluntary service in Poland due to the small
numbers of conscientious objectors.

Voluntary service at European level 
Alongside these national developments, several activities are currently ongoing at
a European level related to youth participation in society and the role of voluntary
service. In the follow up to the White Paper on youth policy (European Commission
2001), the Youth Unit of the European Commission send out a questionnaire on
“voluntary activity” as one of its priority areas for the Open Method of Co-ordina-
tion.1 The answers of each member states’ government (European Commission
2004) were compiled in a synthesis report2 and the European Commission pro-
posed common objectives for national and EU co-operation in this field in a com-
munication (European Commission 2004) to the Council in April 2004. The report
asks all member states to apply the EURecommendation on Mobility of July 20012

with regard to volunteers in order to remove obstacles to the freedom of movement
in educational and vocational training programmes with a European dimension. 

The conclusions of the first Intergovernmental Conference on Civic Service and
Youth on 28 and 29 November 2003 in Rome highlighted the need for the system-
atic and regular exchange of information and good practice for strengthened co-
operation between civic services and youth policy, as well as enhanced
co-operation among the member states, the acceding countries and the EU in the
field of civic service for young people.

In March 2004, the Commission published two communications outlining its gen-
eral ideas for the future programmes. EVS will be part of the future Youth
Programme. Major changes foresee the extension of the target group (13-30 year
olds) as well as the simplification and strong decentralisation of the programme.
EVS will target 10000 volunteers per year – compared to 3500 currently – a total of
70000 for the duration of the programme. The European Commission is currently
discussing how the EVS programme could be linked to a voluntary humanitarian aid
corps as declared in the draft constitution. The consultation of all member states in
the above-mentioned survey on voluntary activity with regard to this perspective
resulted in the general interest of most countries, while several stressed the impor-
tance to maintain the educational value of the EVS programme. 

Comparative analysis
The comparative analysis is based on the findings of the national reports of the five
countries, the analysis of policy and programmes related to youth voluntary service
at European level as well as the experience expressed by stakeholders in the inter-
views in Italy, France and Germany. The comparative analysis has two parts. In all
countries, international voluntary service (with the exception of development aid)
is a sub-category of voluntary service policy. Therefore it can only be examined once
the differences in the national voluntary service schemes are understood. The com-
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1. The Open Method of Co-ordination was introduced by the Lisbon European Council 2000 in order to develop
a European Union action plan for combating poverty and social exclusion. It offers a means of benchmarking
national initiatives, in order to develop a coherent EU approach while respecting the principal of subsidiarity.

2. Recommendation of the European Parliament and the Council of 10 July 2001 on mobility within the
Community for students, persons undergoing training, young volunteers, teachers and trainers, Official
Journal L 215, 09 August 2001.



Y
o

u
th

 c
iv

ic
 s

e
rv

ic
e 

in
 E

u
ro

p
e

88 99

parative analysis focuses on the different understandings of voluntary service, their
history and the political motives behind the development of youth voluntary
service in each of the countries concerned, as well as on the differences in imple-
mentation of the programmes.

Understanding of voluntary service 

(I) Voluntary service, the abolition of obligatory military service and conscientious
objection

The development of the legal basis for youth voluntary service programmes in
France, Italy and Germany is inextricably linked to the suspension of compulsory
military service. The fact that national legal frameworks for youth voluntary service
are so closely tied to the phasing out of civilian service performed by conscientious
objectors has enormous impact on the nature of the voluntary service programmes.
In both Germany and Italy, the public sector and well-established social welfare
organisations are still responsible for hosting the bulk of volunteers. In France,
associations are more active in the solidarity and social cohesion programme.
However, the actual number of young people involved is much lower. Although
both the Czech Republic and Poland are considering phasing out compulsory mili-
tary service, their recent laws on voluntary service are not an attempt to replace the
activities of conscientious objectors. The laws are more closely linked to the devel-
opment of civic society (see below).

(II) Voluntary service and the provision of social welfare services

As mentioned above, the countries with large numbers of conscientious objectors
(Italy, Germany and to a lesser extent the Czech Republic) face a significant loss of
manpower in the social welfare sector when military service is no longer obligatory.
The promotion of youth voluntary service in these countries is therefore partly moti-
vated by the need to retain young people in the social welfare sector. None the less,
even where the involvement of conscientious objectors in the social welfare system
has been less important, voluntary service is increasingly seen as a means of
improving the delivery of services in the face of growing economic pressure and
demographic changes. There is a trend in all countries towards giving greater flexi-
bility and autonomy to NGOs in the delivery of social welfare services, and sup-
porting the increased involvement of volunteers. This vision of voluntary service is
a strong motivating factor behind the new laws in Poland and the Czech Republic
where the legal framework offers a means of facilitating greater co-operation
between the government and NGOs. 

(III) Voluntary service and youth unemployment

The unemployment rate among young people is more than double the national
average in all countries except Germany. In Poland, over 41% of young people under
25 are without work. Governments in all five countries consider the integration of
young people into the labour market as a major political priority. Volunteering has
been loosely interpreted as a means of providing professional experience and
training in the social or non-profit sector. Germany launched the “voluntary social
training year” – targeted at young people from disadvantaged backgrounds. Poland
initiated the “first job” programme in which voluntary engagement is one of several
options. The Czech Government supports a specific programme for young unem-
ployed people through which they work four days/week as volunteers in an NGO or a
public institution. The main motivation behind each of these programmes is the pro-
fessional integration of young people. Training options may be referred to as “volun-



teering” because they are within the non-profit sector. The criticism of voluntary
sector organisations to this motive is that what are essentially training or make-work
programmes will be referred to as “volunteering” simply because they focus on work
in fields that are within the non-profit sector and that the motive of civic participation
will be lost. Table 2 illustrates, across the five countries, levels of youth volunteering
and youth unemployment in the context of the overall unemployment rate.

Table 2: Voluntary service and youth unemployment

Note: data for Italy 2002. Source: Eurostat news release 35, 20 March 2003.

(IV) Access to voluntary service

The national frameworks for youth voluntary service are open to all young people.
In two countries participation is limited – only to EU-citizens in France and to young
Italians in Italy. None of the programmes requires the young person to make a
financial contribution, so as to avoid excluding young people on economic
grounds. However, in all countries the majority of participants in the national as
well as the international programmes are well-educated young people. In the case
of Germany and Italy, the demand for placements exceeds supply so organisations
can select candidates with the effect of excluding less academic candidates.

The European Voluntary Service programme is the only programme so far with an
explicit inclusion policy with regard to young people from disadvantaged back-
grounds. However, the percentage of these young people in the programme
remains low for a number of reasons.1 The German law was amended in 2002 to
attract new target groups like young people with a migrant background or with low
education. The minimum age was lowered and new activities were introduced (like
the voluntary social year in sports associations).

(V) Voluntary service and young people

International voluntary service is an attractive option for many young people
because it combines individual development (language, international and profes-
sional experience) with the feeling of “making a contribution”. Demand for EVS
placements has increased steadily since the launch of the YOUTH programme in
2000. Many national agencies now have to reject applications. Demand is also high
for international placements in the frame of the German voluntary social and eco-
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1. Complex administrative procedures at national level, delay of approvals, lack of knowledge of sending and
hosting organisations how to deal with these youngsters and insufficient financial support of organisations
for preparation, subversion and follow up, see: Schröer, R., Voluntary Service: Opening doors to the future,
AVSO, Brussels and AVSO et al, 2003.

France Germany Italy Czech Poland EU-15
Republic

Number volunteering 7726 9395 6602 1496 6540 46821
in thousands/ (13.0%) (11.4%) (11.4%) (14.6%) (16.9%) (12.4%)
percentage of young 
people aged 15-24 
(2002)

Total unemployment 9.0% 8.6% 8.9% 6.8% 20.2% 7.9%
rate First quarter 
2003

Unemployment rate 20.6 9.5% 26.8% 16.1% 41.4% 15.3%
of young people 
under 25 First
quarter 2003
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logical year and many candidates are rejected, even the programmes outside the
legal framework, which imply a participation fee and the loss of certain financial
benefits (for example, family allowance), are heavily oversubscribed. The French
civic programmes abroad, especially the “volunteers in enterprises” have a high
number of well-qualified candidates1 (15000 since 1 January 2004 and 130 on
average every day). While the programme is increasing (2001: 984 volunteers,
2002: 1790 including 194 extensions), available places cannot meet the demand.
Organisations in Poland and the Czech Republic are still in the phase of accredita-
tion and the focus of implementation is within the country. The number of accredi-
tations for international youth voluntary service in the Czech Republic is increasing.
Four organisations for six programmes are currently registered. Two of them are
youth organisations, one of them is a catholic organisation and the fourth is accred-
ited as the Czech focal point of UNV volunteers in the framework of development
aid. While demands increase among Italian organisations and volunteer candi-
dates to develop the civil service abroad, the numbers are so far limited due to
administrative procedures. 

(VI) Voluntary service and international understanding 

All countries provide frameworks for young people to go abroad under programmes
of international solidarity. All countries mention catastrophe relief, development
and humanitarian aid as activities for international service. In contrast, volunteer
programmes for international understanding – the focus of this research study –
are less well known by politicians and the general public, though the concept of
this kind of international voluntary service predates that of national voluntary
service. They are accessible to young people on the same basis as national service.
Two forms are predominant: international work camps for groups of people living
and working together for two to three weeks and individual placements for six to
twelwe months (sometimes longer). Both give equal weight to the learning experi-
ence of the volunteer and the service for international understanding. The duration
of recognised international service varies. All the countries studied allow for service
abroad from six to twelve months and all programmes require some preparation
and training of the volunteers. Beyond this, however, standards vary considerably.

(VII) Voluntary service and European citizenship

It is striking that – with the exception of France – none of the five countries has inte-
grated EVS into their national volunteer frameworks, all of which, however, promote
international voluntary service. Only France identifies EVS as compatible in the law
on civil service. At least, the hosting part of the EVS programme in France could be
integrated in the programme for social cohesion and solidarity as the activities and
projects are similar. The implementation is at stake as no legal provision has been
yet set up in France to allow associations to combine the two programmes for the
hosting of volunteers coming from other EU member states. Only young Italians
aged 18-262 can participate in the Italian voluntary service programme. Access to
the French voluntary service programmes is limited to EU citizens. The restrictive
access to both programmes does not allow the participation of third country citi-
zens legally living in the two countries. The three other countries (Czech Republic,
Poland and Germany) do not limit participation in their programmes with regard to
nationality.

1. Some 56% have spent five years or more in higher education, 28% have three or four years, 10% have two
years and 6% have no 18+ education, see Becquet 2004.

2. From 2005: 18-28.



Implementation of voluntary service schemes

(I) Government responsibility

Different ministries are in charge of voluntary service and responsible for the imple-
mentation of the laws: the Ministry of Social Affairs in Poland; the Youth Ministry in
Germany; the Ministry of the Interior in the Czech Republic; and the Presidency of
the Italian Council of Ministers in Italy. In France, the responsibility for the four dif-
ferent forms of civic voluntary service is distributed according to the competences
in the relevant sectors. In the area of social cohesion and solidarity (Ministry of
Social Affairs), 12 ministries are concerned with its further implementation. While
the variety of areas have a lot of potential for the further development of volun-
teering, it will be more difficult to ensure the co-ordination and the development of
common visions for society or for example, international youth voluntary service.
All countries have specific legal frameworks for the different forms of voluntary
service/activity rather than a general law integrating all forms of voluntary service.
Initiatives in Germany and France to set up a more general legal framework have
failed so far.

A major challenge will be the development of a common approach, which simplifies
administrative procedures but still allows for a diversity of international programmes.
Current experience at multilateral or bilateral level is less promising. The administra-
tion of the national programmes reflects the limited vision of all five countries in
youth voluntary service. EVS and national programmes are managed by separate
administrations and rarely tend to communicate or co-operate. The Youth Unit of the
European Commission will change the current management1 of the EVS programme2

in order to simplify procedures. Administration costs are too high for 3500 volun-
teers per year and procedures do not guarantee secure time planning for the organi-
sation of the exchange programme. The French-German agreement on mutual
recognition of youth voluntary service has so far failed to facilitate exchanges
between organisations in both countries. As the French law is now enforced, it will be
interesting to track if the number of French-German exchanges increases.

(II) Programme management: relationship between state and civic society

In Italy, the contract is signed between the National Office (the state) and the vol-
unteer. In France, the contract is signed between the volunteer, the state and the
associations.3 This involves the Italian and the French state more actively in the
organisation and supervision of the programmes than in the three other countries
where volunteer agreements are based on private contracts signed between the
volunteer and the organisation. In all countries the state accredits organisations
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1. All EVS projects have to be accredited after submission of a host expression of interest. Application for EVS
has to be submitted to the two national agencies in the sending and hosting country. A common decision on
the application is not certain as national agencies have set up in each country national priorities for activi-
ties, partner countries and are confronted with a limited budget. Organisations are regularly confronted with
delays on decision of at least one side and several experienced an approval for one side and a rejection from
the other side. The project needs to be approved from both sides to take place. 

2. The European Commission decided to introduce “more collective forms” – of EVS namely, funding/
approval for several volunteers together. From September 2004 on, the approval of one national agency may
be sufficient to realise the project.

3. If young people from abroad combine the French service with EVS, the European Commission signs the
contract with the associations.
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either for sending and/or hosting according to specific requirements for the
domestic or international voluntary service. 

Eligible sending organisations tend to be international NGOs. In addition, French
law identifies different beneficiaries for the different programmes. The type of
hosting organisations varies from country to country, while all countries recognise
the variety of organisations in the non-profit sector (NGOs, municipalities, local
authorities, associations, etc.). While the majority of countries (and EVS) restrict
placements for volunteers in the profit sector, the French understanding sees it as
a co-operation partner for the development of international youth voluntary service. 

(III) Activity areas of voluntary service 

Some countries have specific requirements for international projects. In Italy, proj-
ects have to either support foreign countries or Italian communities abroad. The
international frames of the two German programmes focus on reconciliation, inter-
national solidarity and understanding. The Czech act refers to the assistance in the
implementation of development programmes and Poland mentions activities for
the sake of European integration and development of relations and co-operation
among nations.1 The French programme for international volunteering in enter-
prises identifies other tasks for young people: the research for and the prospecting
of new international markets, the technical or commercial reinforcement of local
teams, the search for partners, agents or distributors and the creation or set up of
local structures.

(IV) Accreditation of organisations

The process of accreditation of sending and/or hosting organisations is different in
each country. While the Czech Republic and Italy (for the transition phase until
2005) have central institutions to deal with the applications, the other countries
focus on decentralised implementation. The role of the Italian regions and the self-
governing provinces will strongly increase in the process after January 2005 with
the implementation of the new service. The regions and provinces will have deci-
sive power on the legal and financial aspects of the future programme and the
extension of working hours from the current twenty-five hours/week to a possible
thirty or thirty-six hours/week.

(V) Pedagogical support

All programmes require preparation and pedagogical training for the volunteers.
However, the pedagogical standards vary considerably. Italy, Germany and EVS
offer financial support for the pedagogical dimension through lump sums per vol-
unteer. The requirements for seminars for German volunteers abroad2 represent an
obstacle for developing the programme in other countries. 

(VI) The legal status of volunteers

The emphasis in all the legal frameworks is, understandably, on the legal status of
the volunteers in the country. However, this leaves a hiatus for those volunteers
performing voluntary service abroad. None of the legal frameworks gives legal
status to EVS volunteers. EVS is incompatible with the national systems. The EVS

1. Poland defines in the law 24 areas of public tasks where volunteers can work. No distinction exists
between domestic and international volunteering. 

2. Some twenty-five seminar days during twelve months, preparation and evaluation seminars compulsory
in Germany during the twelve months and language training in Germany. 



programme covers private insurance to all participants. While optimal social pro-
tection is desirable for volunteers during their service, this becomes particularly
complex and difficult if the provisions for international volunteers (volunteers sent
abroad/hosted from abroad) with regard to social security differ from country to
country. Differences appear regarding the protection requirements for volunteers’
insurance. While all countries specify requirements for health insurance, accident
and civil liability are not required for volunteers in Poland.

While pocket money for EVS (€140-220) is at a similar level in Germany (€153 on
average),1 the fixed allowances in France (€570.86) and Italy (€433.80 and €600
abroad) are significantly higher. While the state pays the allowances in Italy, the sit-
uation is completely different for French organisations that are requested to cover
the amounts. The law in the Czech Republic does not entitle the volunteer to any
remuneration, but to the reimbursement of costs for accommodation, food and
travel, if they arise in connection with the voluntary activity. Poland defines the
reimbursement of expenditure in the same way, but also grants per diems without
specifying the amounts.

France, Poland and the Czech Republic declare that the payments are exonerated
from taxation, however, Germany and Italy ask that volunteers declare their
allowances. In both countries, the amounts remain under the threshold.

Other allowances like child or family benefits are maintained in some countries
while in others they are suspended or lost if young people go abroad.2 The differ-
ences apply in similar ways if the young people participate in the EVS programme.
The loss of allowances is often a major disincentive to participate for young people
with low financial means. Others who ignored the situation encountered the
problem on return after the service. In most countries the allowances are no longer
paid because the activity is not considered similar to formal training or education.

The situation regarding contributions to pensions and unemployment is also quite
problematic and highlights the different status of volunteers in the different coun-
tries. While in Germany the volunteers are treated in the same way as workers and
vocational trainees, organisations have to cover contributions to the German social
security system. Italy and France recognise voluntary service as counting towards
for the pension schemes and the state covers the costs, although volunteers are
not considered as workers or trainees and therefore, no unemployment contribu-
tions are requested from the organisations. The Czech state partly refunds the pen-
sion payments for volunteers working more than twenty hours per week. While  the
act does not require hosting organisations to pay an unemployment contribution,
unemployed people involved in accredited volunteer programmes can maintain
their unemployment benefits. These volunteers maintain their social status as
unemployed because the state considers the activity similar to job seeking. 
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1. Legislation considers a sum of pocket money appropriate if it does not exceed 6% of the contribution
assessment limit valid for the Workers’ and Employees’ Pension Insurance (Article 159 of the Sixth Book of
the Social Code). The contribution limits were fixed in 2002 at a monthly rate of 4500 (in the western part of
Germany) and 3750 (in the eastern part). The amount paid to volunteers by the host organisation/project
should not exceed this amount and is generally lower, see Schur 2004.

2. While the situation is particularly difficult for young volunteers abroad, the problem is more general: the
suspension or loss of benefits occurs also for volunteers in domestic programmes that remain outside the
law. In some countries organisations are obliged to remain outside the law because they are not able to pay
social security conditions like in Germany or cannot apply like Czech associations membership-based activ-
ities of their volunteer members. 
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(VII) Validation of experiences

The national as well as the European certificate in the frame of EVS are not suffi-
ciently recognised in the EU. The problem is partly due to the lack of visibility of
international volunteers. Employers and institutions do not know the programmes
and experiences in the non-formal sector of education and in most countries these
do not have the same value as a formal diploma. 

(VIII) Financial support

While all countries recognise the value of voluntary service for society, the state
financially supports the national programmes in different ways. In all countries
except Poland the support has increased, but is insufficient. In France the support
differs from programme to programme, while reimbursing the cost of social insur-
ance and counting the time of service for an individual’s pension entitlement.
Social insurance costs are in most countries covered by the state, except in Poland
and in Germany. The latter finance social security costs for conscientious objectors
but not for “real volunteers” under the social or ecological year. Only Germany and
the Czech Republic, and to a lesser extent Italy, support the costs for pedagogical
preparation and training, while the other countries give low importance to the ped-
agogical quality of the programmes. Italy is the only country to finance the monthly
allowance for the volunteer as well as international travel costs, as the EVS pro-
gramme does. These amounts represent significant support for small organisa-
tions, which are already struggling for support of their own activities. The Czech
Republic is the only country to recognise volunteering as an equal activity to job
seeking, maintaining unemployment benefits for that period of time. State support
at this stage is important to stimulate programme development as well as to guar-
antee quality standards. The general recognition of the value of the programmes
needs to be better known and acknowledged in order to allow projects to look for
alternative funding resources to state funds since the budget for volunteering will
always be limited.

Recommendations

Only those aspects relating to international voluntary service are considered. The
examples of best practice are identified to deal with the factors which obstruct
the significant development of international and transnational programmes. Sug-
gestions are also made for European level co-operation.

Understanding voluntary service

(I) Voluntary service for international understanding

The best policy context is that contained in the EVS enabling legislation. The
national policies studied give little or no context for international voluntary service.
The exception is when their legislation deals with development aid voluntary
service, usually within the foreign policy aspects of foreign aid. In the case of
France, the legislation also deals with the context for volunteering in enterprises in
other countries (defending and promoting French interests), but in the researchers’
opinion, this kind of service should not be included in a definition of voluntary
service for international understanding. 



(II) Access

International voluntary service is a concept that should be open to all and indeed
needs to allow many more to participate in it. There are formal and practical barriers
to open access. A good policy deals with both. 

(III) Citizenship – Nationals and non-nationals

Germany allows its citizens, foreigners with resident status and refugees allowed to
stay in Germany to participate in the programme, as well as nationals of all other
countries who come for the purpose of doing a voluntary social or ecological year.
This is the most comprehensive framework of the countries studied. Having such a
visa status for the voluntary social/ecological year greatly simplifies the process for
all concerned. Similarly there are no limits on what countries a German volunteer
may go to within the voluntary social/ecological year. They can serve in an OECD
country or a less-developed one.

(IV) Minorities, less-educated, lower income, physically disabled, unemployed

The EVS policy of allowing organisations to apply for additional funds for young
people with fewer advantages is the only programme which acknowledges explic-
itly that getting youth who are marginalised to participate in international voluntary
service will require additional resources. It suffers, however, from two national
agencies needing to agree and from the uncertainty engendered by the “each
person is a project” micromanagement approach. The approach does not allow
organisations to develop strategies for reaching large numbers of such young
people. This is especially difficult because research conducted on less-advantaged
youth in EVS shows that close co-operation between youth workers of both sending
and hosting organisations and allowing networks of sending and hosting organisa-
tions to develop expertise through working with numbers of less-advantaged youth
are keys to success. 

Where governments express the wish to have a broad participation in civic service
and provide monies to enable it to happen, then it does happen. In Germany, the
reduction of the minimum age for the Voluntary Social Year and the creation of the
Voluntary Social Training Year have resulted in less-advantaged youth and youth at
risk participating. However, neither of these approaches has been expanded to
international placements. In Italy, the decision to provide a generous monthly
stipend and other benefits make the programme attractive to youth from regions of
high unemployment. These measures are producing results for service within the
country. The effect on applications from less-advantaged youth for international
service are not known yet. However, given the experience in EVS of the need for
extra support to enable youth with less opportunities even to consider international
service, special measures will be necessary for the five national policies for their
international service dimensions to be inclusive too.

Implementation

(I) Legal framework

The best general legal framework for voluntary service for international under-
standing at the moment appears to be that of the Czech Government. It explicitly
covers both Czechs serving in their own country and abroad, and foreigners coming
to the Czech Republic. It does not set an upper age limit, and so deals with issues
such as taxation, etc. that are not age-specific. Further, since state subsidies never
cover all costs and organisations must look for additional funding, public policy
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frameworks must allow for this and exempt such contributions from private indi-
viduals and business from taxation. This dimension is not often considered within
voluntary service policy.

(II) Government administrative responsibility

Best practice is to have a lead ministry responsible for all framework legislation
relating to voluntary service, both national and international. Best practice here
appears to be in the Czech Republic where the Ministry of the Interior is responsible
for all accreditation issues, with an advisory body from other ministries and NGOs.
Ministries can develop promotion policies to encourage volunteering projects in
their respective areas. The EVS does not fall within the act or the jurisdiction of the
Ministry of the Interior, however. In most other countries, responsibility is more
blurred with several ministries and/or regional entities responsible. In France and
to a lesser extent Italy, where the relevant framework for national civic service is still
national defence and the Ministry of Defence still has a leading role, the confusion
is likely to continue. But given the clear profile and relatively autonomous status of
the National Office on Civic Service in Italy, the problem there is not so great. 

(III) Duration of voluntary service

The Czech and Polish legislations set no minimum and maximum periods. This
allows different forms of international service to be covered within one frame. This
is helpful for organisations offering international service of different lengths and
types. It may also enable more coherent approaches to residency and visa issues.

(IV) Activity areas

The Polish legislation and the French under social cohesion and integration provide
examples of the broadest range of social, cultural and environmental activities.
Although the activity areas were perhaps not defined with international service
specifically in mind, such definitions allow for maximum diversity and flexibility in
finding placements for foreign volunteers and in sending volunteers abroad. 

(V) Accreditation of organisations

Best practice appears to be the Czech Republic, providing a clear and detailed
process for accreditation at national level, including an advisory body with third
sector representation to make recommendations. In the other four countries
studied, responsibility for accreditation is or will be at a regional level to some
extent. At the European level, decision making has been decentralised to the
national agencies in the EVS. With regard to regionalisation, the question is unan-
swered whether an organisation working in more than one region will have to be
accredited in all the regions where it places volunteers or only in the region where
it has its headquarters.

A key value for good administration anywhere and especially for a policy that sets a
high value on accessibility must be simplicity and speed in processing applications
and placements. Systems that try to control each volunteer and each placement
directly cannot be cost efficient (European Voluntary Service, France). The German
and Italian approaches focus on accrediting co-ordinating organisations with the
possibility of spot checks on placements the organisations co-ordinate. A similar
approach is being started in the Czech Republic. 



(VI) Non-formal education and pedagogical support

The German voluntary year legislation sets broad objectives and controls these pre-
dominantly through prescribing the number of days volunteers must be in training
as a group. The EVS also indicates core themes to be dealt with. A combination of
the two would seem to be the most appropriate. However, rigidity about form as in
Germany can exclude the development of different approaches to non-formal edu-
cation and ways of doing projects. The absolute power of national agencies of EVS
to decide who will do a training event (some allow the organisations to do their
own, others insist on all training being done by trainers they appoint) prevent inter-
national networks developing their own concepts and delivering their own training.
It also prevents the development of new networks of national or regional organisa-
tions that could do the same. A more conciliatory and effective approach is that of
the EVS national agency in Germany. It allows organisations to do their own training
subject to them meeting minimum criteria in terms of numbers of volunteers and
countries represented, subjects covered, etc. 

(VII) Legal status

There is no one country that has the best practice here. There seems to be a con-
sensus that voluntary service is not work, therefore unemployment contributions
should not have to be made, and that someone who is receiving unemployment
payments at the start of her/his service should have them suspended during the
service but be entitled to receive them again upon termination. Another point of
consensus seems to be that family and other allowances should continue on the
same basis as if the person were a student or family dependent. But taxation and
other laws are still often applied as though the volunteers were salaried workers.

(VIII) Validation and recognition

Recognition of voluntary service is most established in Germany but only in terms
of internships in certain fields. The Italian national office’s efforts to have voluntary
service recognised for university credits through the Ministry of Education and the
university rectors seems a good way forward. Recognition of service for public
sector jobs is done in Italy and France. Recognition in business and in other pro-
fessions is a challenge in all the countries. 

(IX) Financial support

It is hard to determine an optimal level of state funding. Obviously, a part of the
success of the Italian national voluntary civic service and the EVS is the amount of
funding provided per volunteer. However, if the demand greatly exceeds the
funding available in the scheme (as in EVS at present), the principle of access for all
changes to a more and more exclusive project and volunteer selection. A practical
solution used in Germany with regard to distributing limited youth plan funding for
training for international voluntary service was to divide the money available on an
equal basis among all the accredited applicants for that year. No organisation
received 100% of what it had requested, but the equitable treatment provided
enough security for most of the organisations to exert themselves to find other
funding to continue their programmes. 

(X) Information and publicity

Both EVS and the Italian National Civic Service show that a constant multimedia
campaign carried out over several years can establish a programme image in the
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public eye. But without careful management of funds so that demand is more or
less met, public support can be lost if the principle of open to all who want to serve
becomes contradicted by the numbers refused because of lack of money. What is
promoted must be deliverable.

(XI) Developing a European policy on civic service

The analysis shows the necessity to have an exchange of practice and under-
standing between EU member states and European institutions. Governments
need to think of how there could be common national and European
recognition/certification of voluntary service experiences. For example, interna-
tional voluntary service could be certified as a period of intercultural education.
Incompatibilities in legal status and the treatment of volunteers going from one
European country to another with regard to social insurance and benefits issues
need to be identified and solutions found. The development of common standards
and procedures could be helped by European level training events of civil servants
from the national ministries/administrations. A common approach would also
include clarification of terms and values for youth voluntary service. Programmes
using the term “voluntary service” for training placements in the for-profit sector
should be renamed as internships or traineeships in order that similar approaches
can be effectively compared.

(XII) The creation of an independent European observatory on civic service

A network of experts on national and international voluntary service is needed to
track the developments in different countries, identify incompatibilities and report
on implementation and impact of programmes. Data about and from volunteers
should be collected under conditions of anonymity of both individual volunteers
and organisations. Such an observatory might also initiate systematic research on
the long-term impact on volunteers, hosting placements (clients, local communi-
ties) and co-ordinating organisations. Aspects could be the impact on the personal
and professional career development of volunteers, the level of volunteers’ partici-
pation in civic society after their service, the effect on residents’ attitudes in com-
munities that host foreign volunteers, etc.

