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PART I

INTRODUCTORY REPORT PREPARED BY THE

LEAGUE OF RED CROSS SOCIETIES

It is certainly no accident that the agenda for the Twenty-Fourth 

International Red Cross Conference includes an item on voluntary service; 

many governments rely on more help from voluntary organizations to implement 

their programmes, and the Henry Dunant Institute has undertaken a study on 

the subject.*

The International Red Cross Conference is an excellent forum for 

the main participants - representatives of governments and National Societies 

to exchange views and learn of each other's needs and ability to fulfil 

the expectations of all parties involved, and for those carrying out the 

Study to collect vital data.

' ‘The changes taking place in society - the intermingling of 

peoples through travel, student exchanges, movements of refugees and internal 

and external migration, and growing mass awareness of needs and frequently 

of rights, coupled with the economic restrictions forces on governments, 

require all available resources to be tapped. Governments are therefore 

turning to private agencies for assistance in meeting new challenges for 

which they were often unprepared.

As auxiliaries of the public authorities, National Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Societies have always seen their role as complementing that of 

the authorities, and have been able to fulfil it thanks to their voluntary 

workers.

But how, and how far, can National Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies meet the expectations of their governments?

* See Part II "A Study of voluntary service in the Red Cross

in today's society" - Interim report.
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There are several sides to this question, especially finance and 

human resources, which the Conference will doubtless wish to discuss.

Concerning finance, a Council of Europe*  study now under way 

with which the League is associated shows that some member governments have 

in recent years increased their grants to voluntary organizations engaged 

in social work, but that there are many possible ways in which the public 

could be encouraged, to give financial support to private bodies, which could 

then more effectively supplement government programmes and even compensate 

for cuts in the national budget.

From the point of view of human resources - i.e., voluntary 

workers - it has to be remembered that for many years voluntary service 

has evolved steadily.

Without going into its past history, it has to be acknowledged 

that voluntary service was originally the sole preserve of the wealthy, who 

"helped the poor”. As society in general has evolved, voluntary service 

within the Red Cross, though still too frequently elitist, has in principle 

become accessible to anyone, of whatever age or social status.

This means that in theory Red Cross volunteers should represent 

society in miniature, from the young to the very old, from manual workers 

to academics. All should be able to find a place within an organization 

such as the Red Cross, whether as members of governing bodies or committees 

or as workers in one of the services. Practice is often different from 

theory, but young volunteers often predominate in the National Societies 

of developing countries, whilst volunteers in the National Societies of 

industrialized countries are mainly adults and may even be in majority 

female.

In addition, other types of volunteer workers have appeared in 

the last few years: they do not wish to join any existing organization but 

are willing to cooperate as individuals or as a-group, in ..a programme, or. 

form their own self-help groups.

* Select Committee of Experts on Voluntary Work in Social Welfare Activities
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This is a significant development in voluntary service which the

Red Cross should not underestimate if, impelled by current trends, the 

community in the industrialized countries is to recover its old status 

(which many developing countries have succeeded in retaining) in which the 

individual feels responsible for himself and the members of his community, 

and so fill the gaps in, for example, social services.

Isolated examples of this new type of voluntary work are found 

within the Red Cross, mainly in connection with aid to the families of 

handicapped persons or to young people with family or educational problems, 

but in general the movement does not appear willing to call on these 

"unorganized” volunteers.

The Red Cross, therefore, can call for the help of various categories 

of volunteer workers, depending on the activities it has itself decided to 

do or has been given by the government, and on the approach it wishes to 

adopt.

Members of councils and committees are usually chosen because of 

their personal abilities and their influential position in the community, 

and are therefore generally considered as not requiring any training for 

their work with the Red Cross.

This assumption is open to doubt, for such volunteers are entering 

an organization that has its own structures and requirements.

The second category comprises the volunteers who provide the 

services, who form the work force of the Red Cross most often enabling it 

to respond to government expectations.

To do this - in other words, to be useful agents of government 

policy, especially medical and social policy - volunteers must be trained 

for their work.
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Many National Societies have realized the importance of the issue 

and have long taken care to train their voluntary in first aid, social or 

health workers.

For Societies without any training programme, the League Secretariat 

has prepared guides, handbooks and courses, organized training periods and 

even supplied instructors.

Ihe purpose of this instruction is to enable volunteers to become 

the full partners of the professionals; but all too often the professionals 

appear to think it does not inadequately ensure the smooth teamwork exempt 

from rivalry, in which each party complements the other to good purpose.

On the other hand, some volunteers think they possess exceptional 

qualities merely because they are volunteers. They carry out their voluntary 

activities with complete disregard for professional rules and make no attempt 

to cooperate with those who have been trained for a particular job.

These problems of communication sometimes found between professional 

and voluntary workers are based on mutual lack of understanding. Suitable 

information for both sides, or even working together for a time, could improve 

attitudes and lead to each group's appreciating the other - each doing its 

own job but anxious to fit in with the other.

The same communication problems may affect relations between 

volunteer and paid Red Cross workers, with prejudice on one side and status 

considerations on the other.

What is the remedy?

Practical solutions as regards volunteer and paid social workers 

have been proposed in the Council of Europe study referred to above, and 

could be adapted to relations between paid workers and volunteers.
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Voluntary service is now likely to have problems - and already 

has them in some European countries - because of underemployment, volunteers 

being considered as filling jobs that could be given to wage-earners.

The reply to this argument is that volunteers never do the work of 

professionals and that, far from robbing wage-earners of their jobs, they 

often create employment.

The subject is worth discussing; it concerns not only the future 

of voluntary organizations such as the Red Cross but also their ability to 

respond to government expectations, in a combined effort to improve the 

quality of life.

In conclusion, it seems that voluntary service is perennial.

In the past much has been written about it, and its future concerns us all. 

The conclusions reached by the Henry Dunant Institute's Study, and the 

answers given by the forthcoming XXIVth International Conference of the 

Red Cross, may determine the direction it will take and its place in the 

community of tomorrow.



