
Voluntary service

The Third Conference of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in the
Balkan countries took place in Athens from 21 to 27 May 1979. The main
theme of the deliberations was voluntary service, a matter of considerable
concern for the Red Cross.

Readers of the International Review of the Red Cross will find in this
issue three of the papers read at the Conference, each of them dealing
with a different aspect of the same theme. They were prepared by the
Henry Dunant Institute, the League and the ICRC.

VOLUNTARY SERVICE IN SOCIETY TODAY

by J. Meurant

I. Voluntary work and social action

"Voluntary work, less and less an activity undertaken by a small
minority for the benefit of the majority, is becoming a natural
means for the majority to participate in the life of the community,
through pressure groups or directly influencing their environment
or by other means."

This definition, in a British Government paper to the United Nations
Environment Conference in Stockholm in June 1972, well summarizes
the significance and scope of voluntary work in society today and the
way in which the concept of voluntary service has evolved.

Although voluntarism, a fundamental principle of social action, is
still based essentially on the idea of service, on a freely accepted commit-
ment, it carries with it obligations from which the volunter cannot free
himself.1

1 Such is the definition of volontary service in the Red Cross. See J. Pictet:
The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross—Commentary, Henry Dunant Institute,
Geneva, 1979, p. 70.—Tbe author wishes to express his gratitude to Mr. Jean Pictet
for much valuable counsel in the preparation of this study.
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The modern concept of voluntary service confers rights; it also entails
duties for the voluntary worker: it stresses the idea of responsibility to
the community, which itself has a responsibility to the individual.

I. Development of voluntary work

The concept of voluntarism has evolved; the variations in society in
a constantly changing world, moreover, could not but influence the
nature, activities and methods of voluntarism.

Throughout history a certain form of charity, alms, emergency help,
assistance to others and philanthropic works were the province of people
of "good will", but the activity of voluntary workers today has nothing
in common with the "primitive charity" and generosity of the old
aristocracy.

In fact, social class does not enter into the modern concept of volun-
tarism which is no longer the prerogative of a minority but is of concern
to all. Modern society does not recognize the now outmoded divisions
of social classes into groups dependent upon charity and other groups
who recognize that the poor are there among them and dispense charity.
In other words, anyone today may, perhaps, find himself one day in
such a situation that he must have recourse to social services. At the
same time, for whatever reason, everyone may voluntarily co-operate in
social service for the benefit of his neighbour.

Nowadays, persons receiving help in some field of social service may
well be, at the same time, voluntary helpers in some other field.

In modern society the trend is to set up an extensive social security
system to soften the blows of misfortune and adversity which may
threaten anyone. However, although in such a system the gravest material
difficulties may be overcome, psychological and moral distress seems to
be on the increase. Life today demands of the citizen more knowledge
and surer judgement, greater adaptability and resilience than ever before.
The more complicated and confusing living conditions become, the more
difficult it is for individuals to lead their own lives.

It is especially to combat these psychological and moral difficulties,
and the material distress they bring, that modern society has developed its
social help systems.
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2. The basis for voluntary work

At first sight the development of social aid, particularly in the more
advanced countries, may seem likely to supplant voluntary work. In the
matter of health the concept of State and community responsibility is
well established. While at the beginning this responsibility was under-
taken in a "defensive" form, it has since been directed, through public
health as we know it today, towards the protection and promotion of
health, towards preventive action, a marked feature of which is a distinct
trend towards the take-over of medicine by the State. This is conspicuous
even in free-enterprise countries and may be explained partly by progress
in science and technology, requiring the highest standards and an up-
dating of methods, making medical work a very costly affair which only
the community can afford. It is also explained in part by the fact that
people are starting to claim their right to health, are becoming increa-
singly demanding and expect more and more of the community.

To an ever greater extent social services, which a few decades ago were
provided by voluntary workers who had received no appropriate training,
are being taken over by full-time professional social workers who have
undergone lengthy training to be able to give expert assistance to people
who cannot all alone overcome all sorts of difficulties and fit themselves
back in society. Consequently, it may well be asked whether modern
society can, in the long run, continue to use the services of voluntary
social workers and, if so, what the main functions of such workers will
be. In modern society, social work without an organized and constantly
improving system of social service staffed by professionals, some of them
highly qualified, would be unthinkable. In view of the present level of
professional social work and the extremely complex functions it involves
in most countries, careful and critical consideration must be given to the
question of whether the social work of untrained amateur volunteers is
necessary and useful, and even whether it is of any purpose at all. It
may therefore be asked also whether voluntary amateur social workers
are not just the survivals from an epoch on which we fondly look back
and whom we wish to affirm are still necessary, or whether, on the other
hand, social service would be inconceivable and undesirable without the
voluntary co-operation of the citizens when, in some future time, we
may have an even better system and more numerous and efficient social
workers.

It may be replied, first, that the State will never have sufficient pro-
fessional social workers to detect and remedy all social distress and that
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such workers, to accomphsh certain of their tasks, would more likely need
support from a network of direct aid provided by the population.

In our complex world in which division of labour is the rule, social
activity is one of the few fields in which voluntary active participation by
the citizens is not only possible, but useful and efficacious as well.

Yet, in this respect, a striking and seemingly paradoxical fact is that
it is in countries where State control is taken to the greatest lengths that
the role of voluntary organizations receives most official recognition.
When the State assumes total responsibility for the provision of medical
care, it may find the task to be beyond its financial and manpower resour-
ces and beyond its means of psychologically preparing the population.
Consequently, the more the State is concerned with medical care, the
more it needs the active co-operation and understanding of the public.
But, to avoid haphazard public co-operation, it must be organized and
regulated, and this can be done only through the work of voluntary
agencies which are accordingly all the more necessary where centraliza-
tion and State control are most in evidence.