(XIII) Validation of existing European instruments and implementation in the
national context

Several measures on recognition of voluntary service, legal status, etc. have been
created at European level, but their appropriation and implementation at national
level have not taken place. The instruments are either unknown or their value is
ignored. Even in recent national legislation they have not been taken into account.
For example the EVS was not considered in the 2003 amendment of the German vol-
untary social/ecological year law. 

The Council of Europe’s European Convention on the Promotion of a Transnational
Long-term Voluntary Service for Young People prepares a proper legal status for vol-
unteers in Europe. Except for France, none of the five countries studied has signed
it. Another example of a tool not used is the EU recommendation for transnational
mobility aimed at removing legal obstacles to freedom of movement within educa-
tional and vocational training programmes with a European dimension. 
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Further research
Research in the sector of voluntary and civic service is just emerging. International
terminology of the key notions of volunteering should be established to clarify
terms and concepts. Cross-national comparisons especially need to be further
developed in order to get a complete picture of developments in the European
Union as countries like the UK and the Netherlands are also setting up initiatives.
The development and comparison of voluntary and civic service in the new EU
member states is of particular interest for the common development in the
enlarged EU. Legal initiatives are also undertaken in Lithuania and Romania. In the
Balkans, comparative research has started in order to allow the development of
legal proposals. 

There is a need to set up European criteria for gathering quantitative data from the
countries allowing comparison. An important issue would be the comparative
analysis of the financial costs of voluntary and civic service programmes. Research
on international voluntary service should question the effects on European civic
society development, European citizenship and the contribution of voluntary and
civic service to bridge social and human capital. A matter of further research will be
to define criteria to measure these developments.

Appendix 1: Legal and administrative documents relating to
the five countries and to the international context

National laws
• Law on Public Benefit Activity and Volunteerism, dated 24 April 2003, Poland.

• Act No. 198 of 24 April 2002 on Volunteer Services, amending certain regula-
tions (Volunteer Services Act), Czech Republic.

• Loi n° 2000-242 du 14 mars 2000 relative aux volontariats civils institués par
l'article L. 111-2 du code du service national et à diverses mesures relatives à la
réforme du service national, France.

• Décret n° 2000-1159 du 30 novembre 2000 pour l’application des dispositions
du code du service national relatives aux volontariats civils, France.

• Décret n° 2002-1527 du 24 décembre 2002 modifiant le code du service
national et le décret n° 2000-1159, France.

• Circulaire DIES n° 2003-001 du 28 juillet 2003 relatif au volontariat de cohésion
sociale et de solidarité, France.

• Law No. 49/1987 on Volunteering in International Co-operation and
Development Work, Italy.

• Act No. 60/2001, Italy.

• Act No. 64/2001 of March 2001 on the Establishment of National Civil Service,
Italy.

• Decree No. 77/2002 of 5 April 2002 on Management of National Service, Italy.

• Gesetz zur Änderung des Gesetzes zur Förderung eines Freiwilligen sozialen
Jahres und anderer Gesetze of April 2002, Germany.

Council of Europe
• Council of Europe, European Convention on the Promotion of a Transnational

Long-Term Voluntary Service for Young People, ETS No. 175, 11 May 2000.
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European Commission

• European Commission, European Commission White Paper, “A New Impetus for
European youth”, Com (2001) 681 final, Directorate General Education and
Culture, Brussels, 2001.

• European Commission, Recommendation of the European Parliament and of
the Council on mobility within the Community for students, persons undergoing
training, volunteers, teachers and trainers, PE-CONS 3627/01, Brussels, 2001a.

• European Commission, “Implementation of Education & Training 2010, Work
Programme, Progress Report”, Directorate General for Education and Culture,
Brussels, 2003.

• European Commission, “Youth Programme, Directorate General Education and
Culture Activity Review 2002”, Brussels, 2003a.

• European Commission, questionnaire on “Voluntary Activities” addressed to
the governments of the member states and future member states of the
European Union as well as to the candidate countries, Directorate General
Education and Culture, Brussels, 2003b.

• European Commission, “Analysis of the Replies of the Member States of the
European Union and the Acceding Countries to the Commission Questionnaire
on Voluntary Activities of Young People”, SEC 628, Brussels, 2004.

• European Commission, “Building our Common Future, Policy Challenges and
Budgetary Means of the Enlarged Union 2007-2013”, communication from the
Commission to the Council and the European Parliament, Com (2004) 101 final,
Brussels, 2004a.

• European Commission, “The New Generation of Community Education and
Training Programmes after 2006”, communication from the Commission, Com
(2004) 156 final, Brussels, 2004b.

• European Commission, “Report from the Commission, Interim Evaluation of the
Youth Programme 2000-2006 (covering the period 2000-2003)”, Com (2004)
158 final, Brussels, 2004c.

• European Commission, “Communication from the Commission, Making
Citizenship Work: Fostering European Culture and Diversity through
Programmes for Youth, Culture, Audiovisual and Civic Participation”, Com
(2004) 154 final, Brussels, 2004d.

• European Commission, “Follow-up to the White Paper on a ‘New Impetus for
European Youth’. Proposed Common Objectives for Voluntary Activities among
Young People in Response to the Council Resolution of 27 June 2002 regarding
the Framework of European Co-operation in the Youth Field”, Com 337 final,
Brussels, 2004e.

European Council

• European Council (2001) “Meeting within the Council, on the Added Value of
Voluntary Activity for Young People in the Context of the Development of
Community Action on Youth”. Draft resolution of the Council and of the 
representatives of the governments of the member states, 13461/01 JEUN 60
SOC 410, Brussels.



United Nations
• United Nations, “Improving the Status and Role of Volunteers”, a contribution

by the Parliamentary Assembly to the IYV 2001 (Doc. 8917), 2000.

• United Nations, “Improving the Status and Role of Volunteers in Society”, a 
contribution by the Parliamentary Assembly to the IYV 2001 (Recommendation
1496), 2001.
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3. More than a numbers game: 
a UK perspective on youth volunteering
and active citizenship

Kate Stanley

introduction 
“Everybody can be great because anybody can serve.” (Martin Luther King Jr)

There is a growing interest across Europe in the possibilities of public policy inter-
vention in youth volunteering. In the UK, the government wants to promote youth
volunteering and to stimulate civil renewal. The Home Secretary (Blunkett 2003)
has argued that: “civil renewal must form the centrepiece of the government’s
reform agenda in the coming years”. Both he and the Chancellor regularly link a
civil renewal agenda with engaging young people in voluntary activity. In 2004 the
Chancellor said: “the advantages [of volunteering] for young people are clear, [it
helps people] to … become more active citizens”. A commission has also been set
up by leading politicians to develop a national framework of volunteering for young
people and “to examine … whether we can, through making it a national priority,
engage a new generation of young people in serving their communities” (Brown
2004). 

The aim of this chapter is to examine this supposed relationship between youth vol-
unteering and active citizenship and to suggest how effective and progressive
public policy on youth volunteering might be developed with a focus on the UK.
Firstly, I outline what I mean by active citizenship and civil renewal, and suggest
civil renewal could be a strong motivating idea to guide the future development of
youth volunteering. I then consider some examples of volunteering programmes
and their links with civil renewal which reveals a paucity of evidence on their
impact. Finally, I consider the implications of this analysis for research and for
public policy.

Active citizenship and civil renewal 
In this field, language frequently serves to obstruct rather than facilitate under-
standing. Civil renewal, civic service, active citizenship, even volunteering, are all
expressions fraught with difficulty. Civil renewal, for example, is a complex term
invoked to cover a range of events and experiences. If we could describe what it
means, we may be able to achieve it. The UK Home Secretary (Blunkett 2003b) uses
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it interchangeably with active citizenship to describe government actions which
enable people to act themselves:

Civil renewal is about educating, empowering and supporting citizens to be active in
their communities, socially and politically … Civil renewal and active citizenship is
about creating the conditions for people to take control of their own lives, with the state
acting as enabler, a supporter and a facilitator.

It is, however, outside the scope of this chapter to fully interrogate the concept of
civil renewal. Instead I follow Nash (2002) and take the concept of civil renewal to
be an articulation of achieving civic engagement, where civic engagement means
participation by citizens in the public realm. Civic engagement, as it is generally
understood, comprises at least three forms of engagement. These are: informal
social engagement with family, friends, neighbours and colleagues; participation
in voluntary and community organisations, including self-help groups, charities,
sports teams, clubs and churches; and participation in governing and running
public bodies and government services. This chapter looks at the role youth volun-
teering action might play in promoting all these types of lasting civic engagement. 

It is desirable to bring about increased levels of civic engagement. Civic engage-
ment benefits both those who get engaged and the community as a whole. Robert
Putnam (2000) and others have shown that people who are socially and politically
active are healthier, happier and more prosperous; they find it easier to find a job
and have a larger pool of friends and acquaintances to call on when things go
wrong. At the same time, active communities are also safer, more attractive com-
munities, able to pull in public services, and fight for their needs and advance their
interests in other ways. It is important to note that levels of civic engagement are
reported to be lower amongst more disadvantaged groups. For example, poor
people report being much more interested in social issues than their middle class
counterparts but less empowered to change things. The Prime Minister’s Strategy
Unit has reported that while 35% of middle class people believe they can influence
local affairs, the figure falls to 20% for the least well off. This means the more dis-
advantaged in society have potentially most to gain from opportunities for genuine
civic engagement.

I use “youth action” and “voluntary activity” as umbrella terms to describe all kinds
of voluntary engagement characterised by being open to all, unpaid, undertaken of
a person’s own free will, educational (in the sense of providing non-formal
learning) and of social value.1 Whilst there is recognition of the link between youth
action policy and civic engagement within the UK Government, often youth action
is presented as an intrinsic good, something that should be promoted for its own
sake. This is what leads to targets focused simply on increasing the numbers of vol-
unteers or the number of hours they spend volunteering. Youth action can indeed
deliver benefits to both the participant and the beneficiary of the action and this
may be a reason for public policy intervention specifically to increase the level of
youth action. 

I would argue, however, that public policy should be both more focused and more
ambitious in what it seeks to achieve by promoting youth action rather than simply
seeking to increase the numbers of volunteers. This is because youth action has the
potential to generate lifelong habits of civic engagement by virtue of its basic char-
acteristics. Effective public policy needs a motivating idea. That is, it is important to
be clear what objective we want public policy interventions to achieve. The objec-
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tive of promoting lasting habits of civic engagement is a desirable objective for
public policy and can justify interventions to promote youth action. 

Of course, promoting civic engagement is just one of a number of possible moti-
vating ideas for public policy intervention to boost youth action. Other valid objec-
tives might be enhancing life chances or improving public services. Clearly, though,
there is a need to prioritise, and promoting civic engagement and achieving the
goal of civil renewal is a strong contender for the priority objective. This is partly
because youth action has already been shown to have potential to deliver in this
area. And it is partly because although increased levels of civic engagement are
desirable, there are very few public policy levers available to bring this about, so we
have to maximise the use of those that do appear to be promising. 

So, there is a common sense link between youth action and civil renewal, and public
policy should make civil renewal an explicit objective of interventions to enhance
youth action. The challenge now is to understand how youth action might best max-
imise its impact on civil renewal objectives by assessing the evidence to date.

Current policy and practice in the UK
I will now sketch out what we know about the links between youth action and civil
renewal based on evidence from some of the most prominent and better evaluated
forms of youth action in the UK. 

One of the strongest trends in UK youth action in recent years is the rise of youth
advocacy and projects led by young people. This trend has emerged from a growing
appreciation that young people have a right to be listened to and taken seriously
and to shape their own activities. A longitudinal study (Roker and Eden 2003) of 22
youth action groups found evidence of the ability of such programmes to influence
levels of civic engagement and sense of civic responsibility. It found that as a result
of their participation young people felt they could try and bring about change in
society and their participation had impacted on their sense of who they were and
their understanding of political and social issues. Interestingly though many young
people felt significant change could be achieved locally, they felt national change
would be much harder to achieve. A second important finding was that most young
people did not see the activities they were involved in as “political” and viewed the
world of party politics very negatively. None the less, they did feel young people
should exercise their vote. 

Another strong trend is the rise in the numbers of people taking “gap years”. In
2002, 160000 people in the UK took gap years. Most gap years involve spending
time away from home and have an average cost of almost €4000. They can include
formal and informal forms of voluntary action, but do not necessarily include any,
and many gap years are primarily about leisure. There is much to be gained from
overseas travel. However, it has been argued (Simpson 2003) that gap years tend
simply to reinforce travellers’ expectations of a place and fail to take proper account
of the interests of the host community. 

The UK Government has mainly focused its own efforts on the creation of two pro-
grammes: Millennium Volunteers and Young Volunteer Challenge. Millennium
Volunteers (MV) is an award scheme established in 2000 for young people aged 16
to 24. The programme was designed to promote a commitment to 200 hours of vol-
untary action within one year. An award of excellence is given to those completing
a 200-hour placement which is delivered through non-profit organisations or a self-



designed project. Recognition is also given for service of 100 hours. By 2004,
130000 young people had joined MV. 

The evaluation (Institute for Volunteering Research (IVR) 2002) of MV found it had
been largely successful in delivering experiences that reflected what young people
wanted and that delivered benefits to both volunteers and the communities in
which they volunteered. The evaluation found that 84% of volunteers agreed MV
had increased their confidence and 65% believed it had increased their employa-
bility. Crucially for engendering civic engagement, 80% reported they were more
aware of the needs of others and 68% agreed they had become more committed to
volunteering, owing to their involvement in MV. 

MV aims to be inclusive of everyone but particularly those with no previous experi-
ence of volunteering and those vulnerable to social exclusion and has had some
success here. It attracted people from a variety of ethnic backgrounds and was very
successful in attracting young people who were unemployed and nearly half had no
previous experience of volunteering. However, it was suggested that the one-year
timescale is insufficiently flexible to allow people to fit their hours around other
commitments. This lack of flexibility may have a disproportionate effect on groups
from “marginalised communities” and students. Another evaluation suggested the
drive to meet scheme targets means that harder-to-reach groups who are less likely
to become volunteers, or who may need greater support to volunteer, are neglected
(Volunteer Development England and Youth Action Network 2003). 

The distortions created by the focus on numerical targets making the programme
less attractive to some groups must be tackled if we want youth action to become
the norm for the broadest possible range of young people. MV provides a good
basis for the future development of youth action programmes and suggests the
potential of youth action programmes to generate lasting civic engagement
although longitudinal research is needed to fully understand the extent of this. 

Young Volunteer Challenge (YVC) is a government-designed and funded pilot pro-
gramme offering opportunities for 18 and 19 year olds from low-income back-
grounds to undertake voluntary work on community projects in nine areas. The
programme aims to test the effect of financial incentives on young people’s partic-
ipation in youth action. Young people who have received particular means-tested
benefits are eligible to participate. YVC is a full-time experience which lasts up to
nine months. Participants receive a weekly allowance of approximately €60 a week
and a lump sum end-of-experience award of almost €1000.

Ongoing monitoring evidence indicates that the weekly stipend is proving a greater
incentive and facilitator of participation in this programme than the lump sum pay-
ment at the end. Evidence from AmeriCorps in the US concurs in suggesting that the
lump sum end-of-service payment does not incentivise people to stay in the pro-
gramme if they do not think it worthwhile. The project has experienced difficulties
in attracting young people to participate (partly due to the affect of the stipend on
benefit entitlement) and to stay engaged with the programme. It is hoped the full
evaluation of YVC will provide insights on the best way to develop youth action tar-
geted at disadvantaged groups. Many other programmes exist but have strikingly
weak evidence of their impact on civil renewal goals.

The AmeriCorps programme in the US is important to mention briefly here as it is
often held up, not least by the UK Chancellor, as the gold standard for what we
should be striving to achieve in the UK. AmeriCorps gives financial assistance to
nearly 75 000 school – leavers each year for service with 2100 non-profit and faith-
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based organisations and public agencies. The programme provides accommoda-
tion, a weekly stipend and an educational award in exchange for a year of full-time
service in activities such as youth mentoring, running after school programmes and
cleaning up parks. The goals of AmeriCorps include renewing “the ethic of civic
responsibility”. 

A study of AmeriCorps participants indicated that, after their period of service, vol-
unteers were significantly more likely to become involved in local community
groups or to attend public meetings. A change in volunteers’ expressed personal
and social values was also identified. The programme has been found both to
increase individual opportunity and to serve community needs (Simon and Wang
2000). Members who were part of programmes with clearly visible results were
found to be most positively affected in terms of a sense of ongoing civic responsi-
bility (Aguire International 2001). Whilst these findings are encouraging, the
methodologies used to conduct evaluations of AmeriCorps were insufficiently
robust to place too much store by them, for example, no efforts have been made to
establish the counterfactual (such as a control group).

These examples have shown that whilst the connections are sometimes made
between youth action programmes and lasting civic engagement and there is some
evidence to support this intuitive link, the empirical evidence is grossly under-
developed. The significant limitations of this evidence warn us that we cannot
simply assume that voluntary action programmes will deliver lasting civic engage-
ment. This means we need to develop a policy framework which explicitly priori-
tises its achievement. 

These examples show that a host of different policy objectives lie behind different
programmes, although in some cases these objectives are not clearly articulated. It
is essential to have a clear understanding of the different goals programmes would
pursue. Once the goals are established, the best structures for the achievement of
these goals can be identified. Too often thinking in this area is not rigorous enough;
as Lind (2003) has said, “service” is often “a solution without a problem”. Only if
we have a firm grasp of our goals and the models that might best meet these goals,
can we have an informed discussion about the options available to us. Any one pro-
gramme may aim to achieve one or more objectives. These objectives could be
grouped together according to whether they aim to achieve personal, community or
instrumental objectives.

Personal objectives often focus on enhancing the life chances of the individual
undertaking the action and promoting equality of opportunity. The objectives may
include building character and a sense of identity, providing experience of work,
broadening horizons, building networks, easing transitions to adulthood or
enhancing skills and experience. It is crucial personal benefits are delivered to
ensure people sign up to programmes. These benefits will also make it more likely
that people will develop an ongoing habit of civic engagement. 

Community objectives come the closest to a direct focus on civil renewal. These
might include encouraging the practice of volunteering as a form of civic engage-
ment, promoting international understanding, building local or national identity,
developing skills, knowledge and values for active citizenship or giving young
people the opportunity to exercise choice and make decisions. 

Instrumental objectives focus on the delivery of practical change. For example,
through the provision of volunteers to enhance the capacity of the voluntary or
public sector, improving the condition of those who are helped by volunteers or



improving the quality and efficiency of public services through the use of volun-
teers. These objectives can deliver personal and community benefits at the same
time although these will not be the primary drivers. 

It should be clear that whilst there may be overlap between these sets of objec-
tives, not all practices and programmes promote all these ends, or at least not to
the same degree. So a programme like Young Volunteer Challenge does little to
build shared identities. Some argue that compulsory national service does not do
much to encourage volunteering. Domestic programmes do not do much to help
international understanding.

I have suggested that youth action should be designed to deliver lasting civic
engagement but found scant evidence that current practice – whilst showing con-
siderable potential – is delivering on this objective. I will now turn to look at what
public policy can do to help meet this challenge.

implications for research and public policy

There are six key policy questions which must be addressed if youth action policy is
going to match up to the challenge of delivering lasting civic engagement and
reflect the need to shift thinking away from simple numbers and towards different
types of experiences and groups. These questions relate to image and language,
what young people want, targets, building on existing programmes, who to engage,
and delivery. 

Image and language

It has been argued that the concept and term “volunteering” have acted as obsta-
cles to progressive policy development which seeks to bring about civil renewal
(Nash 2002). This is partly because they are regarded by some as representing con-
trol of the volunteer over others through a one-way process (Brav et al. 2002). This
notion is supported by the fact that in the UK those who participate in volunteer
programmes tend to be more highly educated and have a higher income than
average, with those from the highest socioeconomic groups almost twice as likely
to take part in formal voluntary activity as those from the lowest (Smith 1997). 

It is also partly down to evidence that the term “volunteering” causes some groups
to disassociate themselves from voluntary activities which they might otherwise
engage in. For example, Little (cited in Kearney 2003) suggests: “the v-word … with
its inevitable blue-rinse connotations of middle-aged, middle class women helping
those less fortunate, alienat[es] young people and ethnic minorities”. This notion
was supported by Gaskin (1998) reporting a survey in which two thirds of young
people interviewed said “volunteering” was not something people in their age
group would do. Amongst other barriers to their participation peer pressure was
cited and two thirds of those interviewed said volunteering would be “uncool”. To
address this image problem programmes need a brand that young people can iden-
tify with and aspire to, this makes their involvement in brand design and develop-
ment essential. 

If we want to make the widest possible range of opportunities available to the
widest range of young people, we need to employ a concept which is sufficiently
loosely defined and is not off putting to young people. 

11 1122

Eu
ro

p
ea

n
 y

o
u

th
 v

o
lu

n
ta

ry
 a

ct
iv

it
ie

s



A
 U

K
 p

e
rs

p
ec

ti
ve

 o
n

 a
ct

iv
e 

ci
ti

ze
n

sh
ip

11 1133

What young people want

The evidence also shows that many young people do believe in the value of volun-
tary work for both society and themselves, and in one survey 94% said they saw
volunteering as a great way to gain experience (Gaskin 1998). Young people believe
that youth action should be based on the principle of something for something. 

Gaskin (1998) has identified a number of characteristics young people are looking
for from voluntary opportunities:

• Flexibility – in working time, choice and spontaneity;

• Legitimacy – to combat peer pressure and negative associations;

• Ease of access – more information on where, how and when;

• Experience – stimulating opportunities and skills development;

• Incentives – tangible outcomes, references, certificates of achievement;

• Variety – types of opportunities available;

• Organisation – efficient but informal;
• Laughs – to incentivise continuing the activity.

As well as meeting young people’s requirements, we also need to take account of
the fact that some forms of voluntary activity are likely to do very little toward
making a lasting influence on people’s civic engagement, while others might be
more likely to make people think about the politics of their world or immediate
community. But it is important to note there is no obvious contradiction between
what young people want and the civil renewal agenda. However, there are indica-
tions that what young people want may not match the kind of programmes which
would deliver other goals such as increasing their employability, for example. This
makes it all the more compelling that we consult young people in the development
of all plans for youth action programmes. 

However, at present we do not have a sufficient level of empirical evidence on
which forms of voluntary action are most likely to lead to ongoing civic involvement.
We also need to know if this civic involvement, or the voluntary action itself, boosts
the life chances of those doing it through the personal benefits gained. So, in the
short term, we should focus on the quality of voluntary opportunities as an aid to
promoting further and continuing civic engagement as well as encouraging more
people to engage. In the long term, government needs to contribute to building the
evidence base on the civic impact of certain forms of volunteering. Once we have
established a decent evidence base, more ambitious programmes can be devel-
oped. 

Building on existing programmes

Given the knowledge, skills and experience embedded in existing youth action pro-
grammes, it is crucial to ensure that all future developments build on existing pro-
grammes. This means improving our ability to measure the impact of programmes
on their increasingly sophisticated objectives. It will be important for policy makers
to emphasise that the aim is to target scarce resources where they can have the
greatest impact in terms of civil renewal.

Who to engage 

The objectives a youth action programme is seeking to achieve are crucial to deci-
sions about who the programme seeks to engage. Given that the most disadvan-
taged groups tend to be the least civically engaged (Fahmy 2003) and that



participation can deliver personal benefits as well as greater civic engagement (IVR
2002), there is clear merit in targeting opportunities towards disadvantaged young
people. Furthermore, experience tells us that programmes that do not specifically
target disadvantaged groups tend to be unsuccessful in attracting them. 

If we are going to successfully engage young people from disadvantaged groups, it
is crucial to think about the cost of participation to young people. People often talk
about payments for youth action as rewards. However, many young people will only
be able to participate in a programme if they receive some form of financial pay-
ment (the Young Volunteer Challenge pilot recognised this although it has run into
barriers with the interaction of payments and the benefit system). Payments can be
as much about facilitating access to a programme, as they are about rewarding par-
ticipation. As the evidence from Millennium Volunteers shows, it is also important
to take into account the additional resources that can be required by delivery organ-
isations to attract and retain participants from more socially excluded and margin-
alised groups. 

There is a need to target those young people who are least likely to engage in civil
society but targeted programmes run the risk of becoming stigmatised as for “poor
people” (Open Agenda 2003). Clearly, this is undesirable in a programme designed
to promote civic engagement. This is why it might be wiser to develop universally
accessible programmes which take particular measures to ensure that people from
a diverse range of backgrounds can participate. There may be additional advan-
tages to such programmes. For example, programmes that bring people from dif-
ferent socioeconomic classes together may help to build social networks across, as
well as within, social groups. 

Targets: outputs or outcomes

The UK Government set a target of increasing the number of people volunteering by
one million by 2004. The target reflects the current policy focus on numbers of vol-
unteers. I have been arguing that the question to start with is not do we have
enough numbers of volunteers, rather it is why do we want people to engage in
youth action? Once we have our big idea – and we have argued it might be
achieving civil renewal – we can then move on to the how we do it and how to
measure if we have done it. 

There is a role for targets. It is well known that what gets done is what gets meas-
ured and numbers are important. However, poor quality youth action experiences
could be counterproductive. There is some evidence to suggest that those young
people who volunteer are often dissatisfied with their experience. In one IVR survey
(Smith 1997), seven out of ten of all volunteers reported dissatisfaction with the
way their voluntary work was organised, with younger volunteers most likely to be
critical of their experiences. 

This suggests targets need to be about more than sheer numbers of programme
participants. Targets for the number of volunteers (i.e. outputs) might be supple-
mented by measures of change in quality of life or community impact, such as trust,
young people’s political involvement, youth crime or safety on streets (i.e. out-
comes, see Ellis 2000). The Home Office target to increase community participation
by 5% by 2006 is a step toward this. To assess success by these measures would
mean building-in the ability to address these issues in the design of programmes
(Open Agenda 2003). It is not easy to develop measures, assess community impact
or quality of life, but it is necessary. 
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Delivery

A national policy framework is needed to provide the strategic direction for the
development of youth action. The necessary impetus could be delivered through
existing bodies and partnership working. The first task is to identify the systemic
barriers to youth action and propose remedies. For example, barriers exist in the tax
and benefit system and barriers – sometimes put up by professionals – exist to
developing opportunities for youth action within public services. There is also a
continuing need for a clear legal framework around the status of voluntary action
and different forms of payment. This removal of barriers will demand effective
cross-departmental co-operation in government. 

The second task is to identify funding sources for youth action programmes and
manage that financial support. The role of the private sector in funding youth action
also deserves full exploration and it may be possible to work in partnership with
businesses that could either provide financing or donate goods in kind. There may
be lessons to be learnt here from the American scheme, Business Strengthening
America, which aims to use the business community as “a booster rocket" to efforts
by government and voluntary and community organisations to inspire Americans to
serve in their communities. 

The third task is to identify infrastructure development and support needs in the
voluntary and community sector. The key will be to improve the coverage, quality
and sustainability of its infrastructure to enable the transferability of practice,
including that which effectively links youth action and civil renewal objectives. It is
also necessary to set out the common elements of youth action programmes, for
example, setting standards in relation to monitoring and outcome-based evalua-
tion and training. There is also a need for a systematic review of all evidence avail-
able on the relationship between voluntary action and ongoing civic engagement. 

The fourth task is to identify gaps in current provision and suggest programmes that
might fill them. This would include the development and funding of pilot pro-
grammes designed to deliver civic engagement through youth action. However, the
decisions about how youth action should be delivered on the ground should be
down to local partnerships to ensure community ownership and young people’s
input into programmes. 

Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued that there is a need for a more focused and ambitious
approach to public policy intervention in youth action programmes. Such an
approach must begin with clarity about the purpose of youth action. We have
argued that the motivating idea behind public policy intervention in youth action
could be the achievement of civil renewal. In particular, we recommend the focus
be placed on bringing about long lasting habits of civic engagement, including
amongst the most disadvantaged young people. 

There is, however, a lack of robust evidence to show exactly how youth action
should be developed in the future and this evidence base clearly needs to be built.
What we do know is that there is significant potential for youth action to bring
about lasting habits of civic engagement and the time has come to get a better
understanding of how we might exploit this potential. 
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1. Public-private obstacles 
to voluntary service and citizenship

Brian Gran

introduction
What are trans-european obstacles to voluntary activities for young people? To
foster young people’s active citizenship and solidarity, private and public-private
structures and practices must be considered in establishing national and transna-
tional policies of voluntary service. Young people face considerable obstacles to
participating in voluntary services. These obstacles are found in public and private
sectors of social life; sometimes these barriers are formed by public-private collab-
orations. This chapter presents categories of private and public-private barriers to
voluntary service participation by young people. It then examines survey data and
political and socioeconomic data to place these categories in a European context.
An overarching objective of this chapter is to contribute to debates on barriers to
voluntary service activities and how to remove or alleviate their consequences. This
chapter seeks to contribute to discussions of how voluntary service activities can
foster active citizenship and solidarity of young people in Europe.