PART II

A STUDY ON VOLUNTARY SERVICE IN THE RED CROSS

IN TODAY’S SOCIETY

Interim Report

Prepared by the Henry Dunant Institute
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INTRODUCTION

The first adumbrations of a project to study voluntary service are 

to be found in the files of the Henry Dunant Institute dating back to the 

seventies. Various formulae were examined, and the plan received new impetus 

from a wish expressed by the Third Conference of Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies in the Balkan countries, held in Athens in Hay 1973. The member 

bodies of the Henry Dunant Institute then commissioned the Institute to 

undertake an in-depth study of voluntary service.

A working group was formed composed of representatives of the three 

member institutions of the Henry Dunant Institute, namely, the League, the 

ICRC and the Swiss Red Cross, as well as representatives of the Institute 

itself. At a number of meetings in. 1S79 and 1980, the group established 

the objectives of the Study and the range of methods to be used in effecting 

it. Responsibility for the Study was entrusted to the Director of the 

Institute, who later engaged a research assistant to help with the work.

National Societies’ interest in the Study was confirmed at the 

Third Regional Conference of European Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

in Budapest in Hay 1981 where voluntary service was one of the items on the 

agenda. The working paper on the subject presented by the Henry Dunant 

Institute described the initial elements of the research. The Conference 

adopted a recommendation urging the Institute tc join the ICRC and the League 

in adapting voluntary service to the current needs of society by means of 

studies and seminars on the different aspects of voluntary work.

The Study which forms the subject of the present report should also 

benefit from the debate on voluntary service which will take place during 

the XXIVth International Red Cross Conference to be held in Hanila in 

November 1981 and of any recommendations which may result.
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A. PRESENTATION OF THE STUDY

1• Objectives of the Study

The activities of the Red Cross, especially within National 

Societies, are based largely on voluntary service or unpaid work, which 

forms one of the seven Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross. The 

Tansley Report pointed out that understanding and application of this 

principle were not the same everywhere. The Study has therefore concentrated 

on illustrating the variety of forms taken by voluntary service.

Voluntary work in all Red Cross activities is analysed by examining 

the experience of the National Societies and the international institutions 

of the Red Cross. The Study also investigates voluntary service in the 

different kinds of society and culture existing today and its capacity to 

regenerate and innovate in order to meet new needs. A few examples are the 

development of community services and satisfaction of basic needs, also the 

various ways in which Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies cooperate with 

public authorities and with private and non-governmental organizations at 

local and national level and internationally-,

The place of voluntary workers within the National Societies is 

also studied, as well as their position in relation to professional workers. 

Fundamental questions to be dealt with include the recruitment and training 

of volunteers, their supervision and the kind of pay or rewards which they 

receive for their commitment and services.

The chief purpose of the Study is to arrive at practical conclusions 

offering a number of solutions to National Societies, which are encountering 

problems in various aspects of voluntary work. In addition, the Study will 

attempt to establish guidelines for future action by volcr.tary ^workers in 

the Red Cross movement, to help the deliberative bodies of the International 

Red Cross to draw up recommendations.
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II. Scope of the Study

The purpose of the Study undertaken by the Henry Dunant Institute 

is to permit a better definition of Red Cross voluntary service, the way 

in which it has developed, its intrinsic value and its compass.

Voluntary service is crucial to the Red Cross, as it is for other 

private and non-governmental organizations. The future of the movement, 

perhaps even its survival, depend on it, according to some opinions. So 

the Red Cross here has a unique opportunity to weigh the pros and cons of 

voluntary work, and as well as recognizing its benefits to face honestly 

and firmly some of the difficulties hampering the existence and the growth 

of voluntary activities.

The Study also gives the Red Cross a chance to show an open mind 

in defining new'prospects for voluntary work, ridding it of outmodel elements 

and making it able to respond more efficiently to the basic needs of human 

beings and to their increasing need to participate. This is particularly 

relevant to underprivileged population groups.

While the immediate recipients of the Study will be the National 

Societies, it is vital to answer the question as to how all levels of the 

Red Cross, whether permanent and paid staff or volunteers, can be associated 

with the thinking and awareness which the Study is trying to create.

In this connection, other forms of collaboration and participation 

by the National Societies must be devised. They should give rise to a process 

of reflection and evaluation within the movement, continuing after the 

Study has been completed, and improving the ability to make use of volunteers 

and to work with them. v,

For example, one possibility would be the creation, at international 

level, of a group of representatives of National Societies specially concerned 

with the subject of voluntary work and, at national level, of groups composed 

of volunteers, paid workers and Red Cross officials who wish to evaluate the 

activities of volunteers within their National Society and at the same time 

to enhance them.
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III. Working methods

Different methods were used in the first phase of ths Study, 

ranging from bibliographic research on recent developments in voluntary 

service to examination of available Red Cross documentation on the subject. 

A particular focus of interest was the statutes of the National Societies 

concerned and sometimes their own publications on voluntary'work. A number 

of the League’s specialized publications were useful, as were recent reports 

from National Societies all over the world on their activities with voluntary 

workers, published in the League's review Panorama.

In addition, there were the replies received by the Henry Dunant 

Institute to the questionnaire on voluntary service sent out in August 1980 
to a sample of twenty National Societies''''' in all five continents. So far, 

ten replies have been received and analyzed, while very useful documents for 

preparation of the Study have been sent by National Societies, whether they 

were consulted or not. ■

Examination of the replies has shown that National Societies suffer 

to some extent from acute anxiety as to the part played by volunteers in 

their programmes. It has also revealed what the Red Cross has been able to 

accomplish through its voluntary workers. Nevertheless, certain comments 

are required: first, the infQrmation collected on the basis of a limited 

sample of twenty,National Societies - half of which have not yet answered 

the questionnaire - can hardly suffice to express the wealth and complexity 

of the various practical forms of voluntary work within the international 

movement of the Red Cross, which possesses 126 member Societies.

