DEVELOPMENT OF VOLUNTEERING INFRASTRUCTURE

in America, Denmark, England, Finland, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Norway

Introduction

Since the 1970s initiatives have risen in different countries to promote and support volunteering in general. The literature on volunteering has exploded since the 1990s. Volunteering receives attention because it stops to be self-evident and because new values are ascribed to volunteer or civil involvement. Voluntary organisations are confronted with a decrease of volunteers that they cannot stop on their own. At the same time welfare states discover their limits and acknowledge the meaning of a civil society. Volunteer effort is a crucial element of a civil society. Voluntary organisations and governments meet each other in a common interest to invest in a volunteering infrastructure. They both – and in many cases together - look for measures to support and initiate volunteer engagement. In many countries they expect comfort from volunteer bureaux, volunteer centres, voluntary service centres or development agencies. Their operations are especially focused on the local level.  

Yet little research (chapter 1) has been done on the phenomenon volunteer centres (VCs). A recent description of the development of these agencies in eight countries
 has led to eleven points of comparison. These points are summarised in chapter 2. Researchers in these countries have been invited to comment on these eleven points with an article (chapter 3/10). During an invitational conference 24-25 April 2008 in Aalsmeer, the Netherlands, the researchers discussed these articles. Chapter 11 ends with the conclusions of this conference.  

CHAPTER 2: VOLUNTEERING INFRASTRUCTURE COMPARED ON ELEVEN POINTS

Cees van den Bos

Point 1:  Policy contexts which influence the operations of local VCs

For more than a decade Hilger
 detects changes in the pattern of volunteering. Across Europe volunteering is increasingly seen as a resource for service providing, participation and community integration. As a consequence it is labelled as the civic, the non-profit or the third sector. Volunteering emerges less than before out of duties embedded within social milieus with particular traditions and normal life courses. Reflexive volunteering – characterized by an increased acknowledgement of self-centred motives, closer relations to personal life-style and identity together with the importance of a biographical match in the life course of volunteers – coincides with the highlighting of the significance of civil society. The relevance civil society has to modes of participation, as well as to service provision has been worked out by Peter Hilger (2005) in four discourses on civic engagement. 

· Welfare: The welfare discourse concerns the relation between state and citizen, discusses the role of volunteers in service provision, and probably is most advanced in the field of social policy.

· Democracy: The democracy discourse stresses the role of civic engagement, volunteering and associations, in shaping the political conduct of society. Besides voting, in the last decades other possibilities to contribute to democracy make a public appearance.

· Economy: The economic discourse is of a more recent date and has a strong focus on the impact of volunteer work and associations on economy and on work in particular. To answer the problem of unemployment and disintegration, due to unemployment, unused labour is deployed for (volunteer) work for the community.

· Community: This discourse is about the enhancement of close neighbourhood relations and trust through volunteering and civic engagement, in short: about the enhancement of social capital.

Figure 1. shows which of these discourses at any moment influence the functions, operations and funding of VCs in eight countries. Each discourse explains the specific expectations on volunteering which governments or other parties are fostering.

Figure 1.: four discourses on civic engagement 

	Country/discours
	Welfare
	Democracy
	Economy
	Community

	America
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	Denmark
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	England
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Finland
	x
	
	
	

	Germany
	x
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	Italy
	x
	
	
	

	Netherlands
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Norway
	x
	
	
	x


Point 2: Levels of support local VCs (aim to) provide

In this comparison we use the name Volunteer Centre for organisations that provide infrastructure to promote, stimulate and develop volunteering generally and mainly locally by:

· volunteer support: contacting or matching individuals who want to volunteer with organisations that need volunteer effort.

· management support: consulting and supporting volunteer involving organisations, how to make their activities more attractive and inviting for prospective volunteers.

· community support: bringing about the conditions and supporting initiatives that enhance (new forms of) volunteer effort or citizen involvement within the community in a general sense.