This chapter first presents an overview of what is meant by public and private, then
a discussion of what is public and private when considering voluntary service activ-
ities. It then presents three categories of private and public-private barriers to vol-
untary service participation. This chapter concludes with a brief discussion of how
these barriers may be overcome or mitigated for purposes of employing voluntary
service activities to foster active citizenship and solidarity of young people in
Europe.

What is public and private?
This research focuses on private and public-private barriers to voluntary activities
for young people. Before examining these obstacles, it is essential to discuss what
is meant by public and private and to highlight their differences. Sometimes called
“the grand dichotomy” (Weintraub and Kumar 1997), across many societies the
terms public and private are used to designate boundaries and responsibilities.
The private boundary, for instance, prevents outsiders from looking in on family life
and sexual practices. With great variation, nevertheless across many societies
public responsibilities are held by government, such as sewage treatment, and pri-
vate responsibilities are held by individuals, such as personal hygiene. The objec-
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tive of this section is to offer an overview of conceptions of public and private as
they relate to obstacles to voluntary activities for young people. 

Common notions of what is public and private are presented by Nancy Fraser (1999:
28). “Public”, for example, can mean (1) state-related, (2) accessible to everyone,
(3) of concern to everyone, and (4) pertaining to a common good or shared interest.
Each of these corresponds to a contrasting sense of “private”. In addition, there are
two other senses of “private” hovering just below the surface here: (5) pertaining to
private property in a market economy and (6) pertaining to intimate domestic or
personal life, including sexual life. 

According to Fraser, public describes two societal components: government and mat-
ters that involve everyone. We often use public to describe work or responsibilities of
government, such as a public pension programme or the military. Public is also used
to describe a matter of broad interest. Examples are elections to public office or a
public park. Often a public responsibility is of public interest, such as elected office.
In democracies, nearly everyone, except young people and some other explicitly pro-
scribed groups, can pursue elected offices. In turn, elections to that office and how
work in the office is performed is typically of interest to all residents.

Fraser’s definition of private suggests responsibilities and walls not related to gov-
ernment. Private describes a matter not involving everyone. Few people are eligible
to vote or run for office in non-government institutions. For instance, in some
economies, only shareholders are eligible to elect corporate leaders. In turn, not
everyone is permitted to become a corporate director. Electoral processes in com-
panies vary by legislation applying to the company. Other non-government institu-
tions, such as churches and charities, often share similar characteristics. Despite
possibly being of interest to everyone in a community, leadership selection of a pri-
vate organisation is not public, but limited and sometimes exclusive. Yet the idea
of private as non-government does not necessarily mean it is private in Fraser’s
other sense of private, which is not of interest to everyone.

As Fraser notes, private often denotes private property relations in a market
economy. The market place in capitalist-oriented economies is idealised as a place
where individuals can exchange goods and services without government interfer-
ence (Smith 1776, Carruthers 1999). Private life is an area where individuals can
decide with whom or how to live, including sexual practices and sharing property.
Of course, in most societies, neither the market economy nor domestic life is
without public interference. Governments often regulate market economies and
household relations.

It is not clear where voluntary organisations fit in the framework identified by Fraser.
While not state-related, many voluntary organisations are open to new members
and, because their activities are often influential beyond their membership, they
are of concern to many people, including government leaders. In some nation
states, voluntary organisations sponsor programmes essential to government func-
tioning, but rely on non-government support of members and contributors. It is dif-
ficult to characterise voluntary organisations as public or private. 

Aristotle’s ideas may be instructive for thinking about what is public and private
and the location of voluntary organisations in the public-private framework.
Aristotle’s conception is not based on a dichotomy, but is cumulative. In Aristotle’s
model, a state is based on a group of villages. A village is made up of households;
when households can fulfill more than their own basic needs, they unite to form a
village. A male citizen, his wife, their children, and a servant together form a house-
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hold. In Aristotle’s conception, the male citizen governs the household. He governs
his wife through constitutional rule and he royally governs his children. The father
should rule his children as a loving parent, and his children should submit to his
royal rule because they love and respect him. While it is not clear where a voluntary
organisation would fit into Aristotle’s conception, it would probably exist in the
area where households create a village or where villages form a state. In his con-
ception, only a male citizen would participate in affairs arising between house-
holds and the village and the state they form. As a result, in Aristotle’s conception,
only male citizens would participate in voluntary activities; the wife, children, and
servant would not.

Voluntary organisations more clearly fit into Habermas’ (1991) conception of a
public sphere, the state, and the economy. His interest is in the public sphere, a
location where people become socially integrated and where they can critically
communicate in rational ways about their state and economy. People become part
of the public sphere through communication, not by constitutional, royal rule, or
ownership. In Habermas’ conception, all individuals can enter the public sphere to
exchange ideas and control the state and economy. It is not clear in Habermas’ con-
ception whether communication is expected to be used in the private sphere,
which for Habermas is the household.

As this section has demonstrated, what is public and private is not easily distin-
guished. Aristotle described relationships between state, village, and household.
Male household leaders negotiated these relationships, as well as relationships
within the household. Roles of other household members, including wife, child,
and slave, were conceptually limited to intra-household relationships. The male
household leader participated in public and private sectors, while participation of
women, children, and slaves were limited to the private sector. Habermas is con-
cerned that state and economic marketplace will overwhelm the public sphere,
which is a site of social integration that can encourage individuals to participate in
controlling authority of the state and economic marketplace. In his later work,
Habermas goes further to express concern that the state and economic market-
place will intervene in and to some degree control the private sphere. Habermas
conceives that everyone will participate in the public sphere, but as his critics note
(Benhabib 1999:92), he fails to consider barriers and abilities to participation.
These barriers may be erected in the state and economic marketplaces as well as
within the household (Gobetti 1997:105). 

What is public and private for policies 
of voluntary service activities?

Voluntary activities may be undertaken as part of a relationship to a non-govern-
mental organisation, a charity, a social movement, or less formally with like-
minded individuals interested in pursuing similar activities. These activities may
belong in Habermas’ public sphere because they can integrate people. Most
people would probably designate these activities and their relationships as pri-
vate. Lines separating government and voluntary service activities, however, are
fuzzy. Considering Fraser’s (1999) conception of public and private, voluntary
service activities are not explicitly tied to government and the relationships are
exclusive in that they are not open to everyone. In some countries, on the other
hand, people perceive strong ties between government and voluntary service agen-
cies (Chaney and Fevre 2001) and these activities receive government support.



Voluntary activities belong in Fraser’s (1989) social sphere as well. The immediate
goal of this chapter is not to integrate a potential volunteer, but to communicate
and critically discuss voluntary activities as a means of promoting active European
citizenship and solidarity among younger people. Voluntary activities are not per-
formed, of course, in a vacuum. Instead, understandings of voluntary activities are
influenced by government and non-government actors and institutions.
Perceptions of voluntary activities are affected by work in Fraser’s social sphere.
Attitudes toward government and social sphere actors can affect an individual’s
decision to participate in volunteer activities. 

Barriers to voluntary service participation

This chapter presents and discusses three types of private and public-private bar-
riers young people may face when pursuing voluntary service activities across
European boundaries: obligations, information, and opportunities. These three
types are not hard and fast; they are meant to serve as guidelines to thinking about
barriers young people may encounter in participating in voluntary services in other
European countries. Formal and informal obligations may hinder, even prevent, a
young person from participating in voluntary service activities. These obligations
can limit information the young individual receives about opportunities to partici-
pate in volunteer service activities. Available information may be limited by oppor-
tunities an individual enjoys. Some individuals may enjoy opportunities to
participate, while others do not or think they do not. This section presents concep-
tualisations of each type, then offers information about how the barrier may influ-
ence young people’s participation in voluntary service activities and the degree to
which these barriers exist.

Obligations

Young people may face formal and informal obligations that influence their deci-
sions on whether and how to perform voluntary service activities in other European
countries. Coleman (1990) emphasises the leverage a group can bring on an indi-
vidual member to ensure compliant behaviour. Group membership may be based
in Habermas’ public sphere or Aristotle’s household. In the public sphere, these
obligations may be to non-market institutions like religious organisations or
market-related institutions such as trade unions. 

While it is likely that individuals have varying depths of convictions, it is probable
that many religious institutions mandate formal fulfillment of religious practices.
Adherents to some faiths are expected to practice their faiths in explicit ways, often
daily. They may require access to religious facilities and interaction with religious
authorities. Adherents may have dietary needs they must fulfill to maintain their
religious convictions. Some religious practices require adherents to undergo fasts
or to avoid work in general. A young person may reasonably question whether he or
she can fulfill faith obligations away from his or her home community. 

Within Europe, approximately 271 million people adhere to Roman Catholicism, 166
million to Orthodox beliefs, 80 million to Protestant beliefs, 32 million to Muslim
beliefs, and about 3 million to Jewish beliefs (Barrett, Kurian and Johnson 2001).
Although Europe is known for its great religious heterogeneity, this heterogeneity is
not evenly distributed.
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Table 1: Religious adherents (percentage of population) 

An individual living in Austria who adheres to Muslim beliefs, for instance, may
hesitate to participate in voluntary service activities in another European country
because of concerns of religious practices. The number of mosques, for instance,
varies across European countries. 

Table 2: Number of adherents and mosques

A religious obligation can restrict an individual from building relationships outside
his or her own country, hindering the process of becoming an active European cit-
izen. Although it may be a less formal obligation, responsibilities toward children,
parents, and other family members, including siblings and grandparents, may be
significant obstacles to a young person’s participation in voluntary service activi-
ties in another country. Aristotle characterised the relationship between parents
and children as a royal rule, in which children and parents govern each other out of
love and respect. Familial relationships may discourage young people from pur-
suing voluntary service activities. Formal and informal responsibilities can run the
gamut from physical and social care to financial support. 

Country Catholic Jew Muslim Orthodox Protestant % of 18-25
year olds
who say that
“religion” 
is “very
important”

Austria 75.5 0.1 2.2 1.9 5 13.7
Belgium 80.9 0.2 3.6 0.5 1.3 6.9
Bulgaria 1.1 0.1 11.9 71.6 1.2
Cyprus 1.6 0 1 87.4 1.4
Czech Republic 40.4 0.1 0 0.6 3.1
Denmark 0.6 0.1 1.3 0 87.7 1.9
Estonia 0.4 0.2 0.3 16.5 17.2
Finland 0.1 0 0.3 1.1 89.6 14.5
France 82.3 1 7.1 1.1 1.5 7.4
Germany 34.9 0.1 4.4 0.8 37 4.1
Greece 0.6 0.1 3.3 93 0.2
Hungary 63.1 0.5 0.6 0.9 25.5
Ireland 84.7 0.1 0.2 0 4.4 20.7
Italy 97.2 0.1 1.2 0.2 1 24.7
Latvia 20.8 0.6 0.4 23.6 23.8
Lithuania 84.6 0.2 0.2 3.1 1.2
Luxembourg 94.4 0.2 1 0.3 1.7
Malta 94.5 0 0.5 0 0.6
Netherlands 34.5 0.2 3.8 0.1 27 9.3
Poland 92.2 0 0 2.7 0.5
Portugal 90.8 0 0.2 0 1.4 7.9
Romania 14.5 0 1.3 85.1 10.7
Slovakia 67.9 0.1 0 0.4 11.1
Slovenia 83.5 0 0.1 0.6 1.6
Spain 96.1 0 0.5 0 0.3 9.9
Sweden 2 0.2 2.3 1.4 94.5 6.4
Turkey 0.1 0 97.2 0.3 0.1
UK 9.6 0.5 2 0.6 53.3 6

Country Muslim adherents Number of mosques
Austria 120000 87 (1999; Islamic voice)
France 4200000 1554 (2004; Islamonline.net)
Hungary Few None



Table 3: Family ties and responsibilities

a. Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) microdatabase, harmonisation of original surveys conducted by the LIS,
Luxembourg, periodic updating. NB IARD cites Eurostat Labour Force Survey, 1998, 2000. 

These data suggest different aspects of family ties may enter into a young person’s
decision to participate in voluntary service activities. While we note variation in the
age at which a woman typically becomes a mother, the average age is older than 23
years. In some countries many young people live with their parents, with more than
half of countries’ youth living with parents in 10 of the 13 examined countries.
Indeed, in all but one of the 13 examined countries, approximately 60% or more
young people state their family is very important. Examining data from the
Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) on households headed by young people between
the ages of 16 and 26, these households typically provide small amounts of their
disposable incomes to family members outside their households. In some coun-
tries, however, LIS evidence indicates that young people between the ages of 16
and 26 contribute non-trivial amounts to other family members. Italian young
people on average contribute 6% of disposable income to child support or alimony
and another 6% to relatives with whom they do not live.

The “family” has an important role in policies established by some European
national governments. We can characterise some governments as employing prin-
ciples of social capitalism. According to Kees van Kersbergen (1995:190), through
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Country Average age Proportion of 20-24 year Proportion of
at which women olds who live with parents 18-25 year olds
become who say that
biological “family” is “very
parents important”
(UNECE 2000)a (IARD:Appendix 1)

Austria 27 65 78.5
Belgium 26.4 68 70.8
Bulgaria 23.5
Cyprus 26.1
Czech Republic 25
Denmark 27.4 80.2
Estonia 24.1
Finland 27.6 29 65.6
France 28.7 52 73.8
Germany 28 55 47.2
Greece 27.3 72
Hungary 25
Ireland 27.4 64 90.2
Italy 28.5 87 82.1
Latvia 24.5
Lithuania 24
Luxembourg 28.5 69
Malta
Netherlands 29.1 47 64.6
Poland 24
Portugal 26.8 82 59.5
Romania 24
Slovakia 23.1
Slovenia 26.5
Spain 29 89 74.1
Sweden 28 82.7
Turkey
UK 27 47 86.6
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social capitalism “[s]ocial rights are attached to family or status groups, and the
state only provides the conditions under which the family and social groups can
continue to function according to their natural and organic roles … The state assists
those who fail to help themselves in the performance of their natural duty”. Van
Kersbergen states (1995:190), “The very idea of social capitalism assumes women
to be only marginally present on the labour market and the family to be the prime
provider of care”. Governments of different countries, including Germany, Italy, and
the Netherlands, develop social policies based on social capitalism principles.
These policies affect relationships within Aristotle’s household and outside in his
community, village, and state. Social capitalism can establish responsibilities and
expectations that will influence a young person’s decision to participate in volun-
tary service activities. Social capitalism may particularly influence women’s deci-
sions to volunteer in other countries. These policies may affect people’s abilities to
become active European citizens and thwart solidarity.

Young people may face a variety of formal requirements and informal expectations
to support family members. As indicated, these obligations may discourage young
people from pursuing participation in voluntary service activities at the European
level. These private and public-private barriers may disproportionately affect young
people in some nation states more than others.

information
Beyond obligations, other memberships an individual has may affect his or her
decision to participate in voluntary service activities in other European countries.
As various experts have noted, including Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1990), and
Putnam (2000) among others, most individuals belong to groups through which
resources are shared and even guarded from others. These resources not only are
financial, they can be information about opportunities. These kinds of group mem-
bership can criss-cross Aristotle’s conception of the relationship between state, vil-
lage, community, and household. Membership in one community can restrict
relationships with other communities and villages. Strong community relationships
may weaken ties to national and transnational institutions. This project will
describe two ways distribution of information among community members can
affect an individual’s decision to participate in voluntary service activities based in
another European country. 

The first is group closure. Group organisation and shared beliefs may work against
reception of information from outside the group. A group may be organised in a way
that, intentionally or not, may isolate group members from outside information. A
system of shared beliefs of this group, for instance, could work against receiving and
accepting outside information. Norms shared by group members may discourage
separation of young people from their own group. Granovetter (1973) finds that weak
ties, through which an individual has infrequent and casual contact with another,
produce more information. Strong ties are made when individuals frequently see
each other over a long period. New information is less likely to enter into relation-
ships based on strong ties than weak ties. For individuals who are members of
strong groups, access to information may be restricted because of group closure. A
relationship based on a weak tie suggests the other individual has ties to others.
These relationships will produce new information that strong ties will not.

The second is unequal access. Rather than closure, a group may not have access to
information. Some groups may not be in the position to receive information about
voluntary service opportunities. Often tied to opportunities based in human capital



and socioeconomic structures (see below), members of some groups may not have
access to information presented in “mainstream” media. Some groups may either
avoid or do not have access to major newspapers, radio and television pro-
grammes, or Internet information delivery. Access to a television does not guar-
antee an individual will view a programme about European citizenship, but in
Europe televisions are widely available and may be an important means of commu-
nicating information about voluntary service activities (IARD 2001:18). In Malta
nearly 70% of people own a television; in Romania only 23.2% do. Internet usage
widely varies, ranging from 3.7% in Turkey to 67.6% in Sweden. Experiences with
voluntary service organisations in home countries (Bode 2003) may shape individ-
uals’ opinions of voluntary service activities. Moore and Whitt (2000) have demon-
strated that gender breakdown among leaders of a non-profit organisation
influence women’s decisions to participate in non-profit activities. Individuals may
conclude conflicts between voluntary service agencies at home (Stroschein 2002)
will be found in other European countries. These conflicts may discourage a young
person from making a commitment to a voluntary service agency in another
European country. Access to information in general and to specific kinds of infor-
mation will influence a young person’s decision to participate in voluntary service
activities.

Table 4: Information access
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Country Proportion Proportion Proportion of Number of Proportion
of 15-24 year of 18-25 year 15-24 year olds individuals of Internet
olds olds who who agree with owning a users
belonging have “a great the statement: television
to an deal” or “foreigners out of 1000
association “quite a lot” living in [own (nationalmaster.
(IARD:Table 6) of confidence country] have com)

in Europe same rights as
[nationality]”
(IARD:Appendix 1)

Austria 60 15.6 519.03 45
Belgium 47 70.9 19.3 458.73 36.5
Bulgaria 439.11 16.5
Cyprus 19.4
Czech Republic 332.3 26.2
Denmark 77 47.1 32.9 579.63 62.6
Estonia 429.51 30.5
Finland 67 63.3 33.9 616.47 51.8
France 49 74.6 24.4 578.26 28.2
Germany 58 49.1 13.9 623.79 39
Greece 17.8 238.14 13.1
Hungary 440 12
Ireland 61 72.4 17.4 463.79 33.4
Italy 54 78.5 20.5 522.42 32.1
Latvia 519.41 13.3
Lithuania 473.2 9.5
Luxembourg 66 17.4 627.53 22
Malta 699.26 14.7
Netherlands 77 60.9 36.1 501.53 60.3
Poland 337.88 7.8
Portugal 40 60.9 18.1 327.65 43.6
Romania 235.72 4.5
Slovakia 482.5 31
Slovenia 366.79 12.9
Spain 38 53.7 27.8 402.81 19.6
Sweden 82 64.3 58.3 518.12 67.6
Turkey 3.7
UK 50 50 25.2 507.53 57.2
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Membership in some groups may work against interest in Europe and European cit-
izenship. Group membership is not only limited to ethno-linguistic or religious
background. Group membership may be based in legal or social categories, such as
people with mental and physical disabilities.

Opportunities
Beyond group membership, some individuals may not enjoy opportunities to par-
ticipate in voluntary activities. Three factors may work against an individual’s deci-
sion to seize an opportunity of voluntary service. The first factor is whether the
individual can economically afford to participate in the voluntary service activities.
This question can involve a multitude of factors, including whether a young person
has obligations to his or her family. Other affordability factors include whether the
person has sufficient income to participate in voluntary service activities: does an 

Table 5: Opportunities

Country Gross Youth (15-24) Difference Aggregate Proportion
domestic unemployment between men of non- who have
product rate (UNECE and women in mother visited
per capita 2000) employment tongue skills foreign
(CIA 2003) (IARD: (Europa) countries

Appendix 1)

Austria 27700 4.9 5.8 82

Belgium 29000 15.2 6.6 114

Bulgaria 6600 38.4 (2001) 51 17

Cyprus 10000 10.5 71 70

Czech Republic 15300 17 67 82

Denmark 29000 6.7 0.6 154

Estonia 10900 23.8 63 63

Finland 26200 21.6 3.7 105

France 25700 20.7 4.9 65

Germany 26600 7.7 5.2 74

Greece 19000 29.5 12 54

Hungary 13300 12.1 36 46

Ireland 30500 6.4 6.4 39

Italy 25000 29.7 10.1 56

Latvia 8300 22.9 78 52

Lithuania 8400 28.8 67 40

Luxembourg 44000 6.4 4.1 244

Malta 17000 15.4 (2001) 147 41

Netherlands 26900 6.6 2.8 159

Poland 9500 35.2 46 48

Portugal 18000 8.6 7.7 47

Romania 7400 18.6 61 20

Slovakia 12200 35.2 72 75

Slovenia 18100 16.6 117 86

Spain 20700 25.3 10.9 54

Sweden 25400 11.9 3.3 126

Turkey 7000 13.2 43 2

UK 25300 11.8 5.2 34



individual need to accept a paid job in the short term? Does an individual consider
the EVS compensation scheme sufficient?

A second factor is other opportunity costs, besides income, that can affect an indi-
vidual’s decision to participate in voluntary service activities. What factors will an
individual consider in making a decision to participate in voluntary activities? How
will the decision to accept an opportunity to participate in voluntary activities affect
an individual’s short- and long-term circumstances? Considering availability of
work suggests that these opportunities vary across countries. In some countries, a
substantial gap exists between men and women in employment. A young person
may obtain information indicating that the European country where he or she will
participate in voluntary activities does not welcome him or her (Batliwala 2002:
393, 395). Opportunity costs may be greater than predicted benefits arising from
voluntary service participation. In addition to foregoing work income, an individual
may be concerned that he or she will lose formal educational and career opportu-
nities while participating in voluntary service activities. 

A third factor is whether the young person believes he or she is prepared to partici-
pate: do his or her educational background and other experiences prepare him or
her to live and work in another country? For instance, does he or she possess (or
believe he or she possesses) language skills needed to participate in voluntary
service activities outside their own country? Despite impressive language abilities,
Eurobarometer and other agencies report secondary-language skills as significant
concerns to young people (INRA 2001).

Some individuals may mentally place these factors into an equation in which they
try to determine whether “benefits” from participating in voluntary service activi-
ties outweigh their “costs”. Benefits, of course, are not limited to enhancing pay-
cheques or cosmopolitan pedigrees. They will include new experiences,
opportunities for immersion in a second or third language, as well as participating
in new group memberships. These new group memberships may bring new bene-
fits of relationships and opportunities into a participant’s life. Costs to a participant
not only include foregoing a larger pay cheque and time off-track from formal edu-
cational structures, they can include moving away from group memberships and
not fulfilling obligations. As mentioned above, a young person may have faith-
based concerns. Beyond religious beliefs and practices, individuals may anticipate
and experience antagonism because their group membership differs from natives
of the receiving country in other ways, such as language, ethnic background, and
nationality. While it is hoped and anticipated that voluntary service activities will
help overcome these antagonisms, it is reasonable that a young person may hesi-
tate to rise to a transeuropean challenge.

Nevertheless, it is reasonable to suspect that many young people will not work
through a fully-informed calculus of benefits and costs to participating in voluntary
service activities. Not only is it unlikely that an individual would consider every rel-
evant benefit and cost, it is highly improbable an individual could obtain the nec-
essary information. An individual will probably look to experiences of his or her
peers, including group members, and information they find at school, on tele-
vision, or through the Internet. Traveling outside one’s home country may strongly
influence the decision to participate in another European country. Data suggest
that many young people have traveled to other countries (INRA 2001). These expe-
riences will alert a young person to potential benefits from living elsewhere and
that he or she has similar interests and concerns as young people living in other
European countries. 
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Conclusion
This chapter has briefly presented three private and public-private types of barriers
to voluntary service activities young people may encounter: obligations, informa-
tion, and opportunities. Because these barriers are, in many ways, located outside
government’s purview, they may be more difficult to overcome. Some obstacles, for
instance obligations, will be difficult to surmount. Passage of time and demo-
graphic change will reduce imagined boundaries separating European citizens, but
as we know, these boundaries are often more durable than physical ones.

Information and opportunity obstacles may be easier to change, but will probably
be expensive. Distributing information in a useful way to a particular group is one
step. Another difficult but necessary step is devising distinctive opportunities for
the needs of diverse young people, whether those differences are ethno-religious
or socioeconomic.

It is not ironic that participation in voluntary service activities is an important step
to overcoming these obstacles. Through co-operation in voluntary service activities
across European borders, social participation will likely increase, along with pro-
moting educational experiences, learning about different cultural perspectives and
values, and exchanging information about opportunities. First-hand experiences in
other European countries will hopefully result in less prejudice and more integra-
tion. Voluntary service activities will enhance European citizenship and promote
solidarity. 
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2. Challenges to the development 
of voluntary service by young people 
in Poland

Anna Musiala 

introduction

It is no exaggeration to affirm that volunteers are one of the most valuable assets of
any country. There is ample emergent evidence that volunteering builds social and
human capital, enhances social inclusion, provides a source of reconciliation and
reconstruction in divided societies, and a means of lifelong learning. It constitutes
an enormous reservoir of skills, energy and local knowledge, an important wealth
of human experience and social ties, and beyond these qualitative examples, vol-
unteering makes fundamental contributions in economic terms (Lorenz 1994:141).
Despite this evidence, it is unusual for governments to recognise volunteering as a
strategic resource that can be positively influenced by public policy. If volunteerism
is to cement societies together, if it is to be an “engine of renewal”, it needs to
figure more prominently in public policy and gain more recognition as a valuable
form of activity (McKinstry and Lindsnaes 1993:187).

It can be stated that the legal situation of young volunteers is quite precarious, as
most countries do not have, or only rarely have, laws regulating the status of volun-
teerism, and sometimes only covering certain aspects. At international level some
states refer to the European Convention on the Promotion of Transnational Long-
term Voluntary Service for Young People of the Council of Europe (Council of Europe
2000). At the European level a very limited number of States refer to the European
Parliament and Council (2001) Recommendation of 10 July 2001 on mobility within
the European Union for students, persons, undergoing training, volunteers,
teachers and trainers which contains measures that specifically concern volun-
teers. At national level states rarely have a specific legal basis for voluntary activi-
ties of young people. Generally volunteering is based on individual agreements and
contracts, written and even oral, and is therefore subjected to general provisions of
law and jurisprudence. That is why young people who want to engage in voluntary
activities meet a number of difficulties. These difficulties usually concern: social
protection, taxation of pocket money, and refusal of visa and residence permits.
They represent real obstacles to the exercise of voluntary activities of young people
and limit the access to them for significant numbers of young Europeans.
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I would like to indicate those obstacles which may discourage young Polish people
from taking part in voluntary activities both in Poland and abroad. I want to con-
centrate especially on the legal aspects of voluntary work as my own research con-
cerns the legal status of people working without being paid for it. My intention is
not only to show the problems but also to propose the possible solutions to them.
I suggest that without defining clear and precise regulations concerning the general
procedures, and especially the legal consequences of voluntary work abroad, it will
be impossible to facilitate voluntary activities (Halba 2003). My country, Poland,
provides a very good example of these issues.

The context
Poland has undergone dramatic political and economical changes over the last fif-
teen years. The government continues to liberalise its trade, foreign exchange and
investment polices. There can be also observed widespread administrative and
social reforms, including health care, social security and the educational system.
Political freedom permits us now to establish parties and associations, vote in elec-
tions, open personal bank accounts and surf the Internet. Poland is becoming a
consumer-oriented society with all the good and bad consequences of that change.
A beneficial result of that change is the appearance of non-governmental organ-
isations that use volunteers. More than half of all NGOs (55%) do not employ full-
time paid personnel and 47% work with volunteers. There are estimated to be
around 1.6 million volunteers in total, who invest on average eighteen hours per
month. The majority of volunteers are employed (61%), school pupils (42%) or stu-
dents (40%) (Ochman and Jordan 1993:6).

The Polish term wolontariusz (volunteer) has been used historically to describe
either a person who has an unpaid apprenticeship or someone who offers to join the
army. For a long time we have been interested in the broader meaning of the term
and its social context, which is well known in countries with a long tradition of vol-
unteerism, but was new for us in Poland. Before the Law on Public Benefit Activity
and Volunteerism1 there was no legal definition of voluntary activity. By volunteering
we understood activities which were unpaid, conscious, based on free will for the
benefit of others. Everyone might become a volunteer, in every field of social life,
wherever there was a need, but not every volunteer could perform every type of
work. The term “volunteer” was firstly used for people who carried out humanitarian
aid in third countries after 1989. Now we have in our system of law a definition of
volunteer. However, we must remember that in Polish the term “voluntary activities”
defines broadly all types of voluntary engagement without remuneration.