This being so, it might be better to widen the Study to cover all 

National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, so that each of them has the 

opportunity to take part in the research on voluntary service, whose 

development in the years to come will undeniably have major consequences 

for the future of the movement.

lj Botswana, Brazil, Canada, Colombia, People's .Republic of the Congo, Cuba^ 

Finland, France, Hungary, Indonesia, Japan, Lebanon, Libya, Malaysia, 

Nicaragua, Nigeria, Spain, Thailand, Tunisia, and United Kingdom.
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Finally, the compilation of a simple document .covering the main 

points concerning voluntary work in the Red Cross would make it possible 

for National Societies in the numerous areas of the worTff'wher'e oral 

communication has priority over written language to present their views 

<. more freely and confidently when talking with researchers for the purposes 

of the Study.

Plans have been made to visit a number of National Societies, 

especially in areas where it is difficult to gather information and when 

the Societies evince an aspect of voluntary work which would be helpful to 

the Study. It is intended to meet volunteers, professional workers and
'li. ■ : 'r-- d . . • -J

members of Red Cross national headquarters and branches who deal with the 

day-to-day realities of voluntary work.

Contact has been made at recent, meetings with the appropriate 

staff members of the League and the ICRC and with leading officials'-of 

: National Societies in order to discuss some aspects of voluntary service.

It may also pe possible to make use of the services of the regional delegates 

of the League and the ICRC to obtain additional data from National Societies, 

, using the simple document mentioned above.

I\/c Financing the Study

The first phase of the Study has been financed by generous contri

butions from the League, the ICRC and the National Societies of Denmark, 

Finland and Sweden. The Henry Dunant Institute is extremely grateful to them. 

Even so-unremitting efforts must be made to obtain further help from 

National Societies and foundations likely to be interested in the institute’s 

research activities, if the Study is to be carried to a successful conclusion.
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B. DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY ON VOLUNTARY SERVICE IN THE RED CROSS

IN TODAY'S SOCIETY

I. Bibliographical resources and documentation

The concept of voluntary or unpaid service in the context of the 

present study is not be found in current dictionaries of the French language, 

whether the large multi-volume versions or the more concise editions. 

"Voluntary service” is mentioned only in connection with those who enlist in 

the army rather than being conscripted. Only the adjectives "voluntary” and 

"unpaid” appear in these dictionaries, which relate them to acts of pure 

free will, accomplished without constraint and without remuneration. Not a 

single work has been found in the libraries consulted which relates, for 

example, the whole progress of the phenomenon known as voluntary service 

through the ages and in different civilizations. In general, the available 

literature consists in fragmentary studies of many kinds of voluntary 

service in various countries or areas.

It is therefore necessary to change tactics to obtain a view of the 

phenomenon. If voluntary service is examined in relation to the various fields 

which it covers, it is found to react, at times by a kind of osmosis, with 

many contemporary social phenomena. These have given rise to a great deal 

of documentation, within and outside the Red Cross, which will supplement 

the information provided by the National Societies in the replies to the 

Institute’s questionnaire.

Several journals dealing with social issues have published articles 

on voluntary service and unpaid work in the last few years. It is noticeable 

that French uses the two expressions without distinction, while English has 

only the single word "volunteer” to denote somebody who performs unpaid 

activities. However, it is generally agreed that in French the term "bénévolat" 

(unpaid service] is applied more specifically to those who receive neither 

remuneration nor expenses.
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Red Cross publications, apart from the basic work by fir. J.G. Lossier 

on "Fellowship” and the commentaries of Mr, J. Pictet on the Fundamental 

Principles of the Red Cross, do not include any comprehensive Red Cross 

reflection on voluntary service, which is one of the vital principles 

recognized and adopted by the XXth International Red Cross Conference in 

Vienna in 1965. From time to time articles on voluntary service have appeared 

in the International Review fo the Red Cross. More recently, the ICRC, the 

League and the Henry Dunant Institute have made it their policy since 1979 

to compile short reports or documents on voluntary service for the regional 

conferences referred to earlier.

The desire or necessity of National Societies to work with volunteers 

and to encourage their greater participation is more strongly affirmed in the 

resolutions adopted by successive Red Cross Conferences.

II. Reflections on the subject of voluntary service

A first glance at the bibliographical resources mentioned above 

shows that attitudes to voluntary service, within the Red Cross movement as 

in other bodies, are affected by differing schools of thought, whether in 

the United States, Great Britain, the continent of Europe or some of the 

Third World countries.

The universality of the international Red Cross movement makes it 

especially important to arrive at a concept of voluntary service which stays 

very close to the definition of group solidarity and mutual help and emerges 

whenever a human community is formed.

The Red Cross was founded in Europe in the 19th century, at a time 

when the consequences of industrialization on the living conditions of the 

population had brought forth various kinds of unpaid activities, which 

gradually took the place of the mutual help formerly provided by families 

and the churches, in the villages or in larger communities. These activities 

grew at a time when the State had not yet taken responsibility for the 

social protection of its citizens as it has in our day.
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Today, what is known as the industrialized world has altered beyond 

recognition. The Red Cross has had to adapt to new needs, explore fresh 

fields of activities for its voluntary workers, while the State and the 

competent authorities have taken an ever greater part in meeting and , 

administering the social needs of the population. Moreover, two thirds of 

the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies are located in developing 

countries. It is becoming imperative to examine to what extent the work of 

Red Cross volunteers is based on these countries' own systems of traditional 

solidarity and supplements or even opposes them.

A study on voluntary service covering such widely differing political, 

economic, social, religious and cultural situations as are to be found in 

Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America and the Northern Hemisphere may have 

scant chance of success unless it patiently seeks for similarities in the 

difficulties encountered, and successes achieved, by the National Societies 

in their work with volunteers.

In short, voluntary service is first and foremost an ideal and a 

way of acting presented in a simple concept capable of being understood and 

accepted by all those in the Red Cross, whether officials, paid workers or 

volunteers, however varied their environment, their culture and their living 

conditions, without feeling excluded or pushed on one side by a strange way 

of thinking.

