5. Moving Towards a More Reflexive Volunteering
Why do we send international volunteers? This may seem like an obvious question but it is one worth reflecting on. If it is about helping people see the world then why do we not work in the tourism industry? Is this a good thing to do? Would it be better to send learners, people who can open their minds to a different way of seeing the world and use this to create change when they return to their home communities? Whatever we call people, it is important that we work with them in a way that deepens and broadens their existing ways of seeing the world, allowing them to better understand the complexities of the issues, and the power imbalances and structures that allow them to continue.
Andreotti (2006, 2012) has written extensively on this, investigating how we can explore these topics.  Her approach is based on critical literacy, the premise that all knowledge is partial and incomplete, constructed within our contexts, cultures and experiences. Therefore, we need to engage with our own and other perspectives to learn and transform our views, identities and relationships.
Given the issues raised in previous chapters, it is important that we provide the space for volunteers to reflect on the context of their placements and their own and others’ assumptions. This includes examining how we came to think/be/feel/act the way we do and the implications of our systems of belief in relation to power, social relationships and the distribution of labour and resources. By doing so, we can better place our work in a framework that enables criticality through a safe space. Andreotti examines global citizenship education from soft to more critical approaches, ultimately calling for a more reflexive approach to be used, moving beyond ‘making the world a little better’ towards an approach that involves ‘walking with others into the possibility of new worlds’. It is this reflexive approach that we want to explore in this chapter.
Volunteering experience as a learning journey
If we want our programmes to move towards a more critical and reflexive approach, then it is important to see the volunteering experience as a learning journey. We have divided the volunteering learning journey into three parts: pre-departure training, the overseas experience, and post-return training.
Pre-departure training should prepare volunteers for going overseas, but it also offers a great opportunity to begin to open up the questions that are being explored in this manual. There are multiple reasons for this: the training can begin to challenge the stereotypes and blind spots that volunteers may have about the country they are travelling to; it can begin to look at alternative views of development; and can also begin to get volunteers to ask questions about why the world is the way it is. It has been found in previous research by Comhlamh (2009) that people are more likely to engage on return if they have made the decision to do so before going overseas. This illustrates the importance of framing a volunteer experience as a learning journey, and not just as an overseas experience.  This would result in the reframing of the volunteer continuum as a development education programme: development education would therefore be a continual part of the programme, rather than an add-on within the return phase.
The focus on development education could also be mainstreamed into the overseas part of the volunteer programme by running development education trainings while the volunteers are on placement. Ideally, the placement will be developed and run in collaboration with local NGOs and local groups so that there can be a sharing of learning and perspectives, in a sense of solidarity.
The issue of bilateral reciprocity, which we touched on in previous chapters, should also be considered. If we want real and genuine solidarity, then surely programmes should incorporate a reciprocal volunteering dimension? How can there be genuine partnership and solidarity if the exchange is only one-way? Of course, systemic issues such as economics and visas may be outside of our direct control. However, there are a range of programmes using this model despite the structural barriers that exist, so it is always worth considering ways in which this could be built into programmes from the outset.
After the volunteers have returned from placement, supports such as debriefing and signposting to next steps are vital. Debriefing helps the returned volunteer make sense of their experience. It can also smoothen the transition home and minimise any challenges that a volunteer may experience on returning home. The debriefing process as well as other return supports helps volunteers to make sense of their learning and find ways to integrate it into their lives.  This can include signposting them to opportunities or groups that are involved in interesting activism, which can be critical to ensure the volunteers’ continuous engagement.  The ‘What Next’ training manuals, which were developed as part of this Erasmus+ programme, offer very practical support to organisations on how they can do this including with localised resources that are relevant to the country contexts in Czech Rep, Germany, Ireland and the UK.
Moving towards a more reflexive volunteering in practical terms
The steps outlined in Comhlámh et al ‘From Volunteers to Active Citizens’ resource (2015) are a useful starting point in helping us to conceptualise how we can move our programmes towards a more reflexive volunteering.  Andreotti argues for use of the term “self-reflexivity” as opposed to reflection. A reflective volunteer would think about their own individual journey, assumptions and decisions. A reflexive volunteer is continually tracing individual assumptions to collective socially, culturally and historically situated “stories”’ (e.g. development, colonialism) ..and finding a way through

Based on your experiences, what impact might moving between these stages have on your volunteer programmes? What might the next steps look like within the context of your work?
	