The final adoption of the Law on Public Benefit Activity and Volunteerism followed
some six years of discussion and preparation of drafts by NGOs and different gov-
ernments. The International Year of Volunteers in 2001 served to highlight the need
for political recognition of volunteers and its social importance. The Minister of
Labour submitted the draft law to the government on 5 December 2001 (Inter-
national Volunteer Day). After a series of amendments this law came into force on
29 June 2003. The new law does not change existing laws on associations and foun-
dations. None the less, it is very important for the future development of the third
sector as it defines the criteria for public benefit status of Polish NGOs. The law also
provides a definition of NGO and procedural framework for co-operation between
local governments and NGOs.
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A “volunteer” is defined as a person who voluntarily and with no remuneration pro-
vides services based on regulations specified in the law. The law ensures the pro-
tection of volunteers working with accredited organisations regarding health and
social security. Volunteers are entitled to receive reimbursement of expenditure for
costs like travel and training, as well as a daily allowance exempt from taxes. The
law contains provisions for international voluntary services programmes sending
Poles abroad and receiving foreign volunteers from other countries. Volunteers are
also entitled to benefits and reimbursements of the costs “generally acknowledged
for the situation” (for example, board and lodging). 

The law represents an important change for volunteers working in Poland with
accredited organisations. However, we must realise that the provisions of the law
are not sufficient for people working as volunteers. And there are many problems as
a result of a very modest and inaccurate legal regulation. I would like to concentrate
on four of these problematical issues from the Polish point of view:

• the lack of synchronisation (specific legal connection) between EVS and Polish
law (the lack of proper (convenient) standards as well as of provisions on social
protection);

• the problem of replacing full-time workers with volunteers;

• work which is necessary in vocational training (apprenticeship) is performed in
Poland without any remuneration, even without reimbursement of costs and
these people learning defined skills are called volunteers;

• the lack of clear structures concerning voluntary organisations and also the lack
of information about voluntary activities.

The European Voluntary Service programme and the law in
Poland

The Law on Public Benefit Activity and Volunteerism has helped to regulate some of
the basic and most difficult issues.1 This law (as can be observed) has encouraged
even more people to participate in the voluntary actions. Now the volunteers know
their legal situation and all legal consequences of their work. In the past they were
very often discouraged from taking part in voluntary work just because they did not
know their legal status. However, there are still many doubts concerning voluntary
work in Poland. A very problematic issue concerns the term of “volunteer”, which is
not officially recognised. This lack of recognition means that volunteers have to
accept financial disadvantages compared to other low-income groups such as stu-
dents, unemployed people or pensioners because there is no institutionalised
framework for volunteers and as a result they do not get any reductions, for
example, tickets for public transport or cultural events.

It must be also remembered that the Law on Public Benefit Activity and
Volunteerism does not refer to voluntary work in the frame of EVS. Therefore, I can
point out some problematical issues concerning European Voluntary Service in the
context Polish law (Sieveking 2001:176). There are many volunteers who could pos-
sibly take part in EVS but the lack of legal regulations makes them sceptical and dis-

1. Musiala 2003 – the legal situation of volunteers in Poland has been analysed with an indication that the
Polish non-governmental sector needs some clear regulations concerning its activity (especially volunteers’
work). The book was written at the beginning of the year 2003, just before the Law on Public Benefit Activity
and Volunteerism came into force.



couraged. Also the National Agency in Warsaw sometimes encounters problems
concerning legal position which results in uneasiness in their undertakings.

There are few general regulations concerning EVS in the Polish legal system.1

Poland is not ready to deal with a lot of fundamental issues invoked by volunteers’
undertakings, such as:

• the issue of social insurance; can the period of the voluntary work (which is
unpaid) be treated like a period of normal work for which we get paid? It as
regards both future pension and the unemployment allowance is a crucial
problem (Supiot 2001:82);

• should the unemployed be deprived of their rights to the unemployment
allowance if they want to participate in EVS? (Sieveking 2001:172) 

European law does not tackle the above questions and the Polish law does not
solve the problems either. So what are we to do then? When people willing to do the
voluntary work abroad encounter such problems and nobody can help them, they
simply resign.

A very common issue that appears when dealing with voluntary activities concerns
military service. There is no regulation in the Polish legal system for people who
have just finished school and who want to participate in EVS. There is, however, a
regulation that they should perform military service. Is it possible to postpone this
duty for one year in order to participate in EVS? 

Moreover, young people with an unemployed or student status may lose their
health insurance, if they go abroad for a long period. If an unemployed young
person chooses to volunteer abroad, he/she loses access to benefits and needs to
register again after his/her return. Concerning family allowances, volunteers going
abroad longer than for three months also lose their right to receive family
allowances. To restart the payment, a new application must be submitted to a
parent’s employer when the volunteer has returned. Young people, whose parents
are divorced, are entitled to a special allowance until they have finished studying.
In the case of volunteering abroad, they lose the allowance. Young people entitled
to receive an orphan’s pension until the start of their studies also lose the benefits
if they go abroad as a volunteer for three months or more. Basic criteria for the end
of payments are the fact that volunteerism is not recognised on a par with formal
education and that young people often leave the country to perform this activity. 

These examples give an idea of the restrictions on organisations and volunteers.
They do not encourage participation in the EVS programme. Official recognition
would create good conditions for young transnational mobility. More young people
would be willing to engage in European citizenship if legal obstacles were removed. 

Displacement and substitution
There is an understandable concern that the growth of the voluntary sector and
temporary employment schemes will be used to substitute for properly paid per-
manent employment. As a result there has been a strong resistance in some Polish
areas of highest unemployment to the involvement of voluntary organisations. In
Poland it is less well understood that voluntary service is not a remedy for unem-
ployment. What is more, it must be remembered that volunteering should never
replace paid work but should be seen as a natural adjunct to the well-being of the
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community. Therefore, legislation should protect the rights and responsibilities of
both paid employees and volunteers. Voluntary service can provide an important
and worthwhile solution to the problem of unemployment but it should not be used
by governments as a means of manipulating employment statistics and creating a
“second labour market” with second-class jobs for second-class citizens. Neither
should it be regarded as a cheap way for society to delegate public responsibilities
to non-governmental organisations handling voluntary service. It is true that volun-
tary service schemes are generally less costly, leading some to feel they could be
alternatives to more costly retraining schemes, but this reasoning is false.
Voluntary service has its own value for young people and society and has always
been regarded not only as an activity of public benefit and service rendered to
society but also as an alternative means of access to working life, enabling young
people to develop new skills that will help them gain a foothold in society and find
a job. It forms an integral part of the concept and structures of adult education,
implying active involvement in a long and wide-ranging process of learning all
facets of life – it is not just a continuation of vocational training. It is a social
learning process in the broadest sense, which cannot be achieved without educa-
tional support at the group or individual level. I am afraid that if Polish people do
not realise the sense of voluntary activities, then very soon the Polish voluntary
service will resemble certain alternative forms of national service designed for con-
scientious objectors, the unemployed and social welfare beneficiaries, as far as the
organisation of the work and the form of payment goes (Street 1994:21). However,
these types of service will be rarely voluntary and are often imposed or demanded
by the authorities. It is for this reason that voluntary service worthy of the name
must stem from a carefully considered personal decision.

Clearly there is a need for the Polish legal system to distinguish a volunteer from a
worker or an employee by stressing the educational character of transnational vol-
untary service. The European Court of Justice has defined the concepts of
employees and workers.1 The court stated that an employee is any person getting a
salary or wages in exchange for full or part-time work. This definition is explicitly
only used in the realm of economic life. A volunteer is not active in economic life
but participates in projects of mobility in the realm of youth or adult education.
Money is not given to the volunteer for their work, but to provide for basic living.
This allows them to contribute to the common good and learn for their own social
and personal maturity. 

Confusion in terminology and status

In Poland a person who has finished medical school and who wants to become a
heart specialist must perform a period of additional training which lasts about four
years. As a result of a lack of places in hospitals for everybody wishing to do this,
some of these future doctors perform this period of special training without pay-
ment. In Poland they are called volunteers. The same issue affects people who have
finished in faculty of law and want to be, for examples a judge. In this situation they
work in a court of justice performing the necessary special training, but they do not
receive any money. We also call them volunteers. Is this is typical only for Poland or
maybe in other countries we can also find such practices?

1. European Court of Justice: decision in the case of D.M. Levin from 23 March 1982 – 53/81.



Structures and information
A crucial problem for further development of voluntary service is the lack of co-oper-
ation between Polish associations in order to tackle common issues. One example
of where good co-operation exists is the “Centrum Wolontariatu” in Warsaw, which
acts as a co-ordination organisation for a network of 16 regional centres and organ-
isations working with EVS. The idea of a common platform for voluntary youth
organisations is not discussed. Polish people do not know the structure of Polish
voluntary organisations, what kind of problems they deal with and how they fulfill
their tasks.

Conclusion
From the research I have carried out, there is a need to create the special status of
volunteer, because of the unusual nature of voluntary service, which tends not to
fall within the framework of existing practices or legislation on, for example, youth
mobility, education, the labour market, and social protection. The specific charac-
teristics of voluntary service could, for instance, be recognised by:

• issuing volunteers with student visas and regarding them as non-wage earners,
without any formal connections with the labour market and therefore not
requiring a work permit. This approach might be considered if the definition of
voluntary service placed emphasis on its educational value rather than its
activity function;

• requiring the organisations to guarantee a status and a voluntary service con-
tract providing for free board and lodging, appropriate health, accident insur-
ance, pocket money, preparation, support and post-service evaluation.

These proposals would represent some starting points for clarifying the status of a
volunteer (particularly in Poland) and for ensuring an appropriate framework for
their support and for sustaining their involvement.
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1. Learning and recognition 
of voluntary activities

Agnieszka Moskwiak

introduction

At the beginning of the 1980s sociologists observed that a developing economy did
not improve the situation on the labour market. There was a growing unemploy-
ment rate among young people, who after finishing school remained outside the
labour markets. Great numbers of them did not have sufficient levels of educational
attainment, skills and experience to get a job and start an adult life. There have, as
a result, been some actions taken by the European Commission in order to support
young people and their transition from school to the labour market.

In this chapter I will focus on the European Voluntary Service (EVS), a programme
established by the European Commission in 1995, which aimed to create a space
for young people to gain educational and professional experience. Based on my
own research I will try to answer if and what Polish volunteers learn from voluntary
activities and how it influences their educational and professional choices. In the
second part of this chapter I will present Polish pathways to recognition of experi-
ences gained during non-formal education.

From education to work?

In the opinion of the Italian sociologist Ferraroti (1977:39): 

youth is a social invention of industrial society and at the same time its most obvious
failure…. In traditional societies, youth as a separate and specific social group simply
did not exist. One would pass directly from infancy to adulthood and responsibility and
full-time work. Schooling was but a passing phase…training was done directly on the
job.

Traditional pathways of transition no longer exist. Education does not lead directly
to employment. The education system is not flexible enough and lags behind fast
changing technology and requirements of the modern labour markets. The univer-
sity degree is not sufficient to get a job and start an adult life. Young people feel lost
in this situation and have no knowledge of where to improve their skills and gain
professional experience. They do not know what kind of experience provides the
best pathways to work. 
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The European Commission has undertaken some initiatives, focused on improving
the occupational and social position of young people. Among them there are pro-
grammes like Socrates and Erasmus, which enhance university students’
exchange, Leonardo Da Vinci for young workers and last but not least European
Voluntary Service for young people. The programmes together create European
educational space. 

On basis of Decision N0. 1031/2000/EC of the European Parliament and the
European Council on 13 April 2000 the European Commission implemented the
Youth Community Action programme (European Union 2000). It was aimed at
young people aged 15-25. This programme was, however, a continuation of the
already existing programmes Youth for Europe and European Voluntary Service.
Decision 1031/2000/EC made the programme structure more clear and compre-
hensible for the users and also added new programmes such as Youth Initiatives
and Support Measures.

The European Voluntary Service programme
European Voluntary Service (EVS) was established in 1996 when a pilot action was
made and 200 young people participated in voluntary activities abroad. Since then
European Voluntary Service has been gaining greater importance as a source of
educational and professional experience for young people and a means of involve-
ment of young people from more disadvantaged backgrounds. What was important
is the fact that EVS lay in the non-formal education arena. This is so important
because EVS aims to engage participants who are early school-leavers or are out-
side the formal education system.

The main objective of the European Voluntary Service programme is to reinforce
social and occupational inclusion of young people and help local communities by
introducing good practices involving young volunteers who work for between six and
twelve months. During their period of voluntary services volunteers get new social
and professional experiences, improve their knowledge and develop personal skills. 

Voluntary activities are not only a way of using spare time but also a source of new
professional experiences. That is why it should be recognised as a part of profes-
sional experience gained in a non-formal way. The definition of volunteering
changes its meaning from help others to helping others, help yourself. Young
people are more and more aware of this fact, so that each year the number of young
people in Poland involved in voluntary activities increases. Also the numbers of
young people who participate in European Voluntary Service increase constantly.
Data presented below show the engagement of people in voluntary activities in
Poland. Comparing 2001 and 2003 we see an almost threefold percentage increase
of volunteers under 25 years of age (table 1), and table 2 presents the number of
EVS participants in Poland.

Table 1: Engagement in voluntary activities in Poland

Source: Polish volunteerism and philanthropy research – KLON/JAWOR 2005.
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Volunteers
Age 2001 2002 2003
Under 25 8.10% 11.90% 22.50%
26-35 7.80% 9.60% 19.40%
36-46 10.40% 13.60% 18.60%
46-55 14.50% 13.60% 20.50%
Over 55 10.10% 7.10% 8.30%
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Table 2: Number of European Voluntary Service participants in Poland

Source: Polish National Agency of the Youth Programme internal report, 2002.

The data presented above show that in Poland there is a growing engagement of
young people in voluntary activities, both in home and foreign volunteering pro-
grammes. It was these data that inspired me to conduct research related to the
European Voluntary Service. 

Empirical research

The aim of the research was to assess educational and occupational benefits
gained by young people involved in EVS. In particular, the specific objectives of the
research project were to understand:

• The motivation of young people participating in European Voluntary Service;

• Whether young participants are aware of benefits they can obtain during the
service;

• Whether participants apply in order to get particular skills and knowledge or is
it only adesire for “foreign adventure”;

• Whether volunteers participate in EVS in order to improve their job opportuni-
ties.

My empirical research is focused on young people who participated in long-term
European Voluntary Service between 2000 and 2002. In the first part of the
research I focused on the motivation of young people to participate in EVS and what
people learn during their periods of voluntary service. The second part is an
attempt to assess whether the experience gained during voluntary service can be
recognised in Poland and what should be done in order to increase the recognition
of these experiences. The research was conducted at the beginning of 2004.

Methodology

The methodology included a questionnaire sent via post and e-mail to Polish EVS
volunteers who completed their service in years between 2000 and 2002. I decided
to send questionnaires only to volunteers who provided an e-mail or a postal
address. Volunteers were chosen from the database of volunteers from the Polish
National Agency of the Youth Programme. I chose a group of 241 volunteers who ful-
filled the sampling criteria: 150 with an e-mail address and 91 with a postal
address. On 16 January 2004 I sent questionnaires to volunteers. Some 68 com-
pleted questionnaires were returned, a response rate of 30%. This response was
relatively high for a random sample (Sztabinski 1997), but was nevertheless sup-
plemented through further communication with respondents (for example, some
missing dates, unclear answers). The data presented below show only some selec-
tive conclusions from my research.

Total 2000 Total 2001 Total 2002

Applications submitted 51 211 378

Financed projects 49 159 285

Number of volunteers 49 159 285



Demographic structure of respondents – Sex, age, level of
education

A majority of participants in European Voluntary Service are females in all countries
of the programme. Equality policy has been introduced, however, to increase the
number of male participants. Some national agencies of the EU Youth programme
have introduced a points system when assessing applications, in order to
encourage sending and hosting organisations to accept also male volunteers on
projects. Among Polish participants in EVS, 84.3% are women and 15.7% are men,
and the average age of respondents in my research was 25 years (see table 3). The
average age of European volunteers is much lower, at 20-21 years old.

Table 3: Age of the respondents

Source: Own research.

Young people from the former EU (the fifteen countries before enlargement in May
2004) usually take up their service after they finish high school. In contrast, Polish
young people mostly decide to become involved in voluntary service (EVS) after
they enrol at university (table 4). The reason for this difference lies in the fact that,
in the majority of the countries, students simply have to sign up to universities on
the basis of prior qualifications (e.g. France, Italy). In Poland the majority of higher
education institutions require entrance examinations. A one-year break makes it
almost impossible to pass these exams. Recent research conducted by the Polish
Evaluation Society on Polish participants in the European Voluntary Service pro-
gramme does suggest, however, that the age of volunteers in Poland is decreasing
and more people around the age of 20 or 21 are now deciding to become volun-
teers.

Table 4: Level of education of respondents

Source: Own research.
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Years %

29 2.90%

28 8.80%

27 11.70%

26 14.70%

25 32.30%

24 14.70%

23 2.90%

22 8.80%

21 2.90%

High school students 2.90%

Recently graduated 
high school students

14.70%

University students 64.70%

University graduates 17.70%
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Motivation to do voluntary work and 
participants' perspectives on what has been learned

Previous experience in voluntary work

One of the main questions to consider in relation to EVS participants is if they have
ever participated in voluntary activities before. What is so significant about Polish
volunteers is the fact that most of them (45.9%) have never been volunteers before.
Some 44.1% of EVS volunteers, however, had participated in some kind of volun-
teer work: 86.6% of them worked with children, 20% were engaged in development
of NGOs, 13.3% worked for NGOs, which manage volunteers on different projects,
and 13.3% helped in an NGO office. 

Motivation to go on EVS

When we take into consideration the motivation to go on EVS we have to ask also
why volunteers chose certain areas of activity for their project. This refers to inter-
ests and the expectations of the volunteers towards project content. Table 5 pres-
ents what is important for volunteers when they choose projects within EVS. It can
also give answers to what they expect to learn during EVS. For the majority of young
people taking up service the most important things are: relation to their interests
(47%), country (47%) which usually is connected with a desire to learn the lan-
guage (47%) and the possibility of acquiring new skills and knowledge (47%). The
least important reason is any connection of the project with previous volunteer and
work experience (5.8%).

Table 5: What was important for you when choosing project subject?

Source: Own research.

1 It had to correspond to my interests 47.00%

2 It had to be placed in a certain country 47.00%

3 It had to give me a chance to get new skills and knowledge 47.00%

4 It had to give me a chance to learn a language 47.00%

5 It had to give me a chance to use my knowledge and 
skills from school, university 23.50%

6 There were places available 20.50%

7 It had to correspondent to my education 17.60%

8 I wanted to know a new area 14.70%

9 The subject had to concern certain areas 11.70%

10 The project should be with other foreign volunteers 11.70%

11 Other

– I don't know: 2

– I knew the hosting organisation before: 3
8.80%

– Someone told me it was interesting: 1

12 It had to corresponded to my previous work experience 5.80%

13 It had to correspondent to my previous volunteer experience 5.80%



Volunteers were asked to write five reasons for their decision to participate in EVS,
in order from the most important reason (1) to the least important (5) one. Table 6
illustrates that, first and foremost, volunteers wanted to get to know new cultures
and people. Some 14% of all responses identified this reason. The second most
chosen reason was to learn or improve foreign languages (12.8%).

I was also interested to see if volunteers choose EVS because they think it will
improve their chances to get a better job in the future. Some 4.8% of volunteers
stated that EVS offers occupational experience and the same proportion felt that it
helped to improve their future job prospects. The table also shows that most vol-
unteers choose participation in EVS because they want to know about other people
and new cultures – such as their history, politics, education, mentality and cus-
toms. As Kristensen (1999) has suggested, intercultural competencies are part of
what are now being referred to as “international key qualifications”.

Table 6: Motivation to go on EVS

Source: Own research.

It seems that young people are aware that participation in EVS increases job oppor-
tunities; however, they volunteer because they want to experience living in a dif-
ferent culture, with young people from all over Europe. Only 1.2% chose EVS
because they did not have any idea about what to do after finishing school.
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Ranking (number % 
Why did you decide to participate in EVS? of choices)

1 2 3 4 5

1 I wanted to know other people, a new culture 6 16 8 14 2 14.0

2 I wanted to learn a language 8 6 12 10 6 12.8

3 I wanted to get new skills and knowledge 2 8 4 12 8 10.3

4 I wanted to help other people 4 10 8 2 6 9.1

5 It was an adventure 6 0 10 4 8 8.5

6 I wanted to make a break in my schooling to think about 6 6 2 0 8 6.7
what I wanted to do in the future

7 Because I wanted to be independent 2 2 6 6 0 4.8

8 EVS gives a chance to get occupational experience 6 2 2 0 6 4.8

9 EVS experience helps to get a better job in the future 8 0 4 2 2 4.8

10 I wanted more experience in this area 2 4 2 2 2 3.6

11 I wanted to know better myself 2 0 4 4 2 3.6

12 I was unemployed 4 0 0 0 4 2.4

13 The EVS project was adequate for my education area 2 0 0 2 4 2.4

14 One of my friends was a EVS volunteer 2 2 0 0 2 1.8

15 Employers prefer people with volunteer experiences 0 0 2 0 4 1.8

16 I wanted to check if the subject interested me 0 0 4 0 2 1.8

17 I wanted to go abroad before I continue my education 6 0 0 0 0 1.8

18 Other
– I knew the hosting organisation before 1.8
– I couldn't have found an interesting job in Poland 4 0 2 0 0

19 EVS gives a chance to develop knowledge and skills 0 0 0 4 0 1.8
gained in school, at the university

20 I have just finished school/university and I didn't know 0 0 0 2 2 1.2



Le
a

rn
in

g
 a

n
d

 r
ec

o
g

n
it

io
n

115511

Skills required by projects and learned through participation 

I also asked volunteers if their projects required any specific skills or knowledge
(table 7). Some 67.6% of the respondents said that their project did not require any
skills; 32.4% stated that they were asked for previous experience. They mentioned
various skills and, importantly, also characteristics such as openness, tolerance
and courage. Some 36.4% of hosting projects required fluent knowledge of a lan-
guage.

Table 7: Skills required by EVS hosting project

Source: Own research.

The vast majority (76.5%) of volunteers, when asked if they got new skills and
knowledge during their projects, said that they had (see table 8). The most obvious
outcome arising from participation in European Voluntary Service, to which 46.1%
made reference, was knowledge of a language. This was followed by “interpersonal
skills” (30%). Some 23% of the volunteers also said that they had acquired some
organisational skills during their projects, and another very important outcome was
the capacity to live in a different culture (19.2%).

Some 11.5% of volunteers indicated that an outcome of their EVS experience was
the broadening of their horizons and developing values such as tolerance, open-
ness and respect. Volunteers also indicated that they had acquired a better under-
standing of certain subjects like youth, and issues relating to disabilities, and
ecology.

Table 8: Skills and knowledge gained during EVS

Source: Own research.

1 Fluent knowledge of a language 36.4

2 Character traits: tolerance, openness, courage 36.4

3 Previous experience in work with children/youth 36.4

4 Computer processing 27.3

5 Artistic creativity 9.1

6 Knowledge of subject area 9.1

7 Organisational skills 9.1

8 Driving licence 9.1

1 Language skills 46.1%

2 Interpersonal skills 30%

3 Organisational skills 23%

4 Better understanding of certain subjects: 
youth, issues relating to disabilities and ecology 23%

5 Ability to live in a different culture 19.2%

6 Technical skills 15.3%

7 Better knowledge about youth programmes 15.3%

8 Some values: openness, tolerance, respect 11.5%

9 Artistic skills 7.7%

10 Ability to work with “disadvantaged” youth 7.7%

11 Cooking skills 7.7%

12 Sporting skills 3.8%



Overall evaluation of EVS influence

Participation in EVS most influenced the personal development of the volunteers.
We can assume, however, that personal development influences educational and
occupational choices. Volunteers are more open and equipped for new experi-
ences; sometimes they decide to study subjects they would never have chosen
before or they become convinced that occupational choices they made were right.
Over 50% of the volunteers stated that EVS had had an influence on educational
choices and over 60% stated that their participation also influenced their occupa-
tional choice. Over 50% of volunteers answered that participation in EVS had had
an influence on getting a job. In contrast, however, 32% of volunteers stated that
their EVS experience had had no influence on increasing their employability.

Table 9: Influence on different areas of life

Source: Own research.

Summary of research findings

The aim of my research was to find answers to some core issues relating to the influ-
ence of EVS on volunteers and their educational and occupational choices. Polish
volunteers, the research suggests, are aware of the benefits they can get by partic-
ipating in EVS, but this consciousness comes after the experience of EVS, rarely
prior to involvement. Most prospective volunteers want to get some new intercul-
tural experience, and to learn or improve a language. At the start, they do not asso-
ciate EVS with professional experience. After the service is completed, however,
volunteers discover that it has a great influence on their personality and as a con-
sequence on their choices concerning adult life.

EVS is an important experience in the voluntary curriculum. In Poland, however, it is
not recognised enough by the employers. In the second part of this chapter I will try
to highlight some core issues concerning recognition and validation of experiences
gained during non-formal education.

Recognition of voluntary experience
Research conducted on Polish volunteers shows that a lot of Polish EVS partici-
pants expect that experience gained whilst volunteering will help them not only to
develop their knowledge, skills and personality, but will also be a trump card which
will enrich their curricula vitae compared with those who do not take up opportuni-
ties for volunteering.

The European Union and governments of the EU countries make efforts to increase
recognition of experiences gained during volunteering activities. My research
affirms that voluntary activities are still not recognised by Polish employers who
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Influence on Significant Big Average Small No influence
influence influence influence influence

Educational
choice 23.50% 29.00% 12.00% 0% 35.00%

Occupational
choice 23.50% 44.00% 12.00% 0% 21.00%

Getting job 26.40% 24.00% 12.00% 5.90% 32.00%

Personal
development 70.50% 21.00% 2.90% 2.90% 2.90%
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still view them as an interesting break in people’s careers, but they do not know
how it could be useful in work.

The main problem is that volunteering itself is not recognised in certain countries
where programmes for volunteers have existed for a short time only. In post-soviet
countries, for example Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary, volunteering
still has very bad connotations, for it recalls the communist ideology where “each
citizen should be involved in community improvement and should do something
beneficial for society”. As a result, at the beginning of the 1990s, when the fall of
the Iron Curtain took place, and even with the appearance of new non-govern-
mental organisations, not many people were keen on volunteering because of
these foundations and associations. KLON/JAWOR’s statistics (KLON/JAWOR 2005)
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter indicate that even in 2001 not many
people were involved in voluntary activities, for example only 8.1% in 2001 of
people under 25 years of age. In Poland, according to some research, the word “vol-
unteer” is not recognised by many people. 

We should, however, also take into consideration that the voluntary sector in cen-
tral and eastern Europe has an alternative, longer story. Before the development of
civil society post-1989 an earlier “civil society” had proved its ability to organise
itself under extremely difficult circumstances in central and eastern Europe. Even
though there was initially no legal framework for NGO activities, it has been sug-
gested (Les 1994) that this sector was already remarkably developed, though words
such as “volunteering” and “non-governmental” organisation did not exist at that
time.

Since the beginning of the 1990s considerable work has been done to overcome
the negative connotations associated with voluntary activities. People were no
longer forced to work for the common good, and were given the choice to partici-
pate in the activities of the NGO sector. The way to increase recognition of the vol-
unteer sector is to inform people about voluntary activities, and where they can be
done. Newspapers and magazines have a very important role to play as they are the
most widespread source of information, including for young people.

One of the aims should also be to increase the recognition of voluntary pro-
grammes among young people who are “actors” in the voluntary scene. There are
still a lot of young people, especially from less privileged backgrounds, who do not
know that they can volunteer or that there are programmes for volunteering that
may help them to gain experience. There should be more open information access,
by means of different institutions of public life, such as NGOs and government insti-
tutions. There should be a greater engagement of the state in the promotion of vol-
untary activities. Poland has not had a youth policy for many years, but in 2003 the
Polish Youth Strategy for the years 2003-12 was adopted by the Ministry of National
Education and Sport. The second strategic objective is creating chances for the
development of self-detemined activity and initiative on the part of young people.
This could clearly be achieved in part through the development of youth voluntary
service, either at a national or international level. In 2003 the ministry and the
National Agency of the Youth Programme started popularising international forms
of youth voluntary service, for example the EU Youth programme. In 2004 a data-
base on youth voluntary service was created. Within this structure there is Eurodesk
Polska, and the next step will be in 2004-05, building a national system of youth
information compatible with Eurodesk. These actions should increase access for
young people to information and recognition of the experiences gained during
periods of voluntary service.



Furthermore there is no good system of certification of skills gained whilst volun-
teering. NGOs did not have to certificate engaged volunteers before 2003. To
change this situation the Law on Public Benefit Activity and Volunteerism in Poland
was adopted in April 2003 (and came into force on 29 June 2003). This law provides
a framework for the activity of the third sector and for its volunteers. NGOs are
obliged to issue a written volunteer agreement when the period of voluntary work
exceeds thirty days. In addition they have to provide safe and hygienic work condi-
tions, cover travel expenses incurred by volunteers in connection with their service,
and cover training costs. These solutions are still not complied with by many organ-
isations, which find them bureaucratic and time consuming. 

The Polish Government also adopted the programme “First Job” which was created
for young graduates. Voluntary service was included in this programme as a valu-
able source of work experience and to combat social exclusion.

Conclusion
Much has been done to increase recognition of voluntary service in Poland.
However, there are still challenges to be faced and some solutions missing.
Voluntary activities still have not been treated as a “period of employment” for the
purposes of receiving state welfare payments. There is no distinction between
short-term and long-term voluntary activities. Solutions in these areas would
encourage employers to treat voluntary experiences as equal to work experiences.
As I noted at the start of this chapter, employers often still do not understand what
it means to work as a volunteer and that volunteers are often engaged in activities
which require a very good knowledge of those areas of “work”.