III. Voluntary service in a changing world

What is the background to voluntary service today? The unprecedented 

expansion which marked the 25 years after the second world war has been 

followed by economic recession and retrenchment, and by uncertainty and 

pessimism concerning the future of humanity at large.

Before the year 2000 the population explosion will mean that the 

earth's inhabitants will number about 4,000 million, far more than can be 

met by the food resources now available and the present potential for
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substantially increasing world agricultural production. The gulf dividing 

the industrialized countries from the developing nations widens steadily, 

with 700 million men, women and children living in extreme poverty and ill- 

health, deprived of any possibility of taking an active part in the life 

of their communities. In the Third World, any improvement in the people’s 

living conditions is badly hampered by the various forms of instability 

eroding political and economic structures, in spite of attempts at 

development.

The mounting unemployment and acts of violence or terrorism which 

result from economic recession and inflation illustrate the growing 

politicization that affects tha major problems of our age, and the tremendous 

progress in communications throughout the world exposes everyone to the daily 

and increasing stress of events. ' ■

In various parts of the world, the dehumanized living conditions 

of the people are largely due to the continuing automation of working 

processes and to the degradation of their immediate environment, which destroy 

the balance of social and family life. The structural changes characteristic 

of our time and the speed of change in science and technology cause moral, 

cultural and religious values to be overthrown, and the situation is 

aggravated by depersonalization of the individual and the endless assaults 

of the consumer society and the leisure industry.

At community level, the acceleration of these changes gives rise 

to fresh disturbances with economic, political and social consequences, 

in particular the flight of country people to the towns; individuals feel 

lost and maladjusted in the huge urban areas, become mentally ill, and 

often take to drink or drugs. A chain of such events leads inevitably to 

whole population groups becoming marginal and excluded from society.

In a world of physical, social and psychological breakdowns, how 

can Red Cross voluntary service be defined and justified?
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New needs demand new .activities. Extension of the range of Red 

Cross activities and increasing social problems favour voluntary action. 

Despite the fact that in most social systems the responsibility for health 

and welfare rests with the State or the regional or local authorities, 

there will never be enough professional social workers to discover and 

remedy all human troubles.

This is particularly true of health care, where the necessity for 

preventive measures has emerged, measures which must be based on a braod 

popular participation with the right motivation, not only among the permanent 

technical staff but also among the population itself. This motivation 

cannot be- ordered from above, it must come from within, it must be promoted 

by organizations believing in what they are doing and their members, by 

necessity, volunteers. We have seen this when facing the need for vaccination 

campaigns or general health education, school hygiene, the fight against the 

causes of illnesses such as tuberculosis, malaria and many others; in the fight 

against alcoholism, the abuse of drugs - there are so many more examples which 

could be given.

In recent years we have seen how this general idea has taken concrete 

form in the work' for primary health care, in the beginnings of public interest 

in the environment and in many other fields.

We have also seen in highly developed countries with excellent 

medical systems1, how the population changes have created a new poverty, the 

poverty of loneliness, isolation and frustration, because the old contacts 

with the soil, the home village and the family have been severed by migration 

to the big cities- and the disappearance of normal relations between the human 

being and the community. Here too, there is an obvious need for more efficient, 

more widesprend volunteer services.

IV. Voluntary service; a tentative definition and current trends

1. A tentative definition

Volunteer ectiom is a spontaneous movement of human solidarity made 

to show the recipient that he is not alone and that all that matters is that 
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he belongs to a species and a group. This behaviour enables any community 

to survive, to perpetuate itself and demonstrate its support of the least 

privileged.

From distant times, human beings and their systems of.government 

have shown solicitude for others and have cared for the poor and the old, 

widows and orphans, invalids and the destitute. Communities were often 

organized and protected by the collective efforts of the local population.

The notion of service rendered and responsibility for others was 

later reinforced and developed by hasty and often improvised assistance in 

natural disasters and scarcity or famine, given according to circumstances, 

by individuals, groups of people and charitable and religious institutions, 

either with or without help from the authorities. The quality and extent 

of the services provided, the human resources mobilized, and organization 

have varied through the ages, in accordance with individual and groups needs, 

available resources and the regime in power.

Within the Red Cross, it is generally acknowledged that the 

volunteers are the main driving force of the movement and are practically 

present in all Red Cross activities. Nobody disputes the definition proposed 

at the regional Red Cross conferences already mentioned:

"The Red Cross volunteer is any person who of his or her own free will 

devotes a part of his/her time and of his/her skills to activities undertaken 

by the Red Cross in the service of the community. The Red Cross volunteer 

acts in an unpaid capacity or may receive a modest remuneration."

The replies to the questionnaire do not dwell on this definition, 

but they do stress the specific nature of voluntary work in the Red Cross 

and the place it occupies as an auxiliary to the public authorities and 

as a seasoned pioneer in detecting new needs and making a creative and 

complementary short-or long-term contribution in a wide variety of fields.
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According to some opinions, the reason for the solidarity energizing 

the Red Cross should be expressed essentially through the volunteer workers, 

organized according to Red Cross Principles and motivated by an ethic which 

takes into account the contributions of the different ideologies, philosophies 

and civilizations among which the Red Cross is implanted. Such a view should 

give rise to reflection and plans for the creation of a huge volunteer 

movement able to tackle the increasingly numerous and complex problems facing 

the Red Cross.

2. Trends

From the comments made by National Societies in their replies to

•the questionnaire, it is evident that for some of them the numbers of 

volunteers and officials tends to grow larger as the needs to be covered by 

the Red Cross increase in extent. However, the public does not always 

appreciate the true value of voluntary work and its beneficial and essential 

results.