Figure 2. shows which levels of support VCs in the eight countries consider as their core business.

figure 2.: levels of support provided by VCs

	Country/support
	Volunteer support
	Management support
	Community support

	America
	x
	
	

	Denmark
	x
	
	x

	England
	x
	x
	x

	Finland
	x
	
	

	Germany
	x
	x
	x

	Italy
	
	x
	x

	Netherlands
	x
	x
	x

	Norway
	x
	
	x


However, internationally between VCs there is some agreement that the volunteering infrastructure has to support three levels, in England, Germany and the Netherlands just a few VCs have the size, professional quality and durable funding, necessary to support both volunteers, the management of voluntary organisations and the community. Danish VCs help citizens start up self help groups or new projects and provide logistic services to these initiatives and to associations. Italian VCs offer voluntary organisations logistic services, project planning and also funds. With regards to management support, in many countries volunteer involving organisations in the reach of sports, culture, ideology and education have their own supporting infrastructures. 

Point 3.: Core functions of the local VCs

In this comparison we define six core functions that characterise the local volunteering infrastructure in the eight described countries.  Figure 3. shows the functions VCs perform for each country. 

Figure 3.: core functions of local VCs

	Country /function
	Brokerage
	Marketing 
	Good practice development
	Developing opportunities
	Policy response and campaigning
	Strategic development 
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Figure 3. shows that in some countries not all of the six functions are performed. There is a relation between the levels to which VCs direct their support (fig. 2) and the core functions that are needed to provide that support. However, VCs generally agree about the coherence between the six core functions and about the importance to provide all these functions locally, due to scale and/or lack of financial and professional means often the preconditions (fig. 4) to perform all these functions properly are absent. Besides the mentioned functions, Italian VCs provide logistic services and funds and help voluntary organisations to cope with regulations and legislations. Danish VCs too provide logistic services. In Germany and Denmark VCs provide ‘volunteering infrastructure’ together with centres for self help, Senior Bureaux or Citizens Bureaux

Point 4.: Main financiers of local VCs

Figure 4. shows the most substantial financial resources for VCs activities per country.

Figure 4.: main financiers of local VCs

	Country/

funding
	National government
	Regional government
	Local 

government
	Ngo’s
	Charities
	Companies

	America
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VCs in all countries have a weak funding structure in common. Where financial support is asked to offer a durable volunteering infrastructure performing six coherent core functions, temporary and project based funding for just a few functions is offered. For many VCs the local scale is too small to obtain the (professional) equipment that is needed to provide all the six core functions for volunteers, organisations and the community. Dependency of local funding makes it difficult for VCs to form regional cooperation. In just a few countries national, regional and local governments are tuning their volunteering policies to one another, with the aim to strengthen the local volunteering infrastructure.        

Point 5.: Establishment and number of VCs 

Figure 5. gives an overview of the year of establishment of the first local VCs and the most recent information about the number of VCs per country.

Figure 5.: year of establishment and actual number of VCs 

	Country
	First VC
	Number of VCs 

	America
	1919
	365 (05/2006)

	Denmark
	1992
	  75 (03/2008)

	England
	1964
	324 (04/2008)

	Finland
	1993
	  37 (03/2006)

	Germany
	1980
	150 (06/2007)

	Italy
	1991
	72/346 (2005)


	Netherlands
	1972
	238 (04/2008)

	Norway
	1991
	275 (04/2008)


VCs come and go. Their numbers are affected by ups and downs, often caused by governmental policies. For instance in 2001, the United Nations International Year of Volunteers, many governments stimulated the establishment of VCs. Nevertheless these funding measures were temporary, so a lot of newly established VCs had to close their doors when the funding ended. 

Point 6.: Independent or embedded VCs

Some VCs are independent agencies; others are a division of a broad welfare agency or municipality (fig. 6). 

Figure 6.: independent and embedded VCs




'Who owns the VC?' In the world of VCs there is some discussion about the importance of independent volunteering infrastructure. Several parties have expectations from volunteering. Volunteers, volunteering organisations, governments and 'third parties' that 'use' volunteering as a means for instance for employability, social inclusiveness, alternative sentences, service learning, corporate communication or transitional therapeutic opportunities. Obviously all these expectations are not always congruent with each other. In the field of forces with regards to volunteering, VCs aspire to balance those diverging expectations. Independence is a precondition to perform this balancing act. Embedded VCs - incriminate the suspicion that they – are less free to play an independent role in this field of forces. But even independent VCs don't manage to get away from the obligation to serve the special interests of their beneficiaries. 

Point 7.: National networks

In all of the eight examined countries VCs have in some way a national network (fig. 7). 