Recognition and validation of experiences gained during non-formal education (for
example, European Voluntary Service) is still not appreciated enough in Poland.
However, the Polish National Agency of the Youth Programme and some NGO
umbrella organisations are working to promote and enhance the recognition of this
area of learning. On 8 December 2004 the first Polish conference on non-formal
learning took place, which brought together stakeholders such as politicians, youth
workers, youth leaders and others who are interested in the recognition of non-
formal education.
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2. Recreational Activity Study Book
system in Finland: an example 
from experience

Lauri Savisaari

introduction: learning in voluntary activities 
– Why recognition?
School is an important learning environment for young people. However, young
people learn outside school, as well, especially from participation in voluntary and
leisure activities which offer good places for learning. Young people learn many
valuable life skills in voluntary and leisure activities, for example, co-operation and
team skills, communication skills, goal-orientation and problem solving skills.
These skills are also useful when a young person attends further education or
starts working. 

Learning in voluntary and leisure activities carries various names: it might be called
“civic learning”, “non-formal learning” or “informal learning”. If a learning activity is
defined to be “non-formal learning”, the organising party should have a clear under-
standing of the learning that is supposed to take place in the activity. That implies at
least some educational principles or an “educational programme” behind the
activity. One cannot argue that a learning activity is “non-formal” without a clear,
well-defined understanding of the learning that takes place in it. In addition, it is
essential that both the learner and the educator are aware of the aims and methods
of the supposed learning situation. Without these features, the learning is “informal”
or “occasional” by nature. In this context, both non-formal and informal ways of
learning things and acquiring competencies are dealt with in parallel. Most organisa-
tions that deal with young people do have a clear educational role and many even
have their own educational programmes (for example, the scout movement).

Formal education and non-formal or informal learning (that takes place for example
in voluntary and leisure activities) support and complement each other. In line with
the principles and aims of lifelong learning, the learning environment of young
people should be approached as an entity, the ingredients of which are a formal
educational system, working life and free-time environments (such as home,
leisure activities, family, peer groups). Integration of formal and non-formal
learning implies actions and a change of traditional attitudes. The learning of young
people in voluntary and leisure activities is usually observed from the point of view
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of formal education. When doing so, the essential concepts are a) identification, b)
recognition, and c) validation of learning.

From the viewpoint of voluntary and leisure activities, it is important that the
learning taking place in activities is recognised and appreciated in society. Thus,
evaluation of non-formal or informal learning is also important. Through evaluation
the learning environment produced by youth organisations can be further devel-
oped. Evaluation or measurement of informal learning is particularly complicated,
though, since the learning outcomes are very difficult to place in a specific context,
time or place. In addition, informal and non-formal learning includes also non-
course-based activities like information, advice or guidance, which do not usually
have an agreed curriculum.

Accreditation of non-formal learning in voluntary and leisure activities can also
carry risks: if, for example, a formal educational institution automatically credits a
certain activity, the voluntary nature of the learning activity could be endangered. In
addition, the formal educational system is relatively equal (at least in the Nordic
countries) in regard to place of residence, but opportunities to actively participate
in voluntary and leisure activities vary a great deal, depending on which area or
region of the country one happens to live in. Therefore, it is necessary to evaluate
the learning experiences in voluntary and leisure activities always personally, and
on a case by case basis and in regard to specific fields of formal education.

Towards better recognition: Recreational Activity Study Book
In Finland there has been a system called “Recreational Activity Study Book” since
1996. The system is developed by the Youth Academy, which is a co-operation
organisation for major Finnish youth and sports NGOs. The Finnish Ministry of
Education and Culture supports the study book system. The study book is a non-
formal and informal learning CV for young people. They can collect entries from all
learning experiences in voluntary and leisure activities. In October 2004 there were
over 70000 study book owners in Finland. The book serves young people as a tool
for making all the experiences and learning – self-development, growth etc. – out-
side school visible. It is also an instrument for identifying and crediting non-formal
learning when applying for a job or further education. The Youth Academy has a
written agreement with 250 formal educational institutions on how to value and
credit the entries in the book. The study book is a feasible way to document and
recognise the non-formal and informal learning of young people. The entries in the
book can be presented in Finnish, Swedish or English.

The Finnish study book system focuses strongly on the development of the indi-
vidual learner – young people. Despite the fact that some pathways towards formal
education have been created as a part of the study book system, the idea is to
cherish the very voluntary nature of the learning taking place outside school.
Therefore, there are neither any criteria for the measurement of learning outcomes
or performance, nor any public examinations held to assess the competencies sup-
posedly acquired. 

The Recreational Activity Study Book system is feasible for the documentation –
and recognition – of both qualifications and competencies acquired by partici-
pating in youth voluntary activities. More focus is, however, placed on the compe-
tencies. That has to do with the individual learner-centeredness of the study book
system. In the study book, more emphasis is put on the development of each young
person’s personality rather than the actual qualifications of the skills required in
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particular job requirements. The underlying idea is that by participating in youth vol-
untary or recreational activities, young people do have a chance to acquire key com-
petencies in regard to personal development, such as social, communicative skills.

Rationale 
The reasons for the openness and “non-measurability” of the Finnish study book
system are several. First of all, as Bentley (1998) argues subjective perceptions of
learning outcomes or competencies acquired should not be of marginal validity, as
they often are in systems depending on public examinations. He states that sub-
jective perceptions are “central to the quality of learning, and the extent to which
what has been learned will be retained and applied in other contexts” (Bentley
1998:147). 

The second reason for the openness and flexibility of the study book system is the
already mentioned appreciation of the voluntary nature of youth informal and non-
formal learning. By formalising the system, the basic motivation for participation in
youth activities, i.e. the joy of being, doing and learning together, would be endan-
gered. The Youth Academy attempts to encourage the representatives of the formal
education system to recognise and value the learning and competencies young
people acquire outside school, as well as to co-operate more with organisations
offering young people meaningful learning environments. But the issue is always
approached from an individual learner’s point of view, not the point of view of the
formal educational system, for example.

The third reason for keeping the study book system informal and flexible is that by
doing so, all young people can gain access to it and collect entries from various
learning activities. The Recreational Activity Study Book is not only targeted to
those young people who are active in one or another youth organisation.
Competencies can be acquired and things can be learned in various situations and
settings, even the non-organised ones. Therefore, even though the study book
system is developed by the Youth Academy and its 12 member organisations (major
Finnish youth and sports NGOs), it is open to all young people, and the content is
designed in a way that all young people “fit” in to be able to make use of it.

Content 
The study book itself is divided into nine categories, according to the nature of the
learning activity. The categories are:

1. regular participation in leisure activities;

2. holding positions of trust and responsibility within NGOs;

3. activities as a leader, trainer or coach;

4. participation in a project;

5. courses;

6. international activities;

7. workshop activities (apprenticeship);

8. competitions; and

9. other activities.



By looking at the categories, one can see that there are environments of both non-
formal and informal learning present. The most formalised form of learning is the
category “courses” which means organised and often hierarchical educational pro-
grammes offered by various youth and sport NGOs and other learning providers.
The eight other categories fall more or less under the umbrella of informal learning,
in which the learning-by-doing approach is often the method for acquiring compe-
tencies and skills.

According to a survey carried out by the Youth Academy in spring 2003 (690 inform-
ants), the most popular category is “courses” (17.4 %). The categories “activities as
a leader, trainer or coach”, “holding positions of trust and responsibility” (see
figure 1) and “regular participation in leisure activities” are also quite popular (12-
13% each). The following figure illustrates a sample page from the Recreational
Activity Study Book.

Figure 1: Sample page from the Recreational Activity Study Book

Type of activity:
Holding positions of trust and responsibility
within NGOs

Organisation in which the activity took place Time/dates of the activity

__________________________________________ __/__/____ - __/__/____

On average _______ hours per week/month

Position of the young person in the organisation Successes and competencies acquired

__________________________________________ __________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

Description of the activity Place                               Date

__________________________________________ __________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

Young person’s self-assessment of the learning Signature of the person responsible for the activity

__________________________________________ __________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

Contact information of the signatory

__________________________________________

Position of the signatory

__________________________________________

The entries in the book are always written by an adult (= over 18 years of age)
person who is either responsible or well aware of the particular activity. Young
people themselves fill in the part “self-assessment of the learning”. The idea is to
focus more on what and how things have been learned rather than what has only
been done. The person signing the entry adds his/her contact information, in case
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someone wants to check whether the young person actually has participated in the
activity or not.

The educational institutions involved in the system have a written agreement with
the Youth Academy on how and to what extent they value and credit the entries in
the book. It is essential to bear in mind that accreditation and validation of the
learning experiences documented in the study book are always individual and case
sensitive. The system does not aim for direct accreditation in formal education in
any way. It is of great importance that the voluntary nature of participating and
learning in voluntary youth activities, whether organised or not, will not be endan-
gered.

The Recreational Activity Study Book is distributed to young people mainly through
youth and sports NGOs. Young people usually receive or purchase the study book
when involved in the activities of a particular NGO, for example when attending
courses, etc. Recently, more and more private companies have purchased a limited
number of study books and given them to young people locally, either through
schools or youth and sport organisations.

Critical reflections: strengths and weaknesses 
of the Recreational Activity Study Book

The Recreational Activity Study Book was originally developed by several experts
from the member organisations the of Youth Academy. The need for such a product
was of a rather instrumental nature in the first place: how could those young people
that are very active in the voluntary work of specific NGOs gain and benefit from
their experiences and learning? The main focus was on the benefits rather than on
the development of individual young people. A hidden agenda was also present:
the NGOs behind the Youth Academy felt the need for better recognition of their
own activities and even existence.

The Recreational Activity Study Book was very effectively distributed to the young
active members of the founding organisations in the first years (1996-98). The
organisations were strongly committed to the promotion of the study book, but less
focus was put on the actual use of the book. Therefore, a lot of the study books dis-
tributed in the first years were given to the “right” young people, but after that there
were hardly enough support measures to encourage young people to go on using
the book and collecting entries in it.

Having learned important lessons from the first years with the study book, the
Youth Academy invested in supporting those young people that already had the
book. The Youth Academy began to publish a magazine for the study book owners.
The magazine came out twice a year, and it included articles about different kinds
of organisations, voluntary activities, learning in leisure time, funding own proj-
ects, using the study book in formal education and job recruiting, etc. The maga-
zine was sent to those study book owners who had registered with the Youth
Academy.

At the same time, the Youth Academy began to do biannual surveys on how the
study book was actually used and how the product could be developed. The main
results from the surveys have been that, although some young people actually
have used the book when applying to further education or a job, most of the study
book users are somewhat passive in using the book. The most important function



for the study book users seems to be that the book is a black-on-white documen-
tary for themselves on what actually has been going on in their youth.

The educational institutions involved in the Recreational Activity Study Book
system have not always found it easy to recognise and value previous learning
experiences of young people. This has mostly to do with the fact that the book is
structured according to the nature of voluntary free time activities rather than
according to the curricula of different formal educational institutions. The book
focuses on experiences of young people and the learning in those experiences
rather than on the skills and competencies actually acquired. A more competence-
based approach would suit the educational institutions better, and probably some
young people as well. However, it has been a strong strategic – and even ideolog-
ical – decision by the Youth Academy and its member organisations that the
Recreational Activity Study Book has to be structured on the activities, not the com-
petencies. This has to do with the more general question in youth work and youth
policy about the extent to which youth work can focus on the employability as
opposed to the citizenship of young people. The answer to that question has been
– at least thus far – that youth work focuses on the development of the individual
and their role in civil society, not merely on employability issues.

When writing this article, the Youth Academy is a national partner in a European
project called “REFINE – Recognising Formal, Informal and Non-formal Education”.
The Youth Academy participates with the Recreational Activity Study Book. Being a
partner in the REFINE project has made it possible to test the suitability of the book
in formal vocational education. At the moment, 30 young students are using the
study book in In Jyväskylä Vocational Institute, in which there is a project aiming at
prevention of dropping out of vocational education. As a part of that project, the
institute organises free time activities for the students. The students participating
in those free time activities are testing the Recreational Activity Study Book and
they are promised to get study credits from the entries in the study book at the end
of the term. Results from this pilot project are expected in spring 2005. Preliminary
feedback has sent the message that the study book probably needs some “calibra-
tion” to be done to it in order to be able to serve the needs of formal education 
curricula. 

Conclusion: adaptation to the European mainstream?
The Recreational Activity Study Book system has raised positive interest at a
European level – it is also mentioned as a good practice in the European White
Paper on youth by the European Commission. The Finnish study book system could
be one starting point in creating a European model for the recognition of youth non-
formal and informal learning, bearing in mind the cultural and educational differ-
ences across European countries.

There are several other European processes regarding the recognition and valida-
tion of non-formal and informal learning. Most of the work in those processes is car-
ried out by experts in the field of formal education. From the point of view of
voluntary civic activities, this is a bit problematic, since the approach towards
recognition is almost always focused on skills and competencies rather than
rewarding activity as such. The Youth Academy has closely followed the ongoing
processes and is considering their possible effects on the future of the Recreational
Activity Study Book. It is inevitable that for example “Common European Principles
for the Identification and Validation of Non-formal and Informal Learning” by the
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European Commission have to be taken into account when further developing the
study book. Luckily, in most of the European processes regarding the theme, youth
organisations and youth voluntary free time activities have been – at least to some
extent – treated and dealt with as important learning environments.

It is likely that, in the future, the Recreational Activity Study Book will be restruc-
tured to relect better the common European principles and standards. Even if this
happens, we have to be careful not to sacrifice the most valuable asset of the
Recreational Activity Study Book, namely the appreciation of voluntary activities
and young people’s engagement to participate voluntarily in different free time
activities.
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3. Using qualitative research methods 
for analysing the volunteers’ experience

Kateryna Shalayeva

introduction

This chapter is focused on certain types of qualitative research methods for the
study of long and short-term evaluation of voluntary experiences of young people
across Europe. It is different from a quantitative approach to studying voluntary
activities as it can provide the source for verification and estimation of the impact
of voluntary service on a volunteer, and the hosting and home community. This type
of qualitative research represents the position of one type of feminist methodology
that focuses on the real individual lived experiences as a way to developing a
greater understanding of the topic of study. Consequntely, this chapter proposes
this empirical method, which should assist in creating a more precise and complete
pictures of the skills and competencies that young people learn by completing vol-
untary activities and how voluntary experiences can be transferred to the purposes
of social development. By the term “voluntary experiences” we are referring to
intercultural learning, job qualification, interpersonal skills, social identities, and
other related characteristics gained through voluntary involvement. 

This chapter describes methods of case study, personal development reporting,
biography, and qualitative research of documents. Our description of the case
study is oriented towards the exploration of the community impact of voluntary
activities. Personal development reporting is used as a method of analysis of the
personal voluntary experiences within volunteering and of its possible impact at
later stages of life. We also emphasise in the chapter that biography methodology
allows the study of the experiences of pre-volunteering. In particular, it gives an
opportunity to focus on the specific life stories of minority and socially excluded
groups as a way to include those groups in voluntary activities on the basis of better
understanding of their needs. The last method to which we give consideration is
qualitative research of documents. This concerns the analysis of photos, drawings,
and notes produced during voluntary activities and in the period of their rethinking
that serve to include non-verbalised practices and hidden impacts in the process of
social research on volunteering. Other methods of a qualitative nature are possible
in research of voluntary experiences but they are not a focus of this chapter.
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Rationale for more creative methodologies
An actual need to develop the methodology of social research in volunteering was
indicated in the “Analysis of the Replies of the Member States of the European
Union and Acceding Countries to the Commission Questionnaire on Voluntary
Activities of Young People”. It states: “… much still needs to be done to improve the
evaluation and monitoring of voluntary activities …” (European Commission
2004:7). First of all the sources of social information on volunteering must be diver-
sified and this brings qualitative methods into use. Diversification of methods that
aims to collect social information will lead to inclusion and consideration of
minority and previously excluded social experiences as well as to immersion and
clarification of previously studied aspects of volunteering and discovery of new
areas. This will consequently improve the understanding of voluntary activities in
general as well as the quality of their provision.

The advantage of the qualitative approach developed in this chapter lies in its
capacity to draw together information on feelings, beliefs and attitudes of an indi-
vidual in contrast to the generalised and de-personalised statistical figures of
quantitative research. As a result the researcher who has based her study on a
qualitative method can make her research sensitive and adjust the focus of
research to an actual situation. This allows for gathering information that is highly
personalised. It tells us stories of individual lives and therefore adds a more sub-
jective human dimension to existing “objective” social research.

The use of qualitative methods as a general approach to discovering social reality
helps to find answers to the research questions already programmed in the research
scheme and the new upcoming questions that appear through the process of
research. Methods of a qualitative nature do not only answer the question “what”,
but they also answer the questions “how” and “why”. Usually in quantitative
methodology (typically conducted through questionnaires) the researcher defines
the main subject of research before the empirical stage, so that the whole process of
data finding refers to the chosen definitions. As a result, the picture of the social
reality is determined from the very beginning by the standpoint of the researcher.

It is of course true that any research is influenced by the personal values of the sci-
entist. In the use of qualitative methods the influence of a scientist appears even
more clearly. In relation to this, the moderation of a process of social discoveries
goes through encouragement and inclusion of personal descriptive opinions of
respondents and an in-depth look into the field of research. For example, the initial
research question in the study on the impact of voluntary experiences on young
people would be “What is voluntary experience?” For the quality of the qualitative
research it is important to know what respondents themselves consider as volun-
tary experiences, because on this specific basis they create descriptive pictures of
being active within different social domains as volunteers and legitimise their
experiences for themselves and other agents. 

By knowing what respondents mean behind “voluntary experience” we can har-
monise the social research through introducing the significant social meanings
delivered by respondents into the process of research and its conclusions. Prior to
evaluating the “voluntary experience” we have to know what the respondents who
have such an experience mean by it. The inclusion of respondents’ understanding
of voluntary activities provides greater validity in social research. In contrast to
quantitative methodology, when categories are often predetermined, the subject
plays a stronger part in shaping subsequent classifications and analysis.
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Having described the focus of qualitative research as the focus on individual expe-
riences, choices and attitudes that represent a realist, feminist methodology, we
now move on to analyse four of the above-mentioned methods of qualitative
research that can facilitate the social study of voluntary experiences.

Methodological innovation
The first method to be addressed is a case study. Case study is a popular socio-
logical method used broadly when there is a need to draw a general picture of a
particular situation. In the field of voluntary experience it might be oriented to
explore community impact. People as human beings live in the society. Society
shapes our personality and every activity of an individual makes an influence on a
society at a larger scale. Voluntary activities are meant for the purposes of society.
Therefore it is very important to be able to make a clear estimation of the results
and impacts of voluntary activities on community life. For the purpose of devel-
oping a deeper understanding of the society at trends and the place of voluntary
activities in it, we need to create an extensive and detailed picture in which
domains, by which tools and with which features voluntary activities bring changes
into the society. 

Human life is full of emotions and feelings that are addressed through qualitative
methodology. Therefore qualitative case study assists both a scientist and a
broader audience to realise, through both a process and the results, what specific
changes and influences have been made through voluntary activities. Case study
describes and delivers the conclusions in an easy, accessible language.

In the case study we may attract individual stories of volunteers, newspaper arti-
cles, feedback from the participants of related events, expert opinions, different
published and unpublished materials about particular voluntary activities
including background papers, reports and proceedings, transcripts of interviews
with representatives of a target group, visual documents (photos, drawings, post-
cards, advertisements, logos, other promotional materials), and texts of mottos of
related events. Everything that comes to the attention of a researcher is of potential
interest for a colourful, detailed and explanatory case study – a story of the event
(see Kirby and McKenna 1989, Eichler 1988). Our purpose is to highlight the spe-
cific points related to the research of voluntary experiences. Last, but not least, in
the case study is the role of the researcher who shall be creative and sensitive
towards discovering new and outstanding information.

As well as the case study method allowing the researcher to define the community
impact of volunteering, the personal development report facilitates our knowledge
of what an impact voluntary experience makes on an individual life of a volunteer.
Personal development reports are created in two ways: short term and long term.
Short-term personal development reports cover the period of volunteering and are
conducted prior to, within and shortly after the term of volunteering. The aim of a
short-term personal development report is to collect up-to-date information about
current influences and changes that voluntary experience exercises on an indi-
vidual life. Within short-term reports we are able to compare the values and life
practices for a person before and shortly after a term of volunteering. By this we can
analyse immediate impacts that voluntary activities produce on a volunteer. 

At a later stage of life, a long-term personal development report might be drawn up.
Within a certain period of time a volunteer returns in her memories to a past volun-
tary experience and gives an opinion on what was significant or insignificant in spe-



cific areas of voluntary experiences and how it has influenced her future social
achievements. Personal development reports may be executed in written or oral
forms, when a volunteer describes her life on paper or participates in a semi-struc-
tured interview. 

For both short and long-term reports a list of recommended questions is desirable.
In our research we are interested in what competencies and life chances a volunteer
has acquired through their activism? How a new situation in life has influenced per-
sonal motivation and world orientation of a volunteer? The evaluation of the reports
can follow any of the established methods of qualitative analysis.

In the social research of the last decade special attention has been paid to discov-
ering the life experiences of minority and socially excluded groups. One method
that in principle allows learning the social experiences of volunteering of minority
and socially excluded groups is the biography method. This is oriented to
researching a general life path of an individual with a special consideration given to
the turning points of human biographies. Turning points of human biographies
apply to certain events, conditions and people that played a crucial role in defining
life strategies and determination of life achievements.

There is a condition of social development that every individual receives equal
chances to enrich her personality and to harmonise relations with the social world.
Therefore specific measures and social actions must be introduced in order to
involve minority and socially excluded groups in societal interaction on an equal
opportunity basis. In order to do so, we need information on how and why the
groups have been named “minority” and “socially excluded”, and have been
shifted to the margin of society. 

Using the biography method, two initial questions are raised: if a new experience
gives a volunteer better social benefits in terms of recognition, employment and
social choices; and if any impact has been made on the close social circle of a vol-
unteer, like family and friends? The answers that we find will be our starting point
for the building up of outreach strategies as a first step towards the re-inclusion of
those groups, including their involvement as volunteers. 

There is an elaborated set of requirements guiding the organisation of biography
study for minority and socially excluded groups. General recommendations are
drawn from my doctoral research (Shalayeva 2005). Biography study may be organ-
ised through an in-depth interview, in which semi-structured or non-structured
interviewing are the most appropriate. A semi-structured interview is based on a
list of pre-established guiding questions. These questions will scan the whole dura-
tion of life of a respondent and have a focus on specific periods, social institutions
and organisations that produce an impact on the individual’s life as well as consid-
ering the influence of significant others. 

The role of the researcher in the interview requires special consideration, for there
is always the possibility of direct or indirect influence on answers, which needs to
be minimised. In the interview researchers regularly face circumstances in which
respondents may be inclined to give “desirable” answers related to expectations
and assumptions to do with the characteristics of the interviewer (such as gender,
ethnicity, class, age, ability). For that reason similar gender and life experience can
facilitate the establishing of a common language between the respondent and the
interviewer and eliminate “desirable” answers. At the same time it also increases
the probability of a more correct interpretation of the results by the researcher,
which will, in turn, enhance social knowledge. The results of the biography studies
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are the optimum results for illustrating the changes that occurred as a result of
social activism in the form of voluntary involvement. 

The last method to be described in this chapter is the use of qualitative research of
documents. This includes the analysis of photos, drawings, postcards, logos,
advertisements, and other visual materials, where visual representation forms the
basis of conclusions about the non-verbalised practices and hidden impacts of
social interaction among individuals and their groups. Visual practices are signifi-
cant in defining social relations and therefore need a place in the process of social
research.

We shall consider a wide range of materials that tend to promote volunteering in
different ways. All of them can become the focus for potential documentary
research. The qualitative research of documents can be used to reflect on the
meanings of signs and symbols introduced in the documents that are studied.
What is of interest to us is the image drawn by volunteers as an expression of their
emotions and opinions in relation to their volunteering involvement? The study of
pictures and drawings that volunteers produce during their activism gives an indi-
cation of the individual voluntary experience and the impact of that voluntary
activity on the community. Through studying visual objects we introduce another
cognitive source into the research. 

For potential documentary research of this nature we may look into the questions of
popular and specific meanings that visual documents hold. It will provide evidence
of the real interests of the individuals involved in voluntary activities. This knowl-
edge can be specified according to the target groups, their backgrounds and their
interests. This enables us to see what images are most relevant to which audiences
so we may develop more efficient outreach strategies in the voluntary field. It is in
particular relation to the voluntary experiences of disabled people that qualitative
research of documents connects more closely to the experiences of cognitively
excluded volunteers. It is this new language of signs and symbols that requires fur-
ther study. 

Volunteers can themselves, without any special procedures, estimate the results of
their activities. These methods have already been used as a training tool and as a
part of the evaluation of training events in a number of social programmes
including volunteering. The future of this method as an evaluation, rather than a
training or self-assessment, technique lies in strengthening its capacity for broader
analysis and explanation – although there is already a body of literature on which
to build (see Harding 1987, Mehan and Wood 1975).

Conclusions
Qualitative methods of social research, such as those mentioned in this chapter,
open up new areas of research on social experiences that are important for devel-
oping a better understanding of social reality and for the development of efficient
social policies, including deeper institutionalisation and wider social recognition of
voluntary activities. Therefore we argue for the qualitative approach that allows for
focusing on the specific nature of the studied subject and their life experiences,
including volunteering.

This chapter has identified several reasons for the introduction of qualitative
methods in research on volunteering. First, they have the potential for gathering
more diverse data. Second, they promote the inclusion and consideration of



minorities. Third, they offer more sensitive research instruments and correspond-
ingly richer data. Fourth, they assist in the clarification of previously studied
aspects of volunteering and the discovery of new issues. Finally, they add a human
and personal dimension to the current framework of research. Overall, the results
of qualitative studies contribute to the visibility and quality of voluntary activities. 
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1. Analysis of the replies 
of the Member States of the European
Union and the acceding countries 
to the Commission questionnaire 
on voluntary activities of young people

Commission staff working paper

introduction – Procedural and political background
The Commission White Paper “A new impetus for European Youth”, adopted in
November 2001,1 identifies several priorities for action in the youth field amongst
which participation, information, voluntary activities and a better knowledge and
understanding of youth. In its Resolution of 27 June 2002 setting a new framework
for co-operation in the youth field,2 the Council called for an open method of co-
ordination to be applied to the above priorities and gave mandate to the
Commission to draft common objectives for those priorities on the basis of reports
on the situation in all Member States.

In accordance with its mandate, and on the basis of questionnaires sent to the
Member States and candidate countries, the Commission first drafted reports and
proposed common objectives for participation by and information of young people.
These common objectives were presented to the Council on 11 April 2003. In its
Resolution of 25 November 2003,3 the Council adopted those proposed common
objectives.

Pursuant to this same mandate, and as it has done for participation and informa-
tion, the Commission drew up questionnaires in consultation with the Member
States and the European Youth Forum for the two following priorities, i.e. voluntary
activities and a greater knowledge and understanding of youth. These question-
naires were sent to the Member States, acceding countries and candidate coun-
tries. Both questionnaires were drawn up using the same approach as for the
questionnaires on participation and information, with the same general structure, A
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1. COM (2001) 681 final.

2. OJ C 168, 13 July 2002.

3. Council Resolution of 25 November 2003 on common objectives for participation and information for
young people, OJ C295. 



thereby first gathering basic information, then outlining the current policy with
examples of best practice, and, finally, describing the expectations at European
level. Countries were also asked to specify the channels used nationally for con-
sulting young people.

While the way in which the questions were handled differed from one country to
another depending on the national situation of youth policy and voluntary activi-
ties, the replies in terms of information supplied, ideas, proposals and examples of
good practice put forward provided a fertile and interesting basis for reflection.

The purpose of this report is to present a synoptic analysis of the replies given by
the Member States and the acceding countries to the questionnaire on voluntary
activities of young people, which will serve as a basis for proposing common objec-
tives in that area for adoption by the Council. 

For the purpose of this analysis, the present report purports to describe, as a first
step, the situation with regards to voluntary activities of young people such as
acknowledged by the Member States and acceding countries. To this end this
analysis report will first of all depict the data quality, the legal basis, the main
actors, the finances as well as management, supervision, evaluation and moni-
toring. Then it will refer to specific information given by Member States and
acceding countries on young people in voluntary activities and will treat voluntary
service in particular.

After concluding on this first point, this analysis report will describe the challenges
identified by the Member States and acceding countries for voluntary activities of
young people, at national as well as at European level, giving examples of good
practices for each of the identified challenges. Four challenges, covered each one
by a chapter, have been identified about voluntary activities of young people:

• Development of voluntary activities

• Facilitating voluntary activities

• Promotion of voluntary activities

• Recognition of voluntary activities

Each of these chapters starts with an analysis of the situation in the Member States
and acceding countries, outlines key-points and good practices and refers to the
expectations in terms of European common objectives.