At present, the major obstacle seems to consist in the difficulty 

of reconciling the inclusion of volunteers in Red Cross activities with the 

greater demands of new social needs. The Regional Conference of European 

National Societies at Budapest in May 1981 laid special emphasis on the 

orduous task of providing proper training to volunteers who worked with 

social groups whose needs were often acute and hard to understand, and 

who were rejected or deliberately ignored by public opinion. Examples are 

drug addicts, alcoholics, prisoners, the handicapped and the isolated. An 

added difficulty is that volunteers must not only highly competent

but must be able to offer a long enough term of service to give some chance 

of success for the work undertaken with these marginal or at-risk groups.

Other trends- occasionally contradictory, are discernible in 

voluntary work. One of them is found in the motives for such work, which 

are changing. Volunteers want to be where the action is. They want to bring 

about changes at their level and to support, guide and even advise people
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who are going through difficulties similar to their own. Hence the appear

ance in different parts of the world of informal groups to defend various 

causes, which often wish to help in reforming social structures and try to 

stimulate participation by the underprivileged or victims of discrimination, 

and so encourage them to take action to solve their own problems.

Moreover, even volunteers who engage in the more traditional type 

of unpaid service no longer do so solely in a spirit of free service freely 

given, but regard their period of voluntary service as a phase in their 

training for a job or a means of obtaining a paid job more easily.

Among the consequences of these changes of attitude there is a 

growing tendency of some volunteers today to be unwilling to work in super

visory or responsible posts in the organization they are assisting. This 

attitude extends to administrative and management duties, in committees and 

other bodies. The Red Cross suffers from this trend, along with other 

organizations - sports associations, religious groups, etc.

In a wider context, the concept of voluntary work itself is altering. 

A volunteer who joins the Red Cross can no longer expect to do only work 

that fits in with his own interests; he has to accept the idea that his 

contribution is part of a programme based on a prior census of national 

needs.

Lastly, volunteers are now used for temporary of non-recurring 

duties. They may be recruited for short-term work - administering or 

starting up projects, taking part in temporary committees or working groups, 

counselling, etc. - and not necessarily for life.

As a preliminary conclusion, it would be tempting to define voluntary

service in 1981 under three fundamental aspects:
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- the traditional aspect characteristic of the Red Cross

(the pioneer aspect];

- the supplementary aspect, auxiliary to the authorities

(filling the gaps];

- the correctional aspect, or rather the aspect of mediation 

between the authorities and underprivileged, marginal and 

isolated, groups or individuals in order to reintegrate 

them into society.

The study should be able to underline the importance of this last 

factor which is so representative of trends in our societies. Whatever 

conclusions the Study may lead to, there is no doubt that the human 

dimension, the "surplus value" that springs from the heart, remains the 

outstanding characteristic of Red Cross volunteers. But they now wish to 

provide humanitarian aid in accordance 'with well defined objectives.

V. Red Cross volunteers

1. 'Who are th3 Red Cross volunteers?

The first replies received tc the questionnaire show that the socio 

economic composition of the volunteer body has become wider- This tendency 

corresponds to the expansion of Red Cross activities to meet ever greater 

needs. Yet the image which emerges is still indistinct and does not give 

enough details concerning the social, ethnic and cultural groups to which the 

volunteers belong or the skills which they bring to the Red Cross service.

Five National Societies give some particulars of where their 

volunteers come from, The majority seem to be from the middle groups of 

the population and employed in urban activities (industry, commerce, or 

administration]. When occupations are mentioned, they appear to mainly 

medicine (doctors and nurses], education [university and school teachers], 

and paramedical,
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Students or young people and women are the two major'groups of 

people providing volunteers - at times more than 50 per cent of them - for 

six National Societies from four continents. One African Society indicated 

that more than half of its volunteer workers were unemployed. Is this 

situation found elsewhere in Africa, or in other parts of the world?'

A Society in Eastern Europe says that one-fifth of its volunteers 

work in rural areas, whereas a Society in Africa and another in Latin 

America state, that they have no rural volunteers. Is this true also of 

other National Societies in these regions? More information is therefore 

necessary, in order to find out whether Red Cross activities correspond to 

the needs of the population as a whole and to what extent volunteers taking 

part in the programme of activities come from the classes and social groups 

to which Red Cross efforts are directed.

2. Characteristics of Red Cross volunteers

a] Breakdown by age and sex--.... ..............

Where National Societies give particulars of the age of volunteers, 

it becomes apparent that they are recruited from the three major age groups: 

young people under 25 (Asia, Africa and Latin America), persons between 25 

and 60, and (especially in Western and Eastern Europe) retired people.

A breakdown of volunteers by sex seems to show that there is a 

roughly equal number of National Societies men and women respectively are 

in the majority. One Society has equal proportions of men and women. It 

would be useful to know the social, cultural or other reasons which:hold 

men or women back from working with the Red Cross. Almost identical data 

on participation by men or women from National Societies in one region or 

continent could provide lessons for the recruitment of Red Cross volunteers, 

which is a big problem for many National Societies.
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b) Who are regarded as volunteers

In general, it is not easy to define volunteers in a National 

Society. Are they persons who carry out minor duties for a few hours a 

week or month, or are they also people who, because of their Red Cross 

experience or special qualifications, are asked to serve on local or 

national committees? And what about professional people who provide their 

skills to the Red Cross as volunteers?

To ask who the volunteers are really means examining the image 

presented by Red Cross volunteers and the view of them taken by the 

National Societies.

In its subsequent work, the Study might draw up a tentative typology 

of volunteer workers, taking into account the wide range of Red Cross activi

ties using their services.

3. Direction and organization of volunteers work'

The replies to the questionnaire give little information on this 

point, although it is an essential one for the Study on Voluntary Service 

to examine, in particular in order to illustrate the various ways in which 

National Societies prganize their national end local voluntary activities. 