	VOLUNTEERING
	REFLEXIVE VOLUNTEERING

	Pre departure training
	Focus on fundraising, the task, safety, limited time invested, preparation for ‘another culture’, do’s and don’ts (around health, safety, images and messages, cultural etiquette, dealing with ‘difficult’ situations) 
Empowering individuals to act (or become active citizens) according to what has been defined for them as a good life or ideal world
	Exploration of what ‘culture’ means in own context and it’s links to identity and power; exploration of images and messages from post-colonial perspective; preparation for navigating and learning from difference

Empowering individuals to reflect critically on the legacies and processes of their cultures, to imagine different futures and to take responsibility for decisions and actions

	Purpose of volunteering – grounds for acting
	Charity model; generate income for projects overseas; help in places where there is a perceived lack of ‘development’, resources, skills, technology etc…; grounds for acting are humanitarian / moral
	Justice model; solidarity; grounds for acting are political/ ethical 



	Role of volunteers
	Transfer of knowledge; provision of goods or services; being good/sharing; responsibility FOR the other (or to teach or build the capacity of the other); part of the solution - to create pressure to change structures
	Wider responsibility as a global citizen; to learn other ways of thinking about development; responsibility toward the other and to learn with the other; ‘accountability’; understanding and recognising that we are all part of the problem and all part of the solution

	Perspectives on culture
	We are all equally interconnected, we all want the same thing; acknowledge other cultures but deep down, own culture is right, and universal
	Understand unequal power relations; able to see own culture in context; having a ‘feel’ for how cultural differences operate in general; able to understand people as products of different histories, expressions of different circumstances and desires

	Perspectives on what needs to change
	Institutions and individuals that are a barrier to development
	Structures and systems but also assumptions (especially Northern and Southern elites imposing own assumptions as universal), cultures, relationships

	Perception of communities in global south
	Thinking about a community somewhere as a homogenous whole; Seeing ‘lack of’ rather than ‘abundance of’
	Thinking about a community as a complex and heterogeneous social field; recognising agency of people within communities; acknowledgement of shared humanity in context of unequal world

	What next’ after volunteering?
	Fundraising for sending organisation; sending money to a project directly; raising awareness of global issues and promoting campaigns; lifestyle changes (consumption patterns) 
	Drawing on experiences to better analyse own position/context; participating in transforming structures, assumptions, attitudes and power relations in own contexts; promoting engagement with global issues and perspectives; pursuing actions based on an understanding of interdependence



Important to note that the above draws heavily from Vanessa Andreotti (2006)

Specifically ‘Soft versus critical global citizenship education’ published in ‘Policy and Practice – A Development Education Review’ pp.40 -51