Consultation of young people and other actors 
for the purposes of the questionnaire
The Member States used various channels for consulting young people when
preparing their replies to the questionnaires.

In some cases, this was done formally by addressing the questionnaire to various
youth and voluntary organisations. In others, the authorities responsible for youth
affairs set up specific national consultation bodies bringing together representa-
tives of youth organisations with young people who were not members of an organ-
isation.

Finally, in certain cases, specific consultation events were organised (conferences,
seminars, discussion forums, etc. ) bringing together representatives of various
youth and voluntary organisations and young people who were not members of an
organisation.
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Often, specific Internet sites were set up to provide young people with information
on the questionnaire, sometimes even with the questionnaire adapted to young
people’s “language”, and to ask them, in particular those who were not members
of an organisation, for their views.

Consultation did not only involve young people, but also, in many cases, other gov-
ernment departments, regional and local administrative bodies responsible for
youth, researchers, experts on the ground and others working in the field (youth
centres, town councils, youth services, national agencies for the Youth programme,
associations engaged in voluntary activities etc. ).

Some shared the answers to the questionnaires with the young people and their
organisations, others did not.

Basic considerations

Due to the fact that there is a variety of traditions and practices of voluntary activi-
ties in the different states and in order to allow for clarity the following definitions
are used in this context:

Voluntary activities: are all kinds of voluntary engagement. They are characterised
by the following aspects: open to all, unpaid, undertaken by own free will, educa-
tional (non-formal learning aspect) and added social value.

Voluntary service: is part of voluntary activities and is characterised by the fol-
lowing additional aspects: fixed period; clear objectives, contents, tasks, structure
and framework; appropriate support and legal and social protection.

Civic service: is a voluntary service managed by the state or on behalf of the state.

Civilian service: is an alternative to compulsory military service in some countries,
but not voluntary.1

Analysis of the situation by the Member States 
and acceding countries

General information on voluntary activities of young people

I – Data quality

There are various approaches to gain knowledge on young people’s voluntary activ-
ities in the different countries. All countries have a certain number of data, but their
focus, their nature and the means and frequency of their collection differ largely,
making it difficult to compare them. Also, their sources vary greatly. Sources
mentioned are reports, surveys, studies, questionnaires, etc., collected by public
authorities, NGOs, in particular youth and voluntary organisations, associations,
universities, research institutes and young people themselves.

II – Legal basis

Concerning the legal basis of voluntary activities we have to distinguish between
the European and the national level. 

1. Sometimes the civilian service is also referred to as “community service”.



At international level some states refer to the Convention on the Promotion of a
Transnational Long-term Voluntary Service for Young People of the Council of
Europe.1

At the European level a very limited number of states refer to the European
Parliament and Council Recommendation of 10 July 2001 on mobility2 within the
Community for students, persons undergoing training, volunteers, teachers and
trainers which contains measures that specifically concern volunteers. In a recent
report3 on the follow-up to this Recommendation the Commission concluded that a
lot still needs to be done to implement the Recommendation in the Member States.

At national level states rarely have a specific legal basis for voluntary activities of
young people. Those who have specific laws are mostly those which have a volun-
tary or civic service. Some regulate specific sectors of voluntary activities, as e.g.
development co-operation, civil protection, social voluntary activities, etc… Others
invoke a number of laws that resort to other domains but cover certain aspects of
voluntary activities, as e.g. laws on associations, social care, child protection,
safety and health, rescue services, etc.

Reference is often made to the fact that volunteering is based on individual agree-
ments and contracts, written and even oral, and is therefore subject to general pro-
visions of law and jurisprudence. 

Most countries do not have a specific legal status for the protection of their volun-
teers. Some informed about initiatives to create a more stable legal basis for vol-
unteering. Sometimes work related provisions also apply to volunteers. This is also
the case concerning taxation, where quite a number of states treat volunteers like
employees and consequently tax their pocket money. Some states have tax reduc-
tions or exemptions for volunteer organisations and for the reimbursement of costs
of individual volunteers. However, these tax reductions and exemptions are some-
times bound to certain conditions, as e.g. their limitation to a certain amount of
money, or the condition that a voluntary organisation is only reimbursed if it quali-
fies as a charity.4

Concluding it can be stated that the legal situation of young volunteers is quite pre-
carious, as Member States and acceding countries do not have, or only rarely have,
laws regulating their status, and sometimes only covering certain aspects.

III – Main actors

Actors in the field of voluntary activities of young people which were expressly men-
tioned are: national governments, regional and local authorities, international
organisations, voluntary and youth organisations, Youth Councils, youth work
organisations, the National Agencies of the YOUTH Programme, voluntary centres
and agencies, associations and particular bodies, mostly set up by the state, like
councils, committees or commissions on volunteering.
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1. Council of Europe, ETS. No. 175, to be found on http://conventions.coe.int

2. Recommendation of the European Parliament and the Council of 10 July 2001 on mobility within the
Community for students, persons undergoing training, volunteers, teachers and trainers (2001/613/CE).

3. Report from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social
Committee and the Committee of the Regions: Report on the follow-up to the Recommendation of the
European Parliament and the Council of 10 July 2001 on mobility within the Community of students, persons
undergoing training, volunteers and teachers and trainers, COM(2004)21final of 23 January 2004.

4. See also study on “Legal Status of Volunteers – Country Reports” by the Association of Voluntary Service
Organisations (AVSO) on http://www.avso.org
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Other actors sometimes quoted were political parties, social partners, schools, col-
leges and universities, federations, the private economic sector, funds, founda-
tions, churches and religious groups.

While the role of the public authorities is mainly funding, defining the conditions
and limits, and in some cases certification, the role of the other actors lies rather on
the operational side. Altogether there is a mix of tasks and responsibilities among
all actors. As far as the role of youth and voluntary organisations is concerned, it
can be said that they have a wide range of tasks that include co-ordination, recruit-
ment, assignment and training of volunteers, contacts with public authorities and
those benefiting from voluntary activities, development and innovation of projects,
as well as fundraising and networking with other organisations.

The main actors of voluntary activities are therefore public authorities and NGOs.
While the public authorities are mainly engaged in setting the conditions and limits
for voluntary activities, NGOs are mostly in charge of organising them.

IV – Finances

As for the financial sources of voluntary activities, some states indicated public
funding at all levels (local, regional, national), as well as private funding via foun-
dations, sponsorship and donations, membership and other fees, etc. Some
referred to the national lottery.

The amount of the money available for voluntary activities is difficult to identify,
due to the various forms of funding and the widespread recipients. However, the
need for more funding is widely recognised.

V – Management, supervision, evaluation and monitoring

Very few answers related to management and supervision structures. Those coun-
tries that replied referred mainly to controlling mechanisms in the context of
funding.

Few confirmed having voluntary activities evaluated and monitored. Methods vary
and include studies, surveys, questionnaires, but also follow-up, reporting and
indicators, etc. In many cases evaluation and monitoring takes place within the 
voluntary organisations.

It can be stated that much still needs to be done to improve the evaluation and
monitoring of voluntary activities in order to make their value and benefit more vis-
ible and to assure as well as increase the quality of voluntary activities.

Young people in voluntary activities

All states give young people the opportunity to carry out voluntary activities.
However, the definitions, forms, possibilities and organisational approaches are
many and diverse, sometimes even within one and the same state, which adds to
the complexity of the issue.

The number of young people rendering voluntary activities is not always known
and, where indicated, is not always calculated in the same way. It also refers to dif-
ferent age groups. However, it can be said that in all states young people commit
themselves on a voluntary basis and seem to find it a valuable experience.

Some states pointed to the fact that all voluntary activities were open to young
people. The following areas of voluntary activities in which young people engage
themselves were frequently quoted: sports, environment, nature and animal pro-



tection, culture, social sector, school or university, youth organisations, scouts,
neighbourhood help, religious service, fire-fighters, civil protection, development
aid, political parties and trade unions.

The activities that young people undertake in these areas can be quite different,
but sometimes comprise also, among others, organisational, management and
administrative tasks. The areas, activities and tasks are often subject to change
according to the growing age of the young volunteer (e.g. engagement in school
matters to be replaced by university related activities).

The following reasons for young people to commit themselves to voluntary activi-
ties were mentioned, among others: defending a cause, being of use to others,
meeting other people, using one’s time and one’s competencies and improve
them, to bridge a waiting gap, enhance one’s employability, training opportunities,
fun, etc.

In all Member States and acceding countries young people are committed to volun-
tary activities. Even if their exact number is difficult to identify, there is information
about the areas they engage in, about the tasks they take over and about their
motivations.

Voluntary service

Only a minority of states has a civic service in place (Germany, France, Italy,
Luxembourg and Czech Republic). All of these countries have legal provisions for it,
or at least for some kinds of voluntary service. The forms, the age limits, the dura-
tion as well as the organisations allowed to organise voluntary service differ.
Restrictions to state run service can be found as well as a strict limitation to NGO
run service. Sometimes the areas in which the voluntary service can be carried out,
are a priori defined.

A number of other countries are clearly not in favour of establishing such a civic
service and prefer promoting voluntary activities or voluntary services through
NGOs.

Quite a number of countries referred to the European Voluntary Service (EVS),
which is Action 2 of the YOUTH Programme and which offers transnational voluntary
service and aims at developing the solidarity of young people, thereby promoting
their citizenship and supporting the mutual understanding of young people.1

As far as the relationship between military service and the various forms of volun-
tary service are concerned the picture is quite manifold and varied. Of those coun-
tries that have a military service in place most also offer the possibility to carry out
a civilian service instead. In a few countries a tendency to progressively replace the
military service by civic service can be observed.

Challenges identified by the Member States and acceding
countries

Member States and acceding countries have highlighted the following challenges,
entailing action not only at national but also at European level:
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Development of voluntary activities of young people

The possibilities for young people to engage in voluntary activities vary consider-
ably in the different countries. Even if a wide range of voluntary activities is avail-
able for young people, they are not always transparent and easily accessible and
should be developed.

Key points:

– Voluntary activities of young people are an expression of active citizen-
ship and solidarity and therefore need to be enhanced.

– The voluntary activities landscape in each Member State and in Europe
is quite a patchwork.

– There is a need for more transparency of the existing possibilities.

– Voluntary activities should be developed, within and beyond the
existing categories and scopes.

– Organisations play a key role in voluntary activities. In order to be able
to carry out their role they need support.

– Training of volunteers and their managers and supervisors is important
to improve the quality of voluntary activities.

– At European level the exchange of information, experience and best
practices need to be enhanced.

– The European Voluntary Service (EVS) should be reinforced.

– A closer co-operation between civic services is desirable.

I – Analysis of the situation in the Member States and acceding countries

According to the replies to the questionnaire there is agreement that voluntary
engagement of young people is an expression of active citizenship and solidarity
and therefore needs to be enhanced. All replies underline the high value of volun-
tarism for society.

It can be stated that the situation of voluntary activities in Europe is quite complex.
There is a wide range of activities, sometimes even within one and the same
country.

Some countries have a voluntary service in place in addition to other possibilities
of voluntarism, others consider setting one up. Those that already have a voluntary
service sometimes know more than one form of it (e.g. Voluntary Ecological Year
and Voluntary Social Year, Civic Service, European Voluntary Service, etc. ).
Organisers and domains of the voluntary services differ, as well as the duration and
the responsibilities and tasks of the volunteers. The services can be carried out
within or outside the country, either in another EU country, another European
country or in a non-European third country.

Countries which base their approach on more informal voluntary activities, allow
for long or short term activities; often both are possible in one and the same



country. Sometimes the voluntary activities are organised, with clear structures and
rules, sometimes they are occasional and flexible and self-organised.

This patchwork of possibilities add to a risk of lack of transparency which some-
times makes it difficult for young people to get the information they need about
possibilities to volunteer. (See point “Promotion of voluntary activities” for more
details.)

It is equally difficult for voluntary or youth organisations which wish to network to
identify appropriate partners, inside and outside their home country. There is some
networking going on, but there is an interest in more exchange, at all levels.

Almost all states seem to be ready to develop further voluntary activities, at least
within the existing categories and scopes. Some are also considering to extend or
are already extending them beyond the possibilities currently existing in their coun-
tries. Different kind of organisations play a major part in voluntary activities. In
many countries they organise most of the voluntary activities. The support that they
receive from the state mostly consists of financial support, sometimes of training,
and in a very few cases of protective legal regulations. Sometimes support is given
to the recruitment of volunteers. Another form of support is recognition, rarely
formal recognition, but more often social recognition. The need for more funding of
voluntary activities is widely recognised.

Many states underline the importance of fostering training of young volunteers and
those managing and supervising them, with a view to capacity-building and in
order to assure and improve the quality of voluntary activities and organisations,
but also as a means of recognition.

II – Expectations in terms of European common objectives

There is broad agreement that exchange of information, experience and good 
practices on voluntary activities should be encouraged at European level. As far 
as an enhanced co-operation is concerned, some countries wish for a better co-
ordination, others propose that the EU should facilitate networking.

Co-operation and networking were also the subjects of the first European
Conference on Civic Service and Youth, which was organised by the Italian
Presidency, with support of the European Commission, in Rome in November 2003.
This conference aimed at allowing an exchange of views, activities and national
practices on the civic service of young people. Another aim of the conference was to
identify ways of a closer co-operation between civic services at European level,
including the European Voluntary Service (EVS).

In the conclusions1 of the president of the conference2 it is suggested to further dis-
cuss, follow up and monitor the co-operation among civic services in the framework
of the open method of co-ordination in the youth field. A reinforced participation 
of young people in these activities with a view to strengthening their citizenship
and solidarity is proposed as well as the reinforcement of the transnational co-
operation. It is also suggested to enhance the exchange of young volunteers in a
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1. The full text of the Conclusions of the conference can be found on http://europa.eu.int/comm/youth

2. The conference was chaired by the Italian Minister responsible for the contacts with the Parliament, 
Mr Carlo Giovanardi.



A
n

a
ly

si
s 

o
f 

re
p

li
e

s 
o

f 
EU

 M
e

m
b

e
r 

S
ta

te
s

118833

number of domains, to recognise their civic service experience and to exchange
information and good practices on a systematic and regular basis.1

In their replies to the Commission questionnaire on voluntary activities many coun-
tries comment on the YOUTH Programme, and in particular on the European
Voluntary Service (EVS). They underline the importance of the YOUTH Programme
and of the EVS and draw attention to the fact that it is often only in this framework
that young people can carry out a voluntary service in another than their own
country. A number of proposals point towards the reinforcement of this service,
also with a view to extending it. Many wish for more funding for the EVS.

There is a demand for a greater flexibility of volunteering opportunities in the frame-
work of the EVS, for easier and shorter procedures and for reinforcement of the tutor
concept. Some countries wish to expand the possibility of a short-term EVS, others
want it to be more accessible, but also more varied and enlarged in scope. There is
a proposal that the EVS as such should be reinforced and developed by national
experiences and should allow for the combination of national and EVS projects.

Most Member States refer to the draft Constitution of the Convention on the future
of Europe2 a Voluntary Corps of Young People is suggested and show a certain
openness for considerations about possible links with the EVS at the appropriate
time and by appropriate means, if it is ensured that the specific nature of the EVS
and in particular its prevailing non-formal learning aspect will be kept.

III – Good practices

Of the various examples of good practices in the field, the following could
be singled out:

– In Flanders a high number of young people are involved in youth work
on a voluntary basis. An example is the scout movement where each
local scout group is supported at least by 10-20 young volunteers and
where voluntary activities follow the approach: “by young people for
young people”.

– In Hungary voluntary activities are developed at local level by students
in the Debrecen Volunteers Team. The students use the knowledge from
their university studies for programmes useful for their local community
in the environmental, social and educational field.

– Italy has set up a civic service that is constantly developing further. It
started originally as alternative to the military service, and was later
opened also for young women and now evolving to a full voluntary
service for all young people. Italy is also playing an active role in the co-
operation with the civic services of other countries.

1. In view of an enhanced co-operation among the Member States, acceding countries and the European
Commission a joint meeting of all agencies involved in the YOUTH Programme and all national voluntary civic
service bodies is envisaged for spring 2004.

2. Draft treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe: draft articles on external action in the Constitutional
Treaty, CONV 685/03 of 23 April 2003.



– Lithuania has recently established a national voluntary service, the
“Youth Social Year”, based on German experience, and initiated and
implemented by the youth organisation A.C. Patria and its partner
organisations. The target group are young people between the ages of
15 and 23.

– Luxembourg developed in co-operation with the Red Cross for Youth a
specific training for young volunteers who wish to carry out a voluntary
activity for the benefit of other young people in so-called Youth Houses.

– In the Netherlands the project “The neighbourhood for all ages” (“De
Buurt voor alle leeftidjen”) was geared towards a greater social cohe-
sion and solidarity. The idea is to develop voluntary activities further, in
the sense of inciting voluntary activities at local level, e.g. by young
people engaging for senior citizens, and thereby bringing together
people living in the same community.

– Poland is developing voluntary activities of young people in the frame-
work of its new Youth Strategy. It is a political objective of this Strategy
which also refers to instruments and tools, like a database for voluntary
activities.

– Scotland is in the process of taking a more strategic approach to the vol-
untary engagement of young people. Further to the evaluation of the
Scottish Executive Millenium Volunteers Programme it is planning to
develop a scheme, provisionally called “Scotscorps” that will encourage
young people, including those from disadvantaged backgrounds, to vol-
unteer full time during a gap year. Accreditation is also being considered.
Even, if this new scheme is still in the preparatory phase, it seems to be
a good example for developing young people’s voluntary activities.

Facilitating voluntary activities of young people

Member States and acceding countries acknowledge in their replies that young
people who wish to engage in voluntary activities often meet a number of difficul-
ties which represent real obstacles to their exercise of voluntary activities and
sometimes limit their access to these activities. The nature of these obstacles as
well as approaches to overcome them are outlined in the following paragraphs.

Key points: The main obstacles to the voluntary activities of young people
are still of legal, administrative, fiscal and social nature (e.g. exclusion of
certain groups of young people, lack of language skills, and lack of training).

– When carrying out their voluntary service in another country young
people often do not receive the visas and residence permits they need.
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– Another obstacle is the lack of funds.

– Exchange of information, experience and good practice at European
level between all relevant actors can help remove the obstacles.

– Legal means and instruments could be considered at national and
European level.

– Member States should start implementing first the recommendation on
mobility that they approved at European level in 2001.

I – Analysis of the situation in the Member States and acceding countries

There are numerous obstacles to voluntary activities of young people. Member
States and acceding countries refer to the following obstacles:

Legal obstacles to the voluntary activities of young people are e.g. the lack of a spe-
cific statute for volunteers, which leads to problems in terms of recognition, of
social protection, of taxation… The lack of minimum standards as well as of provi-
sions on social protection is certainly a major issue for young volunteers.

The lack of rules and instruments recognising voluntary activities in the framework
of formal education, e.g. in high schools or at university, by enterprises and
employers or by society in general is another factor for young people being reluc-
tant to participate in voluntary activities.

The treatment of volunteers as employees leads to the taxation of their pocket
money. Only a few countries have tax reductions or exemptions for volunteers and
voluntary organisations. Where they exist, they are sometimes limited to certain
amounts or to the reimbursement of costs only, or they are only accessible for cer-
tain kinds of voluntary activities (e.g. those that qualify as charities).

Another important obstacle mentioned quite frequently is the lack of funds for vol-
untary services or activities. A lack of funds often leads to long waiting periods for
young volunteers incompatible with their expectations or does not allow all young
people interested in volunteering to indeed carry out a voluntary activity.

Administrative obstacles are e.g. long and tedious procedures for the individual
volunteer, certain requirements imposed to voluntary organisations, the lack of
appropriate housing, the lack of language courses for those who wish to carry out
voluntary activities abroad and the lack of training. As far as voluntary activities in
third countries or of third country nationals in EU countries is concerned, the refusal
of visas and residence permits creates a major problem for young volunteers.

In order to overcome these obstacles countries have different approaches. Very few
countries have adopted laws, and those that have, have done so in the context of
voluntary service, or regulating only certain aspects relating to volunteering.

There are examples of countries where minimum standards or codes of good prac-
tice exist. In most cases they are rather set up by voluntary organisations than by
public authorities. One possible approach could be to progressively replace control-
based by trust-based approaches, which would be characterized by more confi-
dence in the individual volunteer and less controls. Such a system can only function
if responsibility is assumed on the side of the volunteer but also of the body organ-
ising the voluntary activity.



Some countries mentioned that, in order to overcome the obstacles, they had
signed or were in the process of signing the Council of Europe’s Convention on the
Promotion of a Transnational Long-Term Voluntary Service for Young People.1

II – Expectations in terms of European common objectives

As far as the role of the EU in removing obstacles to voluntary activities is con-
cerned, Member States and acceding countries propose a regular exchange of infor-
mation, experience and good practices in order to enhance the removal of
obstacles.

Some countries see a role for the EU in removing obstacles to cross-border volun-
tary activities, others call for classifying volunteers as a specific category at EU
level, which sets them apart from employees. One Member State proposed that the
EU should incite Member States to ensure health insurance and social protection in
general for volunteers. In this context it should be mentioned that volunteers are
subject to Community rules on free movement of people and should in principle be
covered by Directive 90/364 of 28 June 1990 on the right of residence (OJ L 180 of
13.7.1990). This directive provides that EU nationals who do not enjoy the right of
residence under any other provisions of Community law shall be granted the right
of residence in other Member States provided they are covered by sickness insur-
ance in respect of all risks in the host Member State and have sufficient resources
to avoid becoming a burden on the social assistance system of the host Member
State during their period of residence.

Volunteers under the European Voluntary Service2 scheme enjoy full insurance cov-
erage under a group insurance scheme, receive full board, lodging and allowances
as well as travel costs. 

This is a demand of a few countries, and by a number of NGOs and other organisa-
tions in charge of voluntary activities, for laying down the rights and obligations of
volunteers at EU level. Some countries express it as “setting out common rules or
standards” or propose that the EU should set minimum standards.

The Commission is ready to consider if legal means and instruments could help
reach the aim of making it easier for young people to carry out voluntary activities.
In the context of facilitating voluntary activities, reference should again be made to
the European Parliament and Council Recommendation of 10 July 2001 on Mobility3

within the Community for Students, Persons undergoing Training, Volunteers,
Teachers and Trainers. By this recommendation measures which specifically con-
cern volunteers were adopted. 

In a recent report on the follow-up to the recommendation on mobility the
Commission found that there are still big gaps in the transposition of the recom-
mendation in the Member States.4 The first step of actions to be implemented at
European level by Member States should be those actions recommended and
accepted by Member States.
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1. Convention of the Council of Europe of 11 May 2000 on the Promotion of a Transnational Long-Term
Voluntary service for Young People; http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/html/175.htm

2. The full text of the Conclusions of the conference can be found on http://europa.eu.int/comm/youth

3. The conference was chaired by the Italian Minister responsible for the contacts with the Parliament, 
Mr Carlo Giovanardi.

4. In view of an enhanced co-operation among the Member States, acceding countries and the European
Commission a joint meeting of all agencies involved in the YOUTH Programme and all national voluntary civic
service bodies is envisaged for spring 2004.
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III – Good practices

Of the various examples of good practices in the field, the following could
be singled out:

– Finland recognises young people’s efforts in voluntary activities by the
International Award for Young People. Young people participating in this
scheme acquire certificates for their achievements. These certificates
exist at various levels.

– In Germany the project – within the Voluntary Social Training Year –
“Environment and Cleanliness in the city quarter of Boy/Welheim”
(Bottrop) aimed at motivating young people with less opportunities to
engage in environmental protection and cleaning up their local commu-
nity in Boy/Welheim in the Ruhr area. The young people were involved in
the planning and carrying out of the project. Their voluntary engage-
ment for their area was recognised by a social event with the participa-
tion of high-ranking politicians.

– In the United Kingdom (UK) the Year Out Group, an association of inde-
pendent UK-registered organisations of various sizes, has developed a
Code of Practice that provides guidelines in standards for services for its
members to follow. The member organisations involved have adopted
the Code of Practice as their operational standard. Operational stan-
dards have equally been created to assist in monitoring placements and
measuring satisfaction.

– In Wallonia a Higher Council for Voluntary Activities was recently put in
place (“Conseil supérieur du Volontariat”) as a measure of recognition
of the voluntary sector. This Council brings together the social partners
and aims at supporting voluntary activities.

Promotion of voluntary activities of young people

Even if all Member States and acceding countries agree that voluntary activities of
young people should be promoted, the engagement in actually promoting them
has to be reinforced, as well as the means vary from one country to the other. The
aims of promoting voluntary activities among young people are quite manifold and
include amongst others which are outlined below, the inclusion of young people
with less opportunities in voluntary activities as well as networking of voluntary
organisations.

Key points:

– Member States and acceding countries agree that voluntary activities of
young people should be promoted.

– A number of Member States feel that they could do more to promote the
voluntary activities of young people.

– Promotion is up to now mainly done by voluntary organisations them-
selves.



– The means of promotion are quite varied. However, word of mouth still
seems to be an important means of information and promotion.

– Young people with fewer opportunities need to be addressed by promo-
tional measures particularly.

– Networking of voluntary organisations at all levels and co-operation
between all relevant actors are judged as important.

– At European level, it would be useful to contribute to the promotion of
voluntary activities for young people.

I – Analysis of the situation of Member States and acceding countries

There seems to be widespread agreement about the aims of promoting voluntary
activities as means of reinforcing the solidarity of young people and their engage-
ment as citizens. The aim of promoting voluntary activities is in fact manifold and
should inform young people about possibilities to volunteer, provide advice and
support, raise young people’s awareness about volunteering, increase the number
of young volunteers. 

However, the degree of state involvement in promotion measures varies consider-
ably. While some are quite active, others leave promotion measures to voluntary
organisations themselves and limit their support to financial support of these
organisations.

In general the actors promoting young people’s voluntary activities are mainly the
voluntary organisations themselves, but also young people, public authorities,
youth organisations and centres, schools, churches, religious groups, etc. Places
where information about volunteering is distributed are libraries, job offices, uni-
versities, etc. The means of promotion are quite varied and cover media, websites,
action and information days, public awareness campaigns, subsidies, leaflets,
booklets, newsletters, gatherings, forums, seminars, etc., even if a very important
means of promotion is still the word of mouth.

Among the public authorities some ministries in charge of youth affairs play an
active role in voluntary activities of young people.

Quite a number of states referred to the YOUTH Programme as promoter of volun-
tary activities. Many states underline the importance of promoting voluntary activi-
ties in particular among young people with fewer opportunities. The reasons these
states mention are the low involvement of these young people in voluntary activi-
ties, giving those who have failed or done less well in formal education a “second
educational chance”, and offering them opportunities of mobility they might not
have otherwise. However, indication was made that language might be a barrier for
these young people in international voluntary activities and that promotion meas-
ures should take this aspect into account.

In general, networking of voluntary organisations was judged important and some
networks already exist. However the need to encourage an enhanced co-operation
between all relevant actors in the field of voluntary activities in view to exchanging
information, experience and good practice would be beneficial to the promotion of
voluntary activities among young people.
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It should also be mentioned that some states referred to the International Year of
the Volunteer, proclaimed by the UN in 2001, as having boosted promotion activi-
ties about volunteering.

II – Expectations in terms of European common objectives

Many states wish for the promotion of voluntary activities of young people at the
European level by appropriate information actions. Some countries underline in par-
ticular the awareness-raising aspect in this context. There are proposals for actions
around the European Volunteer Day or in the framework of the European Youth Week.
Another proposal is to create a European Youth Voluntary Service Day. Some coun-
tries would like to see voluntary activities promoted in the framework of the life-long
learning strategy. Another proposal, either creating a European voluntary activities
portal or promoting voluntary activities via a youth portal, has already been taken on
board in the framework of the development of the European Youth Portal.

Majority of Member States and acceding countries could also agree on European
objectives for increasing at national level information on volunteering, enhancing
co-operation of all actors and for developing approaches focused on some target
groups for which it is more difficult to participate in voluntary activities.

III – Good practices

Of the various examples of good practices in the field, the following could
be singled out: 

– The Czech Republic developed a peer training programme entitled
“One-to-One” that promotes voluntary activities among young people
by peer support from young volunteers. This programme is carried out in
15 regions of the Czech Republic.

– In Denmark the Danish Youth Council (DUF) has developed materials on
volunteering that help youth organisations to inform young people
about voluntary activities.

– In Greece the ONG “Bridges of Friendship – Institute of Social
Solidarity” organises an annual national exhibition on volunteerism.
This exhibition gives about 100 NGOs, including those giving young
people the opportunity to carry out voluntary activities, the possibility to
promote their activities, to recruit volunteers and donors, to raise public
awareness and to network.

– In Latvia the bringing together of young local volunteers with young
international volunteers in voluntary camps helps promoting voluntary
activities at local and international level.

– Malta has a specific broadcasting station, “Education Channel 22”, that
promotes voluntary activities free of charge.

– Northern Ireland offers a free telephone number that links members of
the public to their local Volunteer Bureau from anywhere in the country.
It gives everyone free access to local volunteering opportunities free of
charge.

– In Portugal a website has been created for young people interested in
volunteering, www.voluntariadojovem.pt. Promotion is done by mailing-
lists and sometimes by media campaigns.