For example, it is important to find out to what extent the President of 

the Red Cross, the Secretary General or other officials should have 

responsibility for this work. In other cases, the operation of national 

or local volunteer committees and their chairmen should be studied. More 

generally, it would be helpful to assess how far volunteers are integrated 

into the services employing them.:

4. Recruitment and selection of volunteers

Replies to the questionnaire so far received indicate that at 

least six National Societies (in several continents) accept virtually any 

volunteers who really want to help and do not have any selection procedure.
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Three other National Societies (in Europe and Latin America) make a kind 

of preliminary selection before enrolling new volunteers in specific duties 

and, if necessary, give them training before including them in the ranks 

of voluntary workers. Only one or two National Societies sometimes refuse 

to accept volunteers, for reasons which vary considerably but usually have 

to do with some form of psychological or social unbalance.

National Societies should give close attention to the criteria 

they adopt for the recruitment and selection of volunteers. The issue is 

of the first importance, especially at a time when not only the Red Cross 

but other non-governmental organizations are finding it difficult to 

recruit members and are wondering whether they themselves should not change 

with current changes in mental attitudes and social structures.

The replies given on this point by the National Societies consulted 

confirm the recruitment criteria suggested in the questionnaire, viz., 

motivation, spirit of service and special interests. Likewise, volunteer 

candidates are selected, usually after a trial period, for their personality, 

interests, knowledge and skills, experience and available time.

None of the replies refers to original methods of recruitment, 

apart from personal contacts and use of the mass media for publicizing 

appeals or information campaigns. At the present time, when informal 

groups are gaining in significance and in many traditional organizations 

members are stationary or on the decline, the Red Cross would doubtless 

do well to reappraise its methods of recruitment and selection and allow 

for recent changes in volunteers’ motives. These changes particularly 

affect young people, who are now under pressure of many kinds, for example 

that of the consumer society, or unemployment which bears ever more heavily 

on the young.

It has not been possible to discover, from the replies to the 

questionnaire, who in the National Societies is responsible for recruiting, 

or for the reception and selection of volunteers, nor to establish exactly 



the role of local committees in this connection. The Study would be 

improved if it could show whether or not the National Societies have a 

plan for recruiting and selecting their voluntary workers which takes 

account of changing needs in their countries and the Red Cross desire to 

respond to them.

Another matter for investigation would be whether, in considering 

the problems of recruitment and selection of volunteers, the National Societies 

have already formed a more precise and systematic idea of the type of 

volunteers they wish to see engaged in Red Cross activities, sitting in the 

committees or providing professional or other services of special value to 

the Red Cross.

■ . •„ ' - ■■ ~ ■■ ■ ■:;

5. Training of volunteers

Virtually all the replies to the questionnaire indicated that the 

training pf volunteers comprised instruction in basic Red Cross knowledge 

and technical training, depending on the duties to be carried out. A more 

or less wide range of methods was used, depending on the possibilities of 

the National Society concerned. The majority of replies listed methods 

suggested in the questionnaire: individual training by professional staff, 

lectures, courses, seminars, etc. But it would be beneficial if National 

Societies evaluated the type of training given to their volunteers or devised 

new methods to ensure such training.

It is alos necessary to know how far if at all this training is 

an integral part of the training given to professional and other permanent 

salaried Red Cross workers, if there is such training. The Study should 

therefore determine to what extent the National Societies have plans or 

programmes to improve the skills of Red Cross professional or voluntary 

workers at the various operational levels in the Societies.
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Who is responsible for the training of volunteers within the 

Society? What prospects have volunteers doing minor duties or sitting in 

local committees of training for responsibility or advanced training?- 

How are the services of volunteers in the committees or other' Red Cross 

activities assessed? -These are all questions which would be examined 

thoroughly by the Study.

Nevertheless, it is possible at this stage to point to some 

constant factors which will in future influence the training to be given 

to volunteers and the use made of the volunteers when trained. The first 

consists in admitting that the integration of volunteers at high level 

requires that the organization making use of their services should be 

thoroughly acquainted with their motives, the training they need and 

questions of management in general.

To an increasing extent, volunteers play several roles simul

taneously - of citizen, parent, worker, student, etc. - and the time they 

have for voluntary activities is limited. Their training must therefore 

recognize that these roles and responsibilities make legitimate demands on 

their time, and that the constraints of time and working schedules are 

heavier than they used to be for people .wishing to do voluntary .work.

Another point is that in some routine sectors of voluntary work 

volunteers do not always see the point of undergoing additional training. 

Having already plenty to do, they are reluctant to take on any more work. 

The organization using their services therefore has to convince them that 

in*  making their contribution they acquire a right to continue their 

training and improve their performance. At regular intervals throughout 

their period of service volunteers should be able to ask questions, take 

stock of their activities and widen their knowledge of their particular 

duties or responsibilities. Volunteers need to feel that the organization 

is committing itself to enabling them to grow into their job.
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The extent to which the Red Cross gives its volunteers proof that 

they will be able to engage in new activities and accede to greater responsi

bilities will decide whether it keeps and increases the number of volunteers 

in its ranks. Obviously the consequences of this policy on the work of 

salaried Red Cross employees have to be recognized} higher standards of 

skill for volunteers mean higher standards for employees, and paying the 

higher salaries this implies.

6. What do Red Cross volunteers do?

a) Traditional activities

The first two of the activities mentioned as examples by National 

Societies were aid to refugees and displaced persons (in Asia, Middle East 

and Europe) and disaster relief (in Europe, Africa and Latin America). After 

these for several European Societies, came medical and social activities, 

- organizing holidays for handicapped persons with the help of volunteers, 

beauty care as therapy in psychiatric hospitals, and running day centres 

for old people. The volunteers in one Society in Asia are helping the 

government to eradicate epidemics and combat the malnutrition resulting 

from a long period of drought. A Society in Latin America particularly 

mentions the aid it has given to victims of armed conflict.

The replies to the questionnaire make no comment on the scale of 

activities of Red Cross volunteers or on the way in which voluntary work 

is linked with the shole of the National Society’s programme. Here are 

two subjects to which more attention should be given during the Study.