HEADS UP
EarthCARE Global Justice (2017) offers another useful tool to reflect on our practice. The HEADS UP model below is a suggested tool to help us reflect on our practice and programs. It aims to support us to reflect on the explicit and implicit messaging and work that we do with our volunteers. In this way, it enables the design of deep learning processes that can support learners, volunteers and organisations to relate and work together differently, in order to alleviate the effects and transform root causes of unprecedented global challenges.
The HEADS UP checklist was developed by Andreotti (2012), and we have adapted it for the context of volunteer sending agencies.
Hegemony (the belief or the assumption that one group or state is better or more dominant than another).
Are there any inappropriate assumptions in our trainings that western volunteers know more than the local people do? This could be the volunteer going to ‘help’, perhaps by building houses or working in an orphanage. Does it assume that this transfer of skills and knowledge is one way, i.e. the northern volunteers give and the southern communities receive? Is this view accurate or should it be challenged?
How might we develop our programmes with a focus more on learning, partnership and solidarity?
Ethnocentrism (projecting the views of one group as universal)
This is the where we judge other cultures solely by our own cultural conditioning, engaging our own western-conditioned viewpoint. This can be overt, or happen in a more subtle form. It can be the assumption that our culture and way of seeing the world is superior and correct: this can be at a subconscious level and will need a lot of unpacking.
Does our development education training support participants to develop an understanding of ‘culture’ as something that is socially constructed and complex? If volunteers can develop a more complex understanding of their own culture and their relationship to it then they will be able to meet diverse cultures in a different way.
Ahistoricism (forgetting historical legacies and complicities)
This is when our programmes do not take into account or acknowledge the historical contexts that have created the current realities for communities and countries. The way we are living today is built on the structures developed by previous generations, e.g. colonialism, exploitation, etc. from which we often still benefit.
Do our programmes explore the different factors that have contributed to the current development context, including conflict, colonialism, unfair trade deals and other forms of exploitation? Do they explore how we in the global north are complicit in the exploitation of the countries we are working in?
Depoliticisation (disregarding power inequalities and ideological roots of analyses and proposals)
This is when the political nature of programmes’ contexts and power imbalances are ignored or not taken into account. This can include gender, ethnicity, economic class, perceived authority because the volunteer is seen as coming from Europe. If we can tune in to this in our own lives and contexts, we are more likely to be aware of the issues when away. Do our trainings explore the power relations in the communities that we send volunteers to?
Do our programmes explore such things as power and privilege, including an understanding and awareness of power in our own lives?
Self-congratulatory and self-serving attitude (oriented towards self-affirmation /CV building)
What are the motivations of both the volunteers and the sending organisation? Are they aimed at building relationships in genuine solidarity? Are they going to help, fix or make a difference or are they going to learn grow in a mutual solidarity? As Lilly Watson, an aboriginal Australian activist said “If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together”

Do our trainings challenge our own and our volunteers’ motivations?
Un-complicated solutions (ignoring the complexity of epistemological, ontological and metaphysical dominance)
Do our trainings explore the root causes of development issues and how we are both part of the problem and part of the solution at the same time? Does it allow space for volunteers to sit with the discomfort of contradictions and complexities, e.g., we want to create a fairer, more equal world, but we also benefit from the structures that create poverty in other parts of society.
Do our programmes offer simple solutions to complex problems or do they explore the issues and solutions in a critical and in-depth manner?
Paternalism (seeking affirmation of superiority through the provision of help)
Do our programmes portray the people we work with as in lacking something that our volunteers need to bring them, e.g. education, resources or civilisation? Do we expect the communities that we are working for to gratefully accept our help without question? Do we accept the local communities’ legitimate right to want to implement a different solution?
Do our trainings implicitly imply or assume the superiority of our volunteers and our work to the communities we are working in?  
What would the world look like if all volunteers went as learners with a genuine sense of solidarity? That they are ready to be taught by their host communities about alternatives ways of development? If that learning explored the complexities and the root causes of global issues and then encouraged the learner to return to their home communities and continue their engagement? If they returned home as active global citizens, capable of critically reflecting and questioning on development issues at a local and a global level?  What would be the potential impact on development, on society at home, on the individual volunteers' lives?  
6. The Potential of the Sustainable Development Goals for Volunteers