– Slovakia states that the organisation of a big public event, the visit of
the Pope in Slovakia, gave rise to voluntary engagement, knowledge
about it and its acknowledgement.

– Sweden’s National Forum started an Internet platform for voluntary acti-
vities at local level, in a part of Stockholm named Volontärbyrån, which
informs about possibilities for volunteering in this area. Most of the
users of the website are young people. The Ministry of Justice recently
decided to support an extension of this activity at national level.

Recognition of voluntary activities of young people

Young people’s commitment to voluntary activities is often not or not properly
recognised and validated. Formal and social recognition is about acknowledging
the young people’s voluntary engagement for society, their educational experience
as well as their social, cultural and personal competencies, professional skills and
employability that derive from the voluntary activities. Another important issue in
this context is who should recognise the voluntary experience of young people.

Key points:

– Formal and social recognition of the voluntary engagement of young
people is important.

– Some forms of recognition exist but are not sufficient.

– What needs to be recognised are the personal, cultural and social com-
petencies and professional skills acquired through voluntary activities
as well as the added value of voluntary activities for society.

– Recognition of young people’s voluntary activities needs to be ensured
by public authorities, the private economic sector and civil society.

I – Analysis of the situation in the Member States and acceding countries

In their replies the Member States and acceding countries inform the Commission
that young people confirmed in the consultations on the questionnaire that volun-
tary activities are a rewarding experience for them and that recognition of these
activities is important to them.

There is agreement that measures need to be taken to properly acknowledge and
validate the personal competencies, professional skills and the added value that
evolve from the voluntary engagement of young people. The measures to be devel-
oped should be appropriate to the nature of the voluntary activity carried out.

If recognition takes place, it is often of social nature and takes only place within the
organisation in which the young volunteer is engaged. It then takes the form of cel-
ebrations, small gifts, thanking letters, memberships of honour, higher ranks
within the organisations, etc.

At a more visible level, social recognition is sometimes given either by organisa-
tions, umbrella organisations or public authorities through awards, cards that offer
reductions, access to sports events, concerts, travels, etc.
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Formal recognition is mentioned rather rarely and takes the form of references, tes-
timonials and certificates, or advantages in formal education. As far as certificates
are concerned, they are very rare, often limited to voluntary service and issued only
upon request either by the voluntary organisation, or by public authorities. Another
example for a certificate is a regional “passport of voluntary activities” which is
mentioned by one country. 

Advantages in formal education are that the recognition of the time spent with vol-
untary activities as waiting period for studies or diplomas. Sometimes this time
counts as practical experience within a formal study.

Advantages in the labour market are sometimes granted because employers more
and more recognise the value of voluntary commitment of young people, their expe-
riences gained abroad or in diverse social environments. Nowadays it is largely
undisputed that intercultural and social key competencies are an integral part of
learning and employability.

The issuing of a certificate at the end of the European Voluntary Service is recog-
nised as a useful first step for recognition of European voluntary activities. The EVS
certificate consists of two parts, one confirming the participation, and the other
one describing the voluntary activity carried out as well as the learning experience
acquired.

Other forms of recognition quoted are monetary recognition understood as reim-
bursement of costs, insurances and financial support of projects, as well as
training. Member States and acceding countries agree largely that the current vali-
dation and recognition of young people’s voluntary activities is not sufficient and
needs to be enhanced and propose to strengthen the formal recognition, by e.g.
certificates, training, advantages in formal education and in employment, etc. This
implies a stronger involvement of other stakeholders, in particular in the field of
education and training, but also of social partners in order to develop appropriate
strategies and tools at national level. As means of social recognition they propose
a National Volunteer’s Day, a National Volunteers Action Week, awards to groups of
volunteers, awareness-raising campaigns, etc.

II – Expectations in terms of European common objectives

Most countries also wish for an enhanced formal and social recognition of volun-
tary activities at the European level. Member States and acceding countries also
expect to link strategies for a better recognition of non-formal learning and informal
learning experience in the youth field at national level to the initiatives and devel-
opment at European level. As means of formal recognition they propose to make
use of ongoing processes or existing means in the education field, as e.g. the
Europass, and as means of social recognition they suggest to reinforce actions on
European Volunteer’s Day, in the framework of the European Youth Week, etc.

The common European principles on validation and recognition of non-formal and
informal learning, which are currently in preparation aiming at ensuring greater
comparability between approaches in different countries and at different levels
could be used as a way of recognising voluntary activities of young people.

Another means of recognition that is currently being developed and that integrates
some specific certification instruments, such as the European CV format, is the
Europass. It could be used to develop other instruments within its framework with
a view to improving the transparency of qualifications and competencies acquired
in voluntary activities.



III – Good practices

Of the various examples of good practices in the field, the following could
be singled out:

– Austria organises a yearly election of the “Volunteer of the Year”, which
has advanced to a fixed event in the agenda of policy-makers and
media. A call for proposals and a festive event guarantee for visibility.
Each year a focus is put on a particular theme. In 2002 it was
“Volunteers Against the Floods” and in 2003 engagement for citizens
with disabilities.

– The German speaking community of Belgium celebrates each year the
Day of the Voluntary Activity, which was developed from the Day of the
Social Voluntary Activity and which allows for social recognition and
appreciation of those carrying out voluntary activities.

– Cyprus honours its volunteers on 5 December, the International
Volunteer’s Day, with a dinner with the President and the First Lady at
the Presidential Palace. At this occasion the volunteers receive
diplomas and commemorative presents.

– In France the departmental Council for Youth in the Territory of Belfort
has developed a passport of voluntary activities (“passeport du
bénévole”) which will serve as basis for a future “passport of engage-
ment”. This document will allow to trace back the voluntary pathway of
young people and allow for recognising their personal experience and
professional skills. In order for this passport to be developed in the
entire region it will be adapted to the specific needs at local level.

– Ireland’s annual Foróige Citizenship Award forms part of its Citizenship
Programme. This is an out-of-school education programme which aims
to involve young people in the protection and development of the envi-
ronment in their own community areas.

– Spain offers the Voluntary Work Award, which is promoted by several
enterprises from the private economic sector in co-operation between
the Platform for Promoting Voluntary Activities and the Ministry for
Labour and Social Affairs. The prize offers recognition by a financial con-
tribution to the voluntary organisation at which the volunteer who
received the award is engaged.

– In Slovenia the project NEFIKS aims at recognising young people’s non-
formal learning experience through voluntary activities. This project is
carried out by the Youth Guild (“Mladinski ceh”) with financial support
of the Youth Office of Slovenia.

– Wales holds a National Volunteering Week each year that highlights
achievements of volunteers and encourages others to engage in volun-
tary activities, and is thus an example for recognition and promotion.
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Co-operation at European level
The open method of co-ordination, as set out in the Council Resolution of 27 June
2002 regarding the framework for European co-operation in the youth field,1 pro-
vides for common objectives to be defined and followed-up.

This procedure was already applied to the two first priorities of the White Paper on
youth, participation and information, for which the Council adopted common
objectives on the basis of the Commission’s proposal.2

The priority of voluntary activities follows the same procedure. In the questionnaire,
the Commission therefore asked the Member States and acceding countries to pro-
pose common objectives and to specify their expectations to the European level.

Based on the answers of the Member States and acceding countries which are pre-
sented in this analysis report the Commission proposes common objectives for vol-
untary activities of young people. The common goal is to develop, facilitate,
recognise and promote the voluntary activities of young people with a view to
enhancing their active citizenship and solidarity.

The Commission informed the European Youth Forum of its analysis of the Member
States’ and acceding countries’ replies and consulted it on the common objectives
that it intended to propose, based on this analysis report.

1. See footnote 2, p. 175.

2. See page 14 of this analysis report for references.
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2. Resolution on common objectives for
voluntary activities of young people

Council of the European Union
The Council of the European Union and the representatives of the governments of
the member states, meeting within the Council

Whereas:

• The Commission White Paper entitled “A new impetus for European youth” pre-
sented on 21 November 2001 sets out a new framework for European co-opera-
tion in the youth field;

• In its Resolution of 14 February 20021 the Council recognised the added value of
voluntary activity for young people in the context of the development of com-
munity action on youth and adopted the UN strategic objectives.2

• In its Resolution of 27 June 20023 the Council adopted the open method of co-
ordination as a new framework for co-operation in the youth field and endorsed
four priorities, i.e. participation, information, voluntary activities and a greater
understanding and better knowledge of youth;

• In its Resolution of 25 November 20034 the Council adopted common objectives
for the first two priorities, i.e. participation by and information for young people;

• In its Communication of 30 April 20045 the Commission proposed common
objectives for voluntary activities of young people, based on the replies of the
Member States to a Commission questionnaire and after consulting young
people; 
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1. OJ C 50 of 23.02.2002, p. 3.

2. Strategic objectives of the UN:

– The accessibility and promotion of information provision on voluntary activity, with a view to reinforcing
a positive image;
– Recognition and support for voluntary activity, inter alia, by authorities at all levels, public opinion,
media, commerce, employers and civil society;
– Support for voluntary activity through incentives and the training of volunteers, their mentors and their
associations;
– Networking between all parties involved, with special attention to the perspective of young people them-
selves;
– Quality care with regard to youth voluntary activity, including health and safety aspects.

3. OJ C 168 of 13.07.2002, p. 2.

4. OJ C 295 of 5.12.2003, p. 6.

5. Doc. 9182/04 (COM(2004) 337 final).



• The Council of 28 May 2004 confirmed the importance of the priority of volun-
tary activities of young people; 

• The European Voluntary Service (EVS) is an Action of the YOUTH Programme and
a quality model for transnational voluntary service that allows young people to
engage in volunteering in a variety of areas, thereby promoting their solidarity,
active citizenship and mutual understanding;

• Reference is made to the definitions used by the Commission in its Communi-
cation of 30 April 2004 on common objectives for voluntary activities of young
people, in particular regarding voluntary activities and voluntary service. 

Consider

• Voluntary activities represent important opportunities for non-formal learning.
They are an important means for the self-development of young people and
their engagement as active citizens. Voluntary activities also contribute to
enhancing solidarity, social cohesion and community development.

• Voluntary activities need to be clearly distinguished from employment and
should by no means replace employment.

• The development of attractive and stimulating voluntary activities needs to be
encouraged, in order for young people to be involved in voluntary work;

• Transnational co-operation in the framework of voluntary activities should be
encouraged with a view to promoting a European dimension in this field.

• Voluntary activities present opportunities for the development and the struc-
turing of civil society. 

• All forms of discrimination and stereotyping should be combatted and equality
should be promoted in the field of voluntary activity.

Agree the following common objectives for voluntary activities of young people:

With a view to enhancing active citizenship and solidarity of young people, volun-
tary activities should be developed, facilitated, promoted and recognised at all
levels:

I) Encourage the development of voluntary activities of young people with the aim
of enhancing awareness of the existing possibilities, enlarging their scope and
improving their quality.

II) Make it easier for young people to carry out voluntary activities by removing
existing obstacles. 

III) Promote voluntary activities with a view to reinforcing young people’s solidarity
and engagement as responsible citizens.

IV) Recognise voluntary activities of young people with a view to acknowledging the
value of their personal skills thus acquired and their engagement for society and
the role that voluntary activities play in terms of facilitating the transition from edu-
cation to work and adult life.

A non-exhaustive list of the possible lines of action for the above common objec-
tives is set out in the annex hereto;

Recall that implementation must be flexible, incremental and appropriate for the
youth field and must respect the competences of the Member States and the prin-
ciple of subsidiarity;
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Invite the member states to

• specify implementing and follow-up measures, in the light of their particular cir-
cumstances and their national priorities with regard to those common objectives;

• submit reports on the national contributions to the implementation of the pri-
ority of voluntary activities, by the end of 2006; 

• consult and encourage the participation of young people, and their associa-
tions, young volunteers and volunteer organisations, as well as national and
regional youth councils – if appropriate – for the elaboration of those reports;

Note that the Commission intends to

• prepare, on the basis of the above reports on national contributions to the
implementation of the common objectives, a progress report for submission to
the Council in order to encourage mutual exchange of information and good
practice concerning voluntary activities of young people, after consultation of
the European Youth Forum, while not excluding other forms of consultation;

• propose, if appropriate, amendments to the common objectives for voluntary
activities of young people;

• suitably inform the European Parliament, the Economic and Social Committee
and the Committee of the Regions;

Invite the Commission to

• convene, when appropriate, representatives of the national administrations in
charge of youth in order to promote the exchange of information on the
progress made and on best practices;

Take note of the following procedure

The Council and the Representatives of the Governments of the Member States,
meeting within the Council will take the necessary initiatives within the framework
of the common objectives, in order to facilitate their implementation. They will
adapt, and when appropriate, amend the common objectives on the basis of the
progress report and the amended drafts submitted by the Commission.

ANNEX: Measures for achieving the common objectives
for voluntary activities of young people

In the light of the actual circumstances and the priorities of each Member State, the
following non-exhaustive list of lines of action may be pursued:

a) Encourage the development of voluntary activities for young people with the aim
of enhancing awareness of the existing opportunities, enlarging their scope and
improving their quality.

At national, regional and local level

(i) In view of creating a clear and visible picture of voluntary activities avail-
able for young people identify existing models of voluntary activities (e.g. voluntary
service, occasional voluntary engagement, etc. ) and voluntary organisations.



(ii) Enhance existing voluntary activities of young people by:

– developing the different categories of these activities, and in particular broaden
their range of possibilities, 

– supporting activities of particular interest to young people,

– supporting civil society organisations active in voluntary engagement of young
people,

– reinforcing voluntary services where they already exist and, where appropriate,
encouraging the creation of new ones.

(iii) With a view to improving the quality of voluntary activities and their
organisational framework foster training opportunities for young volunteers and
those co-ordinating and managing such activities.

At European level

(iv) Encourage:

– a better co-ordination of the transnational co-operation of civic services, where
they exist, 

– an enhanced exchange of young volunteers in various domains;

– an enhanced exchange of information on national voluntary programmes and
their European dimension.

(v) Develop and promote the European Voluntary Service (EVS) further within
the framework of the current Youth Programme. 

(vi) Take into consideration the feasibility of extending the European
Voluntary Service (EVS) to a wider range of actions with a view to giving young
people the possibility to participate in actions of solidarity of the European Union.

b) Make it easier for young people to carry out voluntary activities by removing
existing obstacles, whilst respecting immigration controls, visa and entry require-
ments of Member States.

At all levels

(i) Take the measures considered appropriate to remove the legal and
administrative obstacles to the mobility of persons undertaking a voluntary activity,
as set out in the Recommendation of the European Parliament and the Council on
Mobility. 

(ii) Reinforce co-operation between the relevant authorities in order to facili-
tate the issuing of visas and residence permits to young volunteers when and where
appropriate.

(iii) Enhance the exchange of information, experience and good practice of all
relevant actors in the field of voluntary activities of young people with the aim of
removing all kinds of obstacles and developing simplified procedures.

(iv) Consider which legal means and instruments can be implemented to
make it easier for young people to carry out voluntary activities and for organisa-
tions to develop quality activities.
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c) Promote voluntary activities with a view to reinforcing young people’s solidarity
and engagement as responsible citizens whilst combating all forms of discrimina-
tion and stereotyping and promoting equality

At national, regional and local level

(i) Disseminate information on volunteering at all appropriate levels, with
the aim of raising young people’s awareness about volunteering, informing them
about concrete possibilities to volunteer, providing advice and support and pro-
moting a positive image of volunteering.

(ii) Encourage an enhanced co-operation between all relevant actors (young
people, youth and voluntary organisations, public authorities, private economic
sector, schools, etc. ) on the promotion of voluntary activities, by exchanging infor-
mation, experience and good practice.

(iii) Analyse more carefully the phenomena that lead to the exclusion of cer-
tain groups of young people from voluntary activities and develop approaches
focused on encouraging them to participate in voluntary activities, particularly for
young people with fewer opportunities.

At European level

(iv) Launch appropriate information actions with a view to promoting volun-
tary activities of young people as well as the values of voluntarism.

d) Recognise voluntary activities of young people with a view to acknowledging the
value of their personal skills and their engagement for society and the role that vol-
untary activities play in terms of facilitating the transition from education to work
and adult life.

At national, regional and local level

(i) Acknowledge young people’s voluntary engagement, acquired individual
skills, knowledge and competencies, by developing measures that lead to an
enhanced recognition of voluntary activities at all levels, by various actors, e.g.
public and private employers, social partners, civil society and young people them-
selves, and in the appropriate form.

(ii) Acknowledge the added social value that the voluntary sector offers to
society by developing actions that lead to an enhanced recognition by society of
voluntary activities such as promotion activities. 

At European level

(ii) Ensure a better recognition of voluntary experience of young people in the
framework of ongoing processes and by existing means in other policy fields, as
e.g. the open method of co-ordination in the education field, the lifelong learning
strategy, the development of Europass, the social dialogue, etc.
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3. Recommendation No. R (94) 4 
of the Committee of Ministers 
to member states on the promotion 
of a voluntary service

Council of Europe 

The Committee of Ministers, under the terms of Article 15.b of the Statute of the
Council of Europe,

Considering that the aim of the Council of Europe is to achieve a greater unity
between its members;

Having regard to the relevant conclusions (Recommendation 20.b.iii) of the
Conference of European Ministers responsible for Youth (Vienna, 13-15 April 1993);

Considering that voluntary service is an important part of governmental policies
affecting young people and constitutes for young people an opportunity for learning
and solidarity as well as a service to society;

Aware of the difficulties of young volunteers from central and eastern Europe when
they want to perform voluntary service abroad;

Considering that, if the voluntary service, carried out abroad or with other young
Europeans, contributes to civic education, to intercultural exchanges and to the
acquisition of a European consciousness, it is necessary to promote youth mobility,
especially for the youth of central and eastern Europe, by reducing obstacles to this
mobility;

Considering that voluntary service should be open to all young people independ-
ently of their financial resources,

a) Recommends that the governments of the member states:

• define voluntary service at national level, emphasising its educational aspects
and its importance for society;

• seek, within the framework of their respective legal provisions in vigour for for-
eigners, possibilities to establish voluntary service at national and European
level, clarifying the role of this service and establishing rules regarding its con-
ditions of exercise;
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• develop and promote voluntary service, under all its forms, at national and
European level;

• and to achieve this:

i. reduce the obstacles to free circulation of young volunteers, especially those
from central and eastern European countries;

ii. provide appropriate financial support, within the framework of their respec-
tive legal provisions and policies, to the organisations or groups of young vol-
unteers who do not have proper resources to achieve their aims, individually or
in groups, in order that the promotion and expansion of voluntary service may
concern all European countries;

iii. encourage increased co-operation between the European Union and the
Council of Europe, in order to create an appropriate political, legal and financial
framework of support for voluntary service in all European countries;

b) Instructs the Secretary General to transmit the text of this recommendation to the
governments of the non-member states which are parties to the European Cultural
Convention.
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4. European Convention on the Promotion
of a Transnational Long-term Voluntary
Service for Young People

Council of Europe

Preamble

The member States of the Council of Europe and the other States Parties to the
European Cultural Convention, signatory hereto,

Considering that the aim of the Council of Europe is to achieve greater unity
between its members;

Considering that promoting transnational long-term voluntary service is an impor-
tant part of governmental policy in respect of young people;

Acknowledging more particularly the need to develop and promote transnational
long-term voluntary service, in all its forms, at European level;

Considering that transnational voluntary service, carried out abroad with other
young people, contributes to civic education, intercultural projects and the acquisi-
tion of a European consciousness; 

Believing that transnational long-term voluntary service, while providing non-
formal education for volunteers and for the people with whom they collaborate,
constitutes an opportunity for young people to learn and promote solidarity, as well
as to serve society;

Aware of the difficulties of young volunteers wishing to perform voluntary service
abroad;

Stressing the importance of equal opportunities for young people and considering
that transnational long-term voluntary service should be open to all young people
notwithstanding their financial resources;

Considering that public authorities can contribute to ensuring and supervising the
implementation of the above principles within the framework of their national leg-
islation and according to the rules in their respective countries,

Have agreed as follows:
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Chapter I – General provisions
Article 1 – Object and purposes of the voluntary service

• Voluntary service shall pursue an educational aim and contain elements of
intercultural learning; it shall be carried out by volunteers under the responsi-
bility of organisations as defined in Article 2, paragraph 2, of this Convention.

• Voluntary service must be based on a non-remunerated activity and a free per-
sonal decision of the volunteer.

• Transnational long-term voluntary service does not replace the compulsory
national service, where this exists, and cannot replace remunerated employ-
ment.

Article 2 – Definitions

For the purposes of this Convention:

• “The volunteer” means a person legally residing in one Party who is legally
present in the territory of another Party for a continuous period of time, not less
than three months and not longer than twelve months, to perform full-time vol-
untary service activities. The volunteer may either belong to or co-operate with
the sending or receiving organisations mentioned in Article 2, paragraph 2.

• “Sending or receiving organisations” means:

– non-profit-making and non-governmental organisations undertaking volun-
tary service for the benefit of society, and contributing to the development of
democracy and solidarity; or

– youth organisations, that is, non-governmental organisations run for and by
young people; or

– local public authorities; or

– any other organisation wishing to develop specific voluntary projects which
will be approved by the co-ordinating bodies defined in Article 4.

• “Transnational long-term voluntary service” means an activity voluntarily
undertaken abroad, without any remuneration for the volunteer, providing a
mutual non-formal education process for the volunteer and for the people with
whom he or she collaborates.

• “Co-ordinating body” means any authority appointed by a Party in accordance
with the provisions of Article 4 of this Convention.

Article 3 – Undertakings of the Parties

• The Parties undertake to afford each other the widest possible measure of co-
operation in respect of transnational long-term voluntary service, in accordance
with the provisions of this Convention.

• The Parties further undertake to promote the development of a common con-
cept of transnational long-term voluntary service. 

• The provisions of this Convention shall not affect more favourable provisions
within national legislation concerning the status or the legal regime of voluntary
service.

Article 4 – Co-ordinating bodies

• The Parties shall designate the co-ordinating bodies which shall be entrusted
with the tasks described in this Convention.
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• Each Party shall, at the time of signature or when depositing its instruments of
ratification, acceptance, approval or accession, communicate to the Secretary
General of the Council of Europe the name and address of the co-ordinating
body designated in pursuance of paragraph 1 of this article.

• Each co-ordinating body, or body appointed by the latter, shall grant recogni-
tion to sending and receiving organisations within their country, in compliance
with the provisions of this Convention.

• Each co-ordinating body, or body appointed by the latter, is entrusted with
approving the activities of transnational long-term voluntary service to be car-
ried out on its territory, thirty days prior to the beginning of service, certifying
that they are in accordance with the provisions of national legislation and Article
6 of this Convention.

• For the purpose of implementation of this Convention, each co-ordinating body
or body appointed by the latter shall exchange information concerning protec-
tion against the risks referred to in Article 11, and shall use its best endeavours
to ensure appropriate supervision and evaluation of the activities of transna-
tional long-term voluntary service.

• Each co-ordinating body, or body appointed by the latter, shall use its best
endeavours to facilitate the settlement of any difficulty to which the implemen-
tation of the contract concluded in accordance with the provisions of Article 6
may give rise.

Chapter II – Transnational long-term voluntary service
activities
Article 5 – Age limits

• Volunteers shall be over 18 and under 25 years of age at the beginning of
service.

• Nevertheless, the Parties may conclude bilateral or multilateral agreements
with one another derogating from the provisions of paragraph 1.

Article 6 – Contract

• All activity shall be subject to a contract and be performed in accordance with
the legislation of the receiving State.

• A model contract is contained in Appendix I to the Convention; it is intended for
guidance only and has no treaty value.

• A copy of the contract mentioned in paragraph 1 shall be deposited with the co-
ordinating body of the receiving state or a body appointed by the former.

• The contract shall specify inter alia the conditions under which the volunteer is
to carry out the activities of the receiving organisation.

Article 7 – Medical certificate

Each Party shall ensure that the sending organisation will provide a medical certifi-
cate issued by the public health authorities, established less than three months
before the start of voluntary service, indicating the general state of health of the
volunteer.

Article 8 – Training 

• Each Party, through their co-ordinating bodies, shall ensure that the sending or
the receiving organisation, or both, shall take the appropriate steps to provide



the volunteers, prior to their voluntary service activity, with appropriate prepa-
ration and training for the activity to be carried out by them.

• Volunteers shall, in particular, be informed of the fundamental legislative pro-
visions, the social and economic structures of the receiving State, and receive
an introduction to the language as well as to the culture and history of the
receiving State.

Article 9 – Rights of volunteers

• Volunteers shall receive board and lodging from the receiving organisation.

• Volunteers shall be given adequate opportunity for relevant linguistic, intercul-
tural and vocational development. They shall be accorded every facility as
regards the arrangement of the activity to this end.

• Volunteers shall have at least one full free day per week, not less than one such
free day in every month being at the choice of the volunteer.

• Volunteers shall receive a sufficient amount of pocket money, to be agreed
upon between the sending and receiving organisations.

• These rights shall be granted within the framework of the legislation of the
receiving State.

Article 10 – Financial rules and regulations

• Financial support for transnational long-term voluntary service activities may be
provided for by:

i. contributions from public local, regional, and national authorities, from inter-
national organisations and from the co-ordinating bodies appointed in accor-
dance with the provisions of Article 4 of this Convention; 

ii. contributions from recognised non-profit making organisations; 

iii. contributions from private companies, in accordance with the provisions of
paragraph 2; 

iv. personal contributions or others;

v. any combination of the sources mentioned above.

• Contributions in accordance with the provisions of paragraph 1, contributions in
kind or grant shall not oblige volunteers to undertake profit-making activities on
behalf of a commercial enterprise or to make advertisements for it. 

Article 11 – Protection against risks

• Health, accident as well as civil liability risks shall be covered either in accor-
dance with national legislation or by bilateral or multilateral agreements in
force or, failing that, by means of personal insurance subscribed and paid for by
the volunteer concerned or on the volunteer’s behalf.

• Each Party shall transmit, by a declaration addressed to the Secretary General
of the Council of Europe, the means of cover of these risks. Any change in these
means shall be notified to the Secretary General of the Council of Europe by the
Parties.

• The level of benefits shall correspond to the standards laid down by the national
legislation or the bilateral or multilateral agreements.
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Article 12 – Certificates

• Each Party, through its co-ordinating bodies, shall ensure that during the period
of voluntary activity, and at the end of the voluntary service programme, the re-
ceiving organisation will, upon request of the volunteer, provide a certificate of
participation in accordance with the model provided in Appendix II to this
Convention. Appendix II is intended for guidance only and has no treaty value.

Article 13 – Administrative formalities

• The candidates for voluntary service who shall address to the relevant authori-
ties to obtain a temporary residence permit for the duration of their voluntary
service shall present the contract signed by the three Parties and an identity
document.

• Each Party shall endeavour, where possible, to reduce the administrative bar-
riers restricting mobility of volunteers.

Chapter III – Multilateral consultations
Article 14 – Multilateral consultations

• The Parties shall, within five years from the entry into force of the Convention
and every five years thereafter, or more frequently if a majority of the Parties
should so request, hold multilateral consultations to examine the application
of the Convention and the advisability of revising it or extending any of its pro-
visions. 

• Any Party may be represented at the multilateral consultations by one or more
delegates. Each delegation shall have one vote. The Parties shall draw up the
rules of procedure for the consultations.

• Any State referred to in Article 16, paragraph 1, or the European Community,
which is not a Party to this Convention, may be represented at the multilateral
consultations by an observer.

• After each consultation, the Parties shall submit to the Committee of Ministers
of the Council of Europe a report on the consultation and on the application of
the provisions of the Convention.

Chapter IV – Amendments
Article 15 – Amendments

• Any amendment to Articles 1 to 15 of this Convention proposed by a Party or the
Committee of Ministers shall be communicated to the Secretary General of the
Council of Europe and forwarded by him to the member States of the Council of
Europe, to the other States Parties to the European Cultural Convention, to the
European Community and to any State which has acceded to or has been
invited to accede to the Convention in accordance with the provisions of
Article 17.

• Any amendment proposed in accordance with the provisions of the preceding
paragraph shall be examined at a multilateral consultation not less than two
months after the date of forwarding by the Secretary General. The text shall be
adopted by a two-thirds majority of the Parties.

• Any amendment adopted at a multilateral consultation shall be submitted to
the Committee of Ministers for approval. After its approval, the text shall be for-
warded to the Parties for acceptance.



• Any amendment shall enter into force on the first day of the month following the
expiration of a period of three months after all the Parties have informed the
Secretary General of their acceptance.

Chapter V – Final provisions
Article 16 – Signature and entry into force

• This Convention shall be open for signature by the member States of the
Council of Europe and the other States party to the European Cultural
Convention. Such States may express their consent to be bound by:

i. signature without reservation as to ratification, acceptance or approval;
or

ii. signature subject to ratification, acceptance or approval, followed by ratifica-
tion, acceptance or approval.

• Instruments of ratification, acceptance or approval shall be deposited with the
Secretary General of the Council of Europe.