In about half the replies (from the various continents) adminis

trative and financial services top the list of sectors using volunteers; 

meidco-social activities come next. In other National Societies the main 

emphasis is on. medico-social activities, before management, administration 

and finance. Some National Societies, on the other hand, have difficulty 

in recruiting volunteers for these administrative duties.
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Third in importance are Red Cross Youth activities. Several

National Societies in Europe, the Middle East, Asia and Latin America 

reported a variety of programmes ranging from training and social welfare 

courses for Red Cross Youth leaders and volunteers, home nursing, health 

education and first aid, to out-of-school activities, fire prevention, 

protection of the environment and care of the elderly.

b) New activities

All answers to the questionnaire state that new activities have 

been undertaken in the last ten years, particularly in the following sectors: 

aid to refugees, disaster relief, sea and mountain rescue, highway accidents, 

air rescue, ambulance services, and first-aid courses for industrial workers. 

Training of leaders and volunteers, continuous vocational traninig, and the 

conversion of medical dispensaries into social centres are other new types 

of voluntary work done.

Two European Societies mention special efforts to help handicapped 

children and adults. Another Society, in the Middle East, is actively 

involved in the preparations for the International Year of Disabled Persons. 

Combating drug addiction, caring for alcoholics, marginal members of the 

population and prisoners, promoting human rights and improving social activities 

and education have presented new fields of action for Red Cross volunteers 

in several National Societies.

c) Activities discontinued

Only three Societies - one in Asia, one in Africa, one in the 

Middle East - state that they have discontinued certain activities. It 

would be interesting to know how National Societies evaluate their activities 

and whether they can do so at regular intervals. The Study will make 

suggestions for the more systematic inclusion of this important function of 

evaluating activities at every operational level of the National Society 

in programmes for training young and adult volunteers for responsibility,
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and in leadership training programmes for high-level officials of National 

Societies. Such reappraisal, will doubtless prove increasingly necessary, 

as the trend is towards more volunteers in teams providing services. Many 

voluntary agencies find that volunteers are less willing to confine themselves 

to office work, and want to do social work and render direct service to 

persons needing their help.

7. Participation by volunteers - ....

A quick look at the Statutes of the National Societies selected 

for the Study shows that many of them define members of the Red Cross as 

persons who pay a subscription, in accordance with a varying scale, and 

consequently as persons with voting rights. The volunteer as such is rarely 

defined.

The replies relating to volunteer participation reflect quite a 

wide range of situations. More than half of the National Societies (Europe, 

Africa, Asia) which gave their views on the subject consider volunteers to 

be full members of the Red Cross, but in one Society in Latin America 

volunteers are not regarded as members. It is desirable, therefore, to 

clarify the concept of volunteers in relation to members of the Red Cross. 

In some National Societies, it appears, volunteers help to carry on Red Cross 

activities in the country without being able to take part in decisions which 

significantly influence their work, since voting rights are reserved to 

those members of the Red Cross who have paid a subscription. There is a 

case for reviewing the definitions of members of volunteers and their 

respective rights in the Notional Societies.

Participation is showing the interesting trend that some organ

izations are abolishing the distinction between volunteers and professional 

workers, and refer simply to members, active and passive. There is nothing 

derogatory in the use of the word "passive”, as passive members perform the 

extremely important function of supporting the organization’s activities.
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The Study must therefore carefully examine volunteer participation 

in its various forms. In some National Societies, volunteers can take part 

freely in drawing up and evaluating programmes and making decisions. In 

others, volunteer participation in decisions is limited to technical matters, 

in which they are involved. In one Society in Eastern Europe, volunteer 

participation in decision-making and evaluating programmes is restricted 

to the volunteers heading various sections of the Society. The present 

economic crisis, and its effects on employment, according to one National 

Society, seriously hinder the expansion of voluntary activities among the 

population concerned.

Much more disquieting is the loss of interest by volunteers. What 

causes it? How can National Societies keep their voluntary workers? There 

is no doubt that participation by volunteers, if they ask for it - and not 

all of them do - in drafting programmes of activities, making decisions 

and assessing results would greatly help to strengthen their feeling of 

belonging, on an equal footing, to the community they have chosen t.o serve.

Attention should likewise be paid to the marks of consideration 

appreciated by everyone. Many National Societies have their own system of 

rewards in the form of medals, certificates, testimonials, etc. Perhaps 

the time has come to encourage other measures, such as study tours or 

training facilities. The Study should throw light on this question.

8. Relations between professionals and volunteers

This sensitive subject requires special attention. It is certainly 

not merely a question of studying the relations between professionals and 

volunteers working in hospital surroundings, although developments in recent 

years have caused bad blood in several countries, especially when hospitals 

tried to pay Red Cross voluntary workers. Moreover, in the present unstable 

economic climate, Red Cross volunteers encounter distrust from professional 

workers' associations and trade unions, which fear that the volunteers will 

become an unpaid work force and cause the loss of paid jobs.
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The above-mentioned relations include those between paid Red Cross 

workers and the volunteers whose work they supervise, and between permanent 

Red Cross officials (the Secretary General and other professional workers] 

and local and national governing bodies of National Societies.

The Study will doubtless be able to shed a useful light on the 

conditions likely to affect Red Cross relations with trade unions or 

associations in different parts of the world.

To return to the relations between professional workers and 

volunteers, a frequent cause of conflict is that the professionals fix the 

objectives, guidelines and practical methods to be used in the work done by 

the volunteers, whereas all the volunteers can ever do is to temper the 

professionals’ decisions. The conflict, therefore, is one of power, 

particularly if the professional worker represents the institution in the 

eyes of the volunteer or to the outside world. The professional's salary, 

also, is a form of social recognition to which a voluntary worker has no 

access.

Frequently professional distrust of volunteers is all the greater 

when the professionals have to spend a lot of time and energy on working 

with them, be continually at their back and call to explain the work to be 

done and questions, and accept some argument. Conflict relating to skills 

may become acute if the need to train volunteers grows greater and pro

fessional workers realize their own unsuitability or their lack of knowledge 

for giving this instruction. Often; too, professional workers have to deal 

with volunteers who have ambitious expectations and are quick to criticize 

the work assigned to them.