In this chapter we will change the focus a little. We would like to explore the potential of integrating the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a topic with returning volunteers. Why and how are they relevant to our work with volunteers in our trainings? What can we contribute to the achievement of the goals, and how can they contribute to our work with volunteers? And how can we include the SDGs in a way that volunteers can critically engage with them rather than just take them as a panacea for development?
The SDGs are a set of 17 individual goals that seek to address a wide variety of development issues, and which UN member states are expected to use to frame their development agendas. The SDGs form a global framework with the aim of sustainably making the world a better place. Rather than being a development framework that is situated only in certain parts of the world, the goals acknowledge that there is a need to address problems in the global north as well as in the global south. The SDGs can therefore be a way for volunteers to act as multipliers for global justice beyond their participation in the overseas placement by identifying what actions need to happen locally in their own country.
The SDGs are complex and cover a wide spectrum of issues around the world and will require commitment and time to work towards achieving them. Using the SDGs might help volunteers to see how one development framework has attempted to include many of the big development issues of this time. It would be useful to know what development frameworks have gone before (e.g. Millennium Development Goals, Poverty Reduction Strategy, etc.) - including the limitations and successes of previous initiatives in order to get a more informed, contextualised and critical insight into this current framework.
Once we are not just taking the SDGs at face value but with a critical perspective, there is opportunity to explore the role that volunteers can play in working towards their achievement? When returnees arrive back home after their volunteer project work is finished, they are often motivated to make a change, to have an impact on how things work at home. It is important as a trainer to support the ideas that returnees come up with, to link them in with what is already happening that they could add value to at home. Adding value and bringing their experiences to an existing initiative can be worthwhile since there may already be an established structure that will help people to channel their energy and time effectively. This way, returnees do not have to start from scratch, but can work with others towards common goals, as well as exchanging experiences. Seeing a change or at least some small progress can help to keep people motivated, and bringing attention to good work already going on can bring some energy for further change making.
In terms of individual actions that can be taken in relation to the goals, identifying those issues we feel most drawn to can be a good way to get started in getting active and engaged. We can already begin working on some of the 17 goals from home, and this can be a stimulus for further engagement for returned volunteers. For example:
Goal 12 on ‘Responsible Consumption and Production’: we can ask questions such as “What do I wear? What do I eat?” or “Where are my jeans from? Where are my bananas from?” Tackling everyday issues can be an easy access point for volunteers to become engaged because they offer a common starting point for discussion with those volunteers who wish to have accessible entry points for ways to make change in their everyday lives. People are usually able to grasp issues better when the topic affects them personally.
‘Clean water’ (Goal 6) might not be regarded as an immediate problem in our European climate, but it is in many countries of the world. However, we are closely related to the issue of water scarcity and pollution with our consumption of virtual water, or the amount of water used in the production of our daily goods. For example, the production of a pair of jeans uses up 11,000 litres of water, most of it for growing cotton in very hot and dry areas where the water is pumped from deep wells, thereby depleting the natural water reserves. Additionally, textile factories pollute rivers with their chemically contaminated wastewater. It is a global problem that can only be solved if people in high-consuming countries dare to care.
Goal 7, ‘Affordable and Clean Energy’, and Goal 9 ‘Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure’, have huge, long lasting impacts on our environment. Making changes in our use of technologies (for example, regarding personal mobility, heating, and power) is an essential step. That the SDGs are well connected and dependent on one another is demonstrated by Goals 13, ‘Climate Action’, 14 ‘Life below Water’, and 15 ‘Life on Land’. While the global north has larger CO2 emissions, the global south feels the effects of rapid global warming to a much higher degree, as a result of more tropical storms and flooding, as well as more droughts. Raising awareness and informing people about climate change and making them understand that every single human being can influence the climate with their everyday decisions, is a very concrete step towards achieving SDG 13 that volunteers can take by organising their own educational actions or actions that promote environmental protection. ‘Sustainable Cities and Communities’, Goal 11, may invite returnees to be active in their localities to encourage, for example, shared economies, inclusive infrastructure for disabled and elderly citizens, urban gardens, more bike stands and paths, greening of open spaces and buildings.
These examples show how broad the field of activism for the SDGs might be. As trainers of returned volunteers, we can link the individual interests of volunteers to SDG topics and the existing efforts of organisations that are working on the very same goals. This can, in turn, increase the chance of our returned volunteers’ activism becoming  sustainable active citizenship.  