• This Convention shall enter into force on the first day of the month following the
expiration of a period of three months after the date on which five states, of
which at least four are member States of the Council of Europe, have expressed
their consent to be bound by the Convention, in accordance with the provisions
of paragraph 1.

• In respect of any signatory state which subsequently expresses its consent to
be bound by it, the Convention shall enter into force on the first day of the
month following the expiration of a period of three months after the date of the
expression of its consent to be bound by the Convention in accordance with the
provisions of paragraph 1.

Article 17 – Accession

• After the entry into force of this Convention, the Committee of Ministers of the
Council of Europe, after consulting the Parties to the Convention, may invite any
State which is not referred to in Article 16, paragraph 1, as well as the European
Community to accede to this Convention, by a decision taken by the majority
provided for in Article 20.d of the Statute of the Council of Europe and by the
unanimous vote of the representatives of the Contracting States entitled to sit
on the Committee. 

• In respect of any acceding State or of the European Community, in the event of
its accession, the Convention shall enter into force on the first day of the month
following the expiration of a period of three months after the date of deposit of
the instrument of accession with the Secretary General of the Council of Europe. 

Article 18 – Territorial application

• Any State or the European Community may, at the time of signature or when
depositing its instrument of ratification, acceptance, approval or accession,
specify the territory or territories to which this Convention shall apply.

• Any Party may, at any later date, by declaration addressed to the Secretary
General of the Council of Europe, extend the application of this Convention to
any other territory specified in the declaration. In respect of such territory, the
Convention shall enter into force on the first day of the month following the
expiration of a period of three months after the date of receipt of such declara-
tion by the Secretary General.
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• Any declaration made under the two preceding paragraphs may, in respect of
any territory specified in such declaration, be withdrawn by a notification
addressed to the Secretary General. The withdrawal shall become effective on
the first day of the month following the expiration of a period of three months
after the date of receipt of such notification by the Secretary General.

Article 19 – Relationship to other treaties and Community law

• The provisions of this Convention shall not affect the provisions of international
treaties which are already in force or may come into force, under which more
favourable rights are, or would be, accorded to volunteers. 

• In their mutual relations, Parties which are members of the European
Community shall apply Community rules and shall not therefore apply the rules
arising from this Convention except in so far as there is no Community rule gov-
erning the particular subject concerned.

• The Parties may conclude bilateral or multilateral agreements with one another
on the matters dealt with in this Convention, for the purpose of supplementing
or strengthening its provisions or facilitating the application of the principles
embodied in it.

Article 20 – Reservations

No reservation to this Convention may be made.

Article 21 – Denunciation

• Any Party may, at any time, denounce this Convention by means of a notifica-
tion addressed to the Secretary General of the Council of Europe.

• Such denunciation shall become effective on the first day of the month fol-
lowing the expiration of a period of three months after the date of receipt of
such notification by the Secretary General. 

Article 22 – Notifications

The Secretary General of the Council of Europe shall notify the member States of the
Council, the other States Parties to the European Cultural Convention, the European
Community and any State which has acceded or has been invited to accede to this
Convention of:

i. any signature;

ii. the deposit of any instrument of ratification, acceptance, approval or accession;

iii. any date of entry into force of this Convention, in accordance with Articles 16
and 17;

iv. any declaration made under Article 4, paragraph 2;

v. any declaration made under Article 11, paragraph 2;

vi. any other act, notification or communication relating to this Convention.

In witness where of the undersigned, being duly authorised thereto, have signed
this Convention.

Done at Strasbourg, this 11th day of May 2000, in English and in French, both texts
being equally authentic, in a single copy which shall be deposited in the archives
of the Council of Europe. The Secretary General of the Council of Europe shall
transmit certified copies to each member State of the Council of Europe, to the



other States party to the European Cultural Convention, and to any non-member
State or the European Community invited to accede to this Convention.

Appendix I: Contract
By this contract,

I. The sending organisation .........., authorised by the co-ordinating body ..........,
undertakes:

– to send Mr/Mrs/Ms .......... to .......... in order to participate in the following
transnational long-term voluntary service activity: ...........

The duration of this activity is from .......... to ...........

Mr/Mrs/Ms .......... will have the following duties:

– ..........

– ..........

– ..........

On the understanding that these activities will not replace remunerated employ-
ment, and that the transnational long-term voluntary service under no circum-
stances replaces compulsory national service;

– to ensure the following:

training courses:

..........

..........

language courses:

..........

..........

information on the receiving country:

..........

..........

medical certificate delivered on .......... by ..........

– to cover:

two-way travel expenses of Mr/Mrs/Ms .......... from .......... to ..........

insurance expenses for Mr/Mrs/Ms ..........1 in the event that he or she does not
have his or her own insurance policy.

This insurance covers the following risks:

..........

..........
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II. The receiving organisation .........., authorised by the co-ordinating body ..........,
undertakes to:

– accomplish the administrative and other formalities (visa, residence permit,
guarantee of resources in particular);

– ensure coverage of the following risks: ..........;

– deliver a participation certificate;

– cover:

– board and lodging for Mr/Mrs/Ms .......... during the period from .......... to
..........;

– pocket money of ........../per day/per week/per month;

– participation in the following courses:

– ..........

– ..........

The organisation guarantees that:

– the activity will not exceed .......... hours per day and .......... hours per week;

– Mr/Mrs/Ms .......... shall have at least one day off per week;1

– Mr/Mrs/Ms .......... shall not be impelled to undertake profit-making activities on
behalf of a commercial enterprise nor to make advertisements for it.

III. Mr/Mrs/Ms .........., participating in the long-term voluntary service described
above, declares that he/she is aware of his or her rights and of his or her duties
and undertakes to comply with the obligations arising in connection with this
activity, in particular to take out private personal insurance if this obligation
cannot be met by the sending and/or receiving organisation.

Approved by the co-ordinating body of:

Sending State Receiving State

The volunteer and the sending organisation the receiving organisation

1. At least one day per month shall be at the choice of the volunteer.



Appendix II: Certificate
1. Family name

2. First name

3. Date of birth (day/month/year)

4. Place of birth

5. Resident in

6. Citizen of

7. Name and type of receiving organisation

8. Type of activity

9. Length of activity from ………………….. to …………………

10. Field of activity

11. Certificate(s) received during the programme as appended

12. Programme consisted of the following activities (please give detailed informa-
tion)

13. Exceptions/journeys abroad

Date Signature Position Stamp
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Part 6

Conclusion
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1. Youth policy directions for volunteering

Bryony Hoskins

introduction
Rigorous and comparable research on youth voluntary activities across Europe is in
the early stages of development. The seminar “How does voluntary engagement of
young people enhance their active citizenship and solidarity?” and this follow-up
publication of papers that were brought together in the context of the partnership
between the European Commission and the Council of Europe gives an important
impetus towards creating a better understanding of youth volunteering in Europe.
Developing a deeper knowledge of the realities of youth voluntary activities, who
are taking up these opportunities, the barriers to participation and their impact on
civil society is central to building an evidence – based youth policy on voluntary
activities and active citizenship. Without the evidence, policies on volunteering are
developed on the basis of conviction that volunteering is beneficial for the indi-
vidual and society and therefore policy is aimed at creating as many young volun-
teers as possible in order to produce good citizens and a functional civil society.
This chapter does not refute this hypothesis but explores the complexities that the
evidence provides towards creating an effective voluntary activities policy to
enhance citizenship and what further research is needed to establish the relation-
ship. It explores who is volunteering, the barriers to participation for young people
with less opportunities and what policy steps can be taken to include them.

The impetus for a research seminar and publication on the topic of voluntary activ-
ities arose from the consultation process that is used to create European youth
policy. In the case of the European Union it was the process of creating common
objectives and for the Council of Europe the evaluation of existing policy tools in
this area. These policy initiatives will be explained in detail in this chapter but can
be summarised as follows:

Council of Europe

• Recommendation No. R (94) 4 on the promotion of a voluntary service;

• European Convention on the Promotion of a Transnational Long-term Voluntary
Service for Young People (ETS No. 175, not yet ratified).

Policy question

Evaluate if there is enough interest and need for the convention to be ratified. What
are the next steps using the recommendation?
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European Union

• White Paper “A New Impetus for European Youth”;

• Council resolution on common objectives for voluntary activities of young
people;

• European Voluntary Service (EVS).

Policy question

How can member states implement the common objectives at national level?

The recommendations for policy made in this chapter will be advanced in relation to
the implementation of the European Commission’s common objectives on youth
and the Council of Europe recommendation and convention. These policy initiatives
are directed towards reducing barriers to participation in, particular aiming at
groups of young people who are participating least and how to ensure the develop-
ment of citizenship from participating in volunteering. 

European policy initiatives 

European Commission

The European Commission launched the European Voluntary Service (EVS) in 1996,
which has become increasingly popular among young people reaching almost
4000 young volunteers in 2005 and has been considered a quality model in
transnational voluntary service. The Commission has noted, in its mid-term evalua-
tion of the Youth programme, a positive impact of EVS on young people, organisa-
tions and national youth policy. As a result it has proposed the development and
extension of EVS in the context of the “Youth in Action” programme (2007-13).
Youth volunteering boosted at a more political level the consultation process with
young people and the subsequent White Paper of the European Commission of
November 2001 “A New Impetus for European Youth”. 

According to a resolution of the Council of Youth Ministers voluntary activities pri-
orities are tackled by the open method of co-ordination, a method that is already
applied in the education and employment field but was new to the youth field. This
method aims for closer co-operation between the member states on different
topics and involves several steps, from sending out a questionnaire from the
European Commission to the member states, to an analysis of the member states’
replies and a proposal of common objectives by the Commission, leading to a EU
Council resolution on common objectives and reporting back by the member states
on the implementation of these objectives. This procedure was launched for volun-
tary activities in 2003 and led to an analysis report of the member states’ replies by
the Commission and to a Commission proposal for common objectives (see chap-
ters 1 and 2, Part 5). Based on the Commission proposal the Council of Youth
Ministers adopted a resolution on common objectives for voluntary activities of
young people on 15 November 2004. The current state of play is that member states
are in the process of implementing the common objectives. By the end of 2006 they
will report back on the progress made.

The common objectives, of which there are four on this topic, aim at developing vol-
untary activities of young people, removing obstacles to their voluntary activities,
promoting those activities and recognising them. Aspects like transparency,
increasing possibilities, improving quality, removing barriers to participation, pro-
moting citizenship and solidarity and recognition are touched upon in the frame-
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work of the guidelines that aim at helping to implement the common objectives.
This chapter will focus on policy proposals in the framework of two of these objec-
tives:

2.2. Objective 2 – Making it easier for young people to carry out voluntary activities by
removing existing obstacles.

2.3. Objective 3 – Promote voluntary activities with a view to reinforcing young people’s
solidarity and engagement as citizens.

The question which then arises is how to convert these objectives into policies at
national level. 

Council of Europe

The Council of Europe has rich and long-term experience with youth issues and with
youth volunteering in particular. It has a number of existing tools for policy imple-
mentation of voluntary activities: a recommendation on the promotion of voluntary
services and the European Convention on the Promotion of a Transnational Long-
term Voluntary Service for Young People (as yet not ratified).

The recommendation asks national governments to create a definition of voluntary
services that emphasises both educational aspects and the importance for society,
and to promote voluntary services. It also recommends the removal of the difficul-
ties for volunteering across national boundaries in Europe, in particular for central
and Eastern European countries and the promotion of financial support for individ-
uals or groups who wish to volunteer at the European level. Finally, it recommends
encouraging increased co-operation between the European Union and the Council
of Europe, in order to create an appropriate political, legal and financial framework
of support for voluntary service in all European countries. The convention sets a
legal framework for transnational volunteering, providing details of the roles and
procedures of all actors involved in sending, hosting and participating in volunteer
activities. 

Building the picture in Europe
The typical image of a volunteer is not a young person at all but a white middle-aged
woman doing good to the less fortunate (Stanley, in this book)

How do the European policies match the picture of volunteering in Europe?

Who are volunteers?

What the different chapters have shown is that the typical young volunteer across
Europe is female (Moskwiak), relatively wealthy (Stanley), educated and more often
has vocational training than formal academic qualifications (Machin) – but not
young people who have dropped out of the education system all together (as
Williamson suggests in the introduction). The proposed reason for this is that the
educated and wealthy have better access to information (Gran) and better under-
standing of the skills that will be learnt and are more likely to have the language
skills needed for international volunteering and the financial resources to take time
away from paid work. The gender difference in terms of greater participation by
young women has been attributed to women’s traditional relationship to the labour
market – namely, as marginal players with stereotypical roles that place less expec-
tation on them to achieve paid or career jobs (Mínguez). Now that the benefits of
volunteering on intercultural, citizenship, inclusion and key skills for the labour



market have been highlighted, the need to include young male volunteers in equal
measure has become an issue. In many European countries Youth national
agencies have been finding ways to include more young men in EVS projects
(Moskwiak). Data on participation by minorities are notable by their absence. 

Regional differences

In the former communist countries/new member states of the European Union, vol-
unteering has a historical link to communist ideology where citizens were expected
to be involved in community improvements (Moskwiak) in “so-called” voluntary
activities (Schröer), thus leading to a negative image of this activity. Although many
people were involved in NGO activity in spite of the regimes present, this was not
considered to be volunteering (Moskwiak). Thus involvement in volunteering was
slow to restart in the new democracies of Europe. However, in the last couple of
years volunteering by young people has increased as information about the dif-
ferent possibilities have developed in countries such as Poland, which are now
oversubscribed for the EVS programme (Moskwiak). 

Civil society as a whole and in particular volunteering grew rapidly during the 1990s
in southern Europe, in particular Italy, Spain and France (Sudulich). These voluntary
activities were no longer linked to the traditional organisers of volunteering, such
as political institutions which people had lost trust and faith in, and there were
fewer volunteers connected to religious and ideological work. Thus it was the
informal and new forms of volunteering in which the numbers grew.

In contrast, in the UK participation in volunteering, in particular regular activities,
has been decreasing. There is an absence of data on young people involved in vol-
untary activities in other northern European countries. 

Policy measures

The European Commission and the Youth national agencies are implementing the
strategy for inclusion of young people with fewer opportunities in the Youth pro-
gramme. This has opened up the possibility for widening participation, notably
through youth exchanges and youth initiatives and with EVS. In 2004 the European
Commission introduced additional support and flexibility for organisations working
with this target group using the EC – funded Salto Inclusion Resource Centre, to
assume an important role in sharing good practice and providing training, informa-
tion and tools for successful inclusion projects. 

Policy implications

The greatest difficulty in seeking to identify trends across Europe is that the defini-
tions of voluntary activities and young people are numerous and different. The
quality of data collection in different countries has also varied (EC working paper on
voluntary activities). In particular there is a lack of empirical data from northern
Europe, on minority/migrant populations and participation levels of people with
disabilities. With definitions now established (see section on definitions) and a
standard 13-30 age band created for collecting data on young people, the research
picture should improve. This is facilitated by the creation of the European
Knowledge Centre for Youth Policy (www.youth-knowledge.net), a database that
will collect data from across Europe on this topic and other youth policy priorities.
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The standards and the collection of data will enable a better knowledge of volun-
teering across Europe. What is clear is that national policy makers need to fund the
necessary research to fill the gaps of knowledge to ensure that the European
Knowledge Centre for Youth Policy is fed with quality and up-to-date information on
voluntary activities. 

Barriers to participation
As the above picture has described, certain groups of young people are partici-
pating much more than others in volunteering. Objective number two of the
common objectives and the Council of Europe recommendation both highlight the
need to reduce obstacles to participation for those groups which are less involved
in voluntary activities. The chapters in this book have highlighted a number of areas
in which barriers exist for people with less opportunities, in particular those from
backgrounds that are financially less well off and/or those who have to financially
support a family themselves. 

Young people with less opportunities

As we have read above, it is the wealthy and the educated who participate in vol-
untary activities and as for the reasons already stated volunteering is reasonably
easy for this group to participate in. If, as the research suggests, there is a link
between volunteering and the learning of civic engagement, then the fact that
young people with less opportunities are being further excluded by not partici-
pating in these learning opportunities is a cause for concern. And conversely, if vol-
untary activities are successfully targeted at these young people with less
opportunities, it will facilitate their inclusion in civil society. Therefore, there is a
clear youth policy direction that needs to be taken towards targeting participation
in volunteering. This has to be conducted with sensitivity because, as Stanley has
highlighted, the targeting of young people with less opportunities can stigmatise
those involved. What she proposed instead was a scheme that was made acces-
sible to all so that people can work together from diverse backgrounds and there-
fore develop wider social networks. This approach has also proved to be successful
in EVS, which is open to all young people, while at the same time making specific
efforts for including young people with fewer opportunities. A good example of this,
at the project level, is “mixed ability” projects involving disabled and non-disabled
young volunteers.

What has not helped the development of voluntary activities for young people with
less opportunities is the simplistic evaluation of success for projects. It takes sig-
nificantly more resources and extra support to involve disadvantaged young people
and achieve successful outcomes. However but when policy success focuses on
simple statistics, for example, the numbers of young people participating, it fails to
push policy towards funding more expensive projects that work with the needs of
the most disadvantaged. This problem is not fully reconciled in EVS, where these
young people are targeted, as there are no European standards capable of meas-
uring how many young people with less opportunities are reached. One solution is
qualitative evaluation – similar to the proposal of Shalayeva who suggests the
analysis of long-term biographies of people who participate in volunteering. A
second solution proposed by Stanley might be to include indicators of the impact
on young people’s lives in terms of trust and involvement in political life and the
reduction in crime that would give further political weight to the financing of such
projects. 



One barrier to participation has been the lack of financial resources for young
people to participate in voluntary activities. It is often impossible for young people
to take unpaid work when they need to support themselves and/or their families.
One solution proposed throughout this book is to pay money for volunteering.1

Paying money can be seen as contrary to the definition of volunteering but it
depends on how the payment is defined; for example, “pocket money” is quite dif-
ferent to wages. Pocket money is given in many countries but the level of money
and the consequences for taxation depend on the country that the volunteer is
working in (Schröer). In some countries in Europe, taking up voluntary activities
means that unemployment benefit and/or other forms of social protection such as
paying for pensions and health care is stopped (Musiala). Family and/or child ben-
efits are stopped in some European countries when young people volunteer abroad
(Schröer). The EVS scheme gives compensation toward the loss of some social pro-
tection through a private scheme but not all voluntary activity programmes offer
this possibility and, depending on the situation, this may not be enough (Musiala).
Weekly income has been utilised with some success in the UK where it can be
understood as “facilitating participation” for those who would not normally be able
to afford it, rather than rewarding it with money (Stanley). Complications in pro-
viding financial help for voluntary activities include its legal status and whether it is
then considered to be employment requiring taxation, social security, healthcare
and pension schemes. Many countries do not have a standard legal status for vol-
unteering and those countries that do have different arrangements for different
countries (EC working paper on voluntary activities). Without a common legal
framework across Europe for volunteers, it remains difficult to maintain minimum
standards for transnational volunteers in terms of pocket money (Schröer), social
protection, taxation and recognition by formal education or employers (Musiala).
As Musiala highlighted, a minimum level of “social security, covering illness, acci-
dent, civil liability and repatriation”, is required. 

One solution proposed is that more European countries adopt and implement the
Council of Europe convention or the recommendation created by the European
Parliament and European Council on mobility 2001 (Chapter 1, Part 5) to achieve a
basis for standards, but more effort is required politically to encourage states to
ratify this convention.

The working group from the seminar recommended that removing obstacles to
young people’s participation in voluntary activities could be achieved through
building a European volunteering infrastructure. The purpose of this infrastructure
would be to remove inconsistent practices, provide minimum quality standards and
work towards the elimination of obstacles to participation through addressing legal
issues and providing information on all aspects of volunteering in all languages. The
European volunteering infrastructure would provide the following services:

• offer tools to countries and organisations that do not meet quality standards;

• support networks of volunteers, voluntary organisations, and sending and
hosting organisations;

• fund projects;
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• carry out and fund research to gain a greater understanding and a better knowl-
edge of voluntary activities;

• facilitate the development of new forms of volunteering;

• help build partnerships between sending and hosting organisations;

• promote awareness of volunteering, in particular in the private sector;

• provide training on all aspects of volunteering, including mentoring, super-
vision, recruitment and monitoring. 

The European volunteering infrastructure would have a particular focus on young
people:

• it should provide tailor-made information to young people;

• it should ensure, in co-operation with national administrations, that laws are
adopted on volunteering of young people;

• in co-operation with the national administrations, it should also work towards
the removal of obstacles;

• it should fund projects involving young people;

• it should offer support to young people (e.g. on filling in applications, etc.).

Access to information and uptake of opportunities

The information available to young people on voluntary activities is an important
part of opening up access to participation. Information is in general more available
to groups from better off backgrounds and families with higher social capital. The
infrastructure for disseminating information on volunteering is getting better
through mechanisms such as the European Commission European Youth Portal,
European Commission Eurodesk, Council of Europe Eryica and the partnership
between the Council of Europe and European Commission European Knowledge
Centre for Youth Policy. With the stereotypical image of the volunteer being older,
white and female (Stanley), as Gran described, having the information available or
receiving information is sometimes not enough. What is most important is who
gives the information. Close by knit groups and communities may not be open to
information passed in from outside groups (Gran). Information and encouragement
to participate by family members (Machin, Severn and Potter), by peers (Gran) or by
personal experience of volunteers helping them (Severn and Potter) is usually the
most successful in terms of uptake. Thus it is interpersonal relationships, rather
than a mass media approach, which were seen to be the motivator for taking up
opportunities to volunteer (Severn and Potter). 

What is useful in this section is Gran’s distinction between explicit and implicit bar-
riers to participation. Explicit barriers are, for example, financial and legal obsta-
cles (such as visas) that have difficult but nevertheless clearer policy directions on
the other hand, implicit barriers include family obligations, gender, religion and
education and provide a more complex youth policy issue. As Gran states, leaving
home to perform EVS in another country is not a possibility for all young people as
many have obligations that prevent them leaving the home or the local community.
Some young people across Europe hold religious beliefs. Those with strong beliefs,
as Gran pointed out, may have an obligation to carry out religious activities which
could be difficult to practice in the host country/family/organisation, such as die-
tary requirements, fasting, stopping work at particular days/times, and attending
religious facilities. Gran also noted that young people may be under family obliga-



tions such as providing care for their own children or looking after siblings or eld-
erly family members.

Those who are recruiting volunteers need to work with local minority communities
in order to develop joint strategies for the dissemination and promotion of possi-
bilities and work with the communities so that strategies can be developed to
enable the participation of those with obligations to the communities. Information
officers need to be from or have good relationships with these communities. Young
people should be involved actively in recruitment, particularly those who have
been involved in voluntary projects themselves. 

Learning citizenship from volunteering
The third objective of the European Commission is common objectives is to pro-
mote voluntary activities with a view to reinforcing young people’s solidarity and
engagement as citizens. This section will focus on the extent to which the research
reported in this book suggests a link between volunteering, and learning and im-
plementing citizenship skills. 

Throughout this publication, voluntary activities have been understood as a form of
non-formal learning that provides learning opportunities through doing activities
and participating in experiences. They differ from formal learning experiences
through their “voluntary” nature and that learning in itself is not the explicit goal.
Voluntary activities, as with other forms of non-formal learning, have been less doc-
umented, and the learning of citizenship skills has rested on “intuition” (Stanley)
rather than hard evidence. This became a critical point in the seminar as partici-
pants argued that all voluntary activities per se do not teach citizenship or intercul-
tural values. What were seen to be needed were clear and measurable criteria for
the learning of citizenship. The general expectations for European youth policy
relate to citizenship (preferably European) and building a sense of solidarity or
social cohesion. Measuring the learning and then the implementation of the
learning as active citizens is less well documented.

Citizenship and social cohesion are broad concepts which encapsulate many dif-
ferent aspects of learning, such as intercultural learning and human rights, which
help young people live together in the global and diverse environment in Europe.
The UK Government has set the criteria for the success of volunteering as commu-
nity cohesion, active citizenship and cross – cultural work and is in the process of
creating indicators for them (Severn and Potter). Stanley suggested that civil
engagement could be seen from patterns of informal social engagements with
family and friends, participation in voluntary and community organisations and
engagement in the public realm. 

One of the more developed projects in this field is Mutz, and Schwimmbeck’s
research in Germany, Netherlands, Denmark, Poland, Hungary, UK and Spain,
which interestingly demonstrated a link between voluntary activities and the
learning of social solidarity, social affiliation and social capital (another way to
break down some of the aspects of citizenship). The requirements for this type of
learning were: active participation, self-determination and responsibility given to
the young people. These were affirmed by Moskwiak, who reported the wider find-
ings of Kristensen (1999) about the benefits of “learning to leave”. Kristensen
(1999) has concluded that self-reliance and taking responsibility with support
before, during and after the experience were quality criteria for the success of a
mobility project. Machin supplied evidence that young people were not satisfied
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with their voluntary experience if they were given less opportunities than older vol-
unteers to participate fully in the activities. 

Another necessary criterion for learning citizenship was seen to be the “longer and
more intense the engagement, the more sustainable the learning process”, but
experiences that were overwhelming with no pedagogical support and reflection
were not effective (Mutz and Schwimmbeck). Despite the evidence that prepara-
tion, support during activities and reflection are criteria for learning citizenship
skills, Germany and the Czech Republic were the only countries known to support
the pedagogical training needed by volunteers on national voluntary schemes
(Schröer). The difficulty also remains in transferring the new learning into the daily
lives of young people. The requirements for the transfer of these skills into their
everyday environment were said by Mutz and Schwimmbeck to need personal and
societal recognition of achievements.

Most national voluntary programmes work on national agendas and in national bor-
ders, lessening the likelihood of learning European citizenship. International pro-
grammes such as the European Voluntary Service are therefore very much needed.
The added value in performing voluntary activities abroad, such as in the European
Voluntary Service, are claimed by Moskwiak to be the experience of living in
another culture at a considerable geographical distance from home. These factors
offer the opportunity for intercultural learning through “transformative” learning
processes where everyday practices are performed differently, and subsequently
challenge currently held cultural beliefs. The distance from home provides the open
space to explore the differences and new identities. The emphasis was always
placed on the need for reflection and pedagogical support, which is reaffirmed by
recent research that reveals that travel, such as gap years before university, can
reinforce stereotypes of other cultures rather than challenge them (Stanley). 

Good practice

Certification of skills and competencies learned can be seen as the first step to pro-
viding evidence of learning citizenship. One example of certification given at this
seminar was the Finnish study book where young people can demonstrate acquisi-
tion of skills such as communication and problem solving (Savisaari). The book is
divided into subsections of different learning areas where young people can
demonstrate, voluntary or leisure activities, their experience of “international acti-
vities” and “holding positions of trust and responsibility within NGOs” (Savisaari).

Since 2004 the EVS certificate has been an effective non-formal recognition tool. It
has achieved this through its common European format, modalities and annexes,
which contain a place for detailed description and evaluation of the skills gained
through the voluntary work.

Further examples of good practice are the training courses run by the Council of
Europe and European Commission partnership on youth training, which support
the training of youth workers who will assist young people to achieve European cit-
izenship skills through activities such as volunteering. 

A non-European example is the AmeriCorps volunteer programme that has been
considered a good model for national volunteer programmes to follow, as there is
some evidence, although incomplete, to suggest that the young people who have
participated in the year – long programme have developed a long – term ethic of
civic responsibility (Stanley). 



Policy implications

The need was highlighted for further research to take place to define clearly indica-
tors for the learning of citizenship so that volunteering programmes can orient their
programmes more precisely towards these outcomes. The recommendations from
the working group at the seminar were that it was necessary at the level of policy to
establish guidelines through research on voluntary activities in order to show what
types of activities teach citizenship. These guidelines should contain examples
such as “young people must participate in the design and administration of volun-
tary activities in order to reflect young people’s viewpoints. This would help to safe-
guard young people’s autonomy, responsibility and motivation in the context of
volunteering”. Volunteering as a methodology for learning citizenship should be
promoted through formal and non-formal methods, such as citizenship education
and peer training. And the working group felt that this entire framework should be
located within a global perspective in order to consider what Europe can contribute
at a global level. 

Conclusion
There are, however, clearly still gaps in knowledge and consequently the first rec-
ommendation for policy is to develop the research projects to fill these gaps. The
European Knowledge Centre for Youth Policy from 2005 onwards will collect data on
youth voluntary activities and will serve as a database and resource for research
and policy on this topic. What is needed is that European countries at a national
level and comparative European research projects are initiated to add to the picture
that this book has built in order to ensure that the database is fed with reliable
data. 

Volunteering certainly offers a powerful and positive opportunity for young people,
from all backgrounds, though we remain less certain about its outcome. To maximise
its full potential, there is clearly an urgent need for an effective and reflective infra-
structure – for preparation, ongoing support, and follow-up. To consolidate the
glimpses of that potential, as well as some of the pitfalls (both of which have been
highlighted in this book), both quantitative (who and what) and qualitative (why and
how) inquiry is required. It is commonplace to advocate for more research, but in this
case, there are clearly pieces of the jigsaw that are missing if a full picture of volun-
tary activities is to be drawn. Equally, however, in the medium term, is the need for a
robust policy commitment at all levels to enable voluntary activities to take place –
for more young people with more purpose.
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