Finally, the attraction felt by certain types of volunteers towards 

informal groups and organizations must be examined in connection with the 

professionalization of duties that threatens the Red Cross. To what extent 

is it useful and beneficial for National Societies to have more and more 

work done by paid employees?
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VI. The outlook for voluntary service in the Red Cross

Undeniably, the work of Red Cross volunteers has enabled a great 

number of National Societies to develop their activities and to respond 

to increasingly urgent and widespread needs. Nevertheless, it is essential 

to acknowledge the obstacles still to be overcome if voluntary service in 

the Red Cross is to be properly adapted to the new needs of the community.

In many Third World countries, the Red Cross movement has to take 

into account other forms of voluntary service. Great demands are made on 

inhabitants of these countries by the mass organizations to which they 

belong, to do collective work for community development, literacy campaigns, 

land reform etc. This "political voluntary service" gets logistic support 

from the State, which provides the guidance and supervision National Societies 

often lack. The National Societies usually have no trouble in recruiting 

volunteers, but cannot always organize them when the time comes, nor make 

full use of their skills.

It is also extremely difficult to involve the population in priority 

national development schemes when most of it cannot read or write and is 

daily battling for survival. The rural areas of developing countries there

fore greatly need Red Cross volunteers who themselves come from the local 

underprivileged communities, to help them improve their own conditions; but 

making the public aware of the problems and training it to responsibility 

requires the greatest tact when it is poor and uneducated and has been 

neglected for a very long time.

In industrialized countries it is equally difficult to get the 

various social groups to commit themselves and participate even though the 

difficulties may be of a different kind. One of the pressing needs of our 

time is to reach the inactive and uninformed and those who have no contact 

with anybody. .
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All Voluntary activities presuppose the will, first, to use one’s 

potential as an individual-and then to employ itin_a..collective enterprise." 

It must be acknowledged that such efforts are undermined by the destructive 

influence of a lifestyle based on the consumer society and its often 

unbridled advertising, in which steadily growing expenditure on leisure 

makes voluntary or unpaid service appear even more incongruous. Voluntary 

service therefore calls for reappraisal of the notions of time, money, work 

and recreation as generally accepted in our industrialized societies. 

Another point is that the traditional values giving priority to a career 

and professional advancement are yielding to more personal forms of 

satisfaction.

The world crisis of our time and the upsurge of demands for 

better living conditions threaten to polarize still further conflicting 

social groups such as the elderly against the young, women fighting for 

their rights, ethnic minorities and other marginal or under-privileged 

groups fighting for survival, and consumer groups and other associations 

of interests.

The crucial issue is to discover new objectives and new human 

resources to overcome and settle these conflicts. Development of such 

capabilities will be the criterion by which the potential for progress of 

our so-called advanced societies will be judged. Imagination must be brought 

in, there is room for reflection and original solutions which the voluntary 

organizations owe it to themselves to encourage and exploit.

Recent evolution developments in voluntary activities indicate 

the path to be followed in the immediate future. The success of informal 

groups has encouraging and innovative aspects which the Red Cross should 

take into account in improving the National Societies' operations.

For example, humanitarian aid to refugees or victims of natural 

disasters is becoming increasingly varied, and those involved, whether 

private persons or governmental or intergovernmental bodies, are becoming 

more numerous. Several consortia have been formed in the spheres in which
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the Red Cross is active, and it is essential to press on with integrating 

the different movements, as this brings into being new communities with 

common interests and reduced the risk of competition or rivalry between 

the partners.

This coordination of effort and, in some cases, restructuring of 

interests can be local or national as well as international and can be 

applied to community development, environmental protection, primary health 

care, child and adult education, etc. In these activities the Red Cross 

has developed skills which are unquestioned and would enable it to act as 

a motivator and pioneer in the new context gradually being established. 

Here the principles of autonomy, neutrality and universality are major 

advantages for the Red Cross.

CONCLUSION

In this preliminary sketch of voluntary service in the Red Cross, 

we have tried to diagnose the state of this service in its most varied aspects, 

although we still lack many of the details necessary for an exact diagnosis.

We have reached tentative conclusions which will need supporting 

evidence, but it is justifiable to set down a few central ideas for subsequent 

confirmation and development.

Accelerated socio-economic change, the appearance of new needs, 

the pressure of technology, and also the diversification of Red Cross 

activities, have prepared the ground for a new type fo Red Cross voluntary 

more concerned with community services.

This type of voluntary service is a pioneer, an auxiliary and a 

go-between. It encourages most of all the full and free participation of 

individuals and groups in bringing about the development and well-being 

of their communities.



One of the major problems, in consequence, is to make sure, once 

community needs in practical and ideological terms have been investigated 

- the community being the family, the village or the whole world - that it 

is possible to give service in specific circumstances and after specific 

training, since this in itself creates the will to continue.

Here leaders of the National Societies have a fundamental role to 

play, if only to ensure that volunteers do not lose interest in their 

work through lack of essential motivation, and cease to offer their services.

The great challenge facing the Red Cross movement is to find the 

arguments and methods to create, as some countries have already done, a new 

kind of volunteer with a sense of responsibility and discipline, aware of 

the need to cooperate with other organizations, the authorities and the 

population - in short, a responsible citizen.

This Study should help Red Cross institutions to look at their 

own work in a critical spirit but with imagination and creative impulse, 

so that they can overcome the difficulties affecting voluntary service and 

affirm their resolve to take fresh risks to help others more as the Red Cross 

spirit and the needs of our time require.

It is much to be hoped that the National Societies assembled in 

Manila will make good use of the debate on voluntary service to be held at 

the Twenty-Fourth International Conference of the Red Cross. The fate of 

the Study on Voluntary Service will depend on the care they take to circulate 

it among their members and volunteers, and on the energy and resources they 

decide to invest in the reflection, evaluation and innovation suggested by 

the Study.
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