Figure 7.: national networks

	Country
	National VC-network

	America
	Points of Light & Hands On Network

	Denmark
	Frivilligcentre og Selvhælp Danmark (Frise)

	England
	Volunteering England

	Finland
	Kansalaisareena

	Germany
	Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft Freiwilligen-agenturen (BAGFA)

	Italy
	Csv.net

	Netherlands
	Movisie /Coöperatie

	Norway
	Ministry of Culture and Church affairs 


Per country the functions, capacities, influence on the daily practices and quality of local VCs and the ownership of these networks differ. Due to a series of mergers in America, England and the Netherlands, the former independent national associations for VCs have been dissolved in the present national networks. With each merger local VCs gave up some influence on the policy of the national networks. In the Netherlands from being owners, the VCs finally changed to being clients of the national network. 

Point 8.: The incorporation of common goals and operational standards.

In all countries VCs have defined common goals and operational standards for the local volunteering infrastructure. The extent, to which these goals and standards are performed or can be imposed, differs per country (fig. 8).

Figure 8.: Incorporation of common goals and standards

	Country /common goals
	free
	imposed
	accredited

	America
	x
	
	x (70%)

	Denmark
	x 
	
	

	England
	x
	
	

	Finland
	
	x 
	

	Germany
	x
	
	x (22%)

	Italy
	x
	
	x (60%)

	Netherlands
	x
	
	x (17%)

	Norway
	
	x 
	 


International comparison of local volunteering infrastructures shows a common need to refer to a national branch identity. In most countries special national programs stimulate the definition and accreditation of operational standards. Accreditation of these standards only has been imposed in countries where VCs are nationally funded. Especially the local fund providers of VCs do not appear to value the incorporation of these operational standards highly. If they should do so, they could not refuse to provide the means to better the quality of services. The impetus to incorporate quality standards mainly comes from the VCs themselves. 

Point 9.: National surveys of VCs’ performances

Since (or just in) the mentioned year national networks have surveyed or researched local VCs’ performances in a number of countries. With the exception of Germany and Denmark such surveys have been performed regularly.

Figure 9.: national surveys of VCs' performances

	Country
	National VC survey

	America
	x (2004)

	Denmark
	x (2007)

	England
	x (1999)

	Finland
	-

	Germany
	x (2002

	Italy
	-

	Netherlands
	x (2006)

	Norway
	x (2003)


Surveys provide information about VCs' numbers, functions, roles and impact, performances, structure and composition, funding patterns, income, staff, equipment, geographical spreading etc.   

Point 10.: The development of VCs 

In most of the researched countries the development of local volunteering infrastructure appears to be a long lasting and complicated process, with many financial and organisational problems.

Point 11.: The equipment of local VCs

VCs judge their organisational equipment insufficient to fulfil their core functions properly. Obviously no organisation would ever claim to have sufficient means and resources. In the context of the Change Up programme delivered by the Volunteering Hub, Volunteering England drafted a proposal
 in 2006 to create a national network of VCs that provides full coverage of the population of England, deliverance of all six core functions, greater productivity by increasing the range, scale and specificity of their operations, higher quality services, greater cost -effectiveness, and more adaptability/flexibility/responsiveness. The model based on these starting points assumes for the smallest unitary/county a VC with appropriate premises, information technology and staff (3 FTEs). The funding required for this model is estimated £100.000 to £150.000 per VC. In England only VCs (8%) in inner city areas have such budgets to their disposal. The budget of VCs in urban, rural and small town areas (92%) amounts average £53.000. These figures, that reflect a situation that is also recognisable for most of the eight researched countries - make it clear that on the one hand the average VC budget is not sufficient to fulfil core functions properly and on the other hand that increasing VCs in scale can lead to the desired budgets.  

Zevenaar, June 2008
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Country�
independent�
embedded�
�
America�
  46%�
  54% (04/2008)�
�
Denmark�
100% (2007)�
�
�
England�
  60%�
  40% (1991)�
�
Finland�
�
100% (03/2006)�
�
Germany�
  30%�
  70% (2002)�
�
Italy�
  85% �
  15% (2005)�
�
Netherlands�
  25%�
  75% (08/2001)�
�
Norway�
  63% �
  37% (04/2008)�
�
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