In the developing States the medico-social problem is identical; it
is even more acute in countries subject to endemic diseases. Often, the
State is able to tackle only the very worst emergencies; medical action,
curative and preventive, is still limited and in some States there is a
shortage of qualified personnel. The work of voluntary agencies in such
circumstances is all the more important.

3. Human dimension of voluntary work

All these arguments may be adduced in favour of voluntary work, and
they explain why voluntarism is such a topical question in the world
today. There is another factor, perhaps the most important of all,
namely the human factor. Voluntary action unquestionably adds a human
dimension to any social activity by creating and developing a social
climate, and attracting public understanding and support. And this
naturally brings us to a constant factor in voluntary work: its human
dimension. The State can offer physical care to the sick or injured; it can
improve living conditions: but it does not always give balm to the troubled
mind. As J. G. Lossier said, "Voluntary assistance constitutes a moral
capital and the possibility for many, in a harsh and unfamiliar world, to
bring brotherly aid By fighting the scourges of our epoch, we dimin-
ish, too, the aggressivity produced by them".1

1 J. G. Lossier: Red Cross Service, in International Review of the Red Cross, March-
April 1978, p. 74.
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This alone would justify voluntary work. Yet we know that all these
arguments, particularly the latter, subjective as it is, do not rally unani-
mous support, especially so far as social work in the accepted sense is
concerned.

Several experts take the view that voluntarism, inspired by lofty
motives though it be, is an anachronism, doomed gradually to extinction
with the increase in the number of professional social workers. The
reproach has been made that the functions of individual voluntary workers
are in any case minor and secondary; some people like to stress the ama-
teurism of the voluntary worker, the bureaucracy of voluntary agencies,
the lack of continuity in action or the absence of a genuine sense of
responsibility.

The financial weakness of private agencies is adduced as a justification
for their employment of voluntary workers.

For some critics of voluntarism, longer life expectancy, a shorter
working life—resulting in increased leisure—and the desire to break
with job routine are not sufiicient reasons to justify bodies of volunteers
working alongside professionals.

Such arguments reveal a failure to recognize the true relationship
between the person who receives aid and the one who gives it voluntarily.
In truth, as J. Pictet said, "The giver also receives. His work takes him
away from his solitude or from his depressing surroundings, takes him
out of himself, relieves him of the boredom of idleness and sometimes
offers him a new reason for living".1 And on this point, voluntary service
meets a need inherent in human nature: the need for self-fulfilment.

These arguments, in fact, set forth the ever-present problem of the
essential nature of voluntarism and its relationship with professionalism.

II. Present-day problems of voluntary work

1. Voluntary workers and professionals

While it is relatively easy to define and justify voluntary work, the
idea of voluntarism itself is more difficult to circumscribe. True, as
already said, the voluntary worker "serves". It is generally said that he

1J. Pictet, op. cit.,p. 75.
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regards those he serves as human beings rather than as sick or disabled
persons; that his approach is more cordial, more flexible and less bureau-
cratic, and that his methods are less technocratic. These are certainly
qualities, but they may offend the professional.

But what of the specialist who gives his help voluntarily, a doctor for
instance, or a qualified nurse, or someone who has no training ? All three
are voluntary workers, but with different qualifications, from the highly
qualified professional who sometimes works as a voluntary worker to
the voluntary worker with no particular skills.

It would be wrong to regard all volunteers as having no appropriate
qualifications. So, if the image of the voluntary worker as a person of
good will ready to undertake minor and secondary tasks is to be laid to
rest there is only one way to go about it: proper selection and training of
the voluntary worker.

Moreover, it is difficult to draw with accuracy the line between the
functions of the untrained voluntary worker and those of a trained
professional. There are instances when voluntary workers may prove to
have more experience than a young professional social worker. Yet there
is a tendency to exclude voluntary workers from active service and to
assign them to a passive role with less responsibility. This may often give
rise to misunderstanding and strain. Similarly, a professional may pick
holes in the work performed by a voluntary worker and depreciate it
when it is well executed.

Indeed, everything depends on one's idea of the voluntary worker's
role. If it is believed that his main contribution derives from the human
qualities he has displayed and which make him indispensable, then the
organization using his services must endeavour to cultivate those qualities.
This widely shared characteristic is to be found in many programmes:
help to released detainees, to refugees and migrants and to the lonely sick.
In this sense the role of the voluntary worker is complementary and
revolves about the human being.

But there are cases when voluntary workers, especially when they
operate in groups, make up for the deficiencies and shortcomings of
overburdened social services, or even for the completely lack of services.
The voluntary worker then stands in for the professional. There are many
examples of services spontaneously organized for the benefit of aged
people or for the recruitment of blood donors.

We know, too, that some voluntary agencies, such as certain National
Red Cross Societies, consist entirely of voluntary workers. Does that
mean that their services are inferior to those of professionals ? This has

232



yet to be proved. In fact, when voluntary workers serve, in hospitals for
example, they are in most cases integrated into teams and work under
supervision. But when the voluntary worker serves outside an established
institution it may prove necessary that he should be guided by a professional.

The problems arising in relations between professionals and voluntary
workers are, in fact, the following. Is the voluntary worker supposed to
be a potential professional ? Can he replace the professional or must he
first and foremost be a responsible citizen ? In other words, do profes-
sionals and voluntary workers complement each other, or do their courses
run parallel ?

2. Recruitment, selection and training

To attempt to reply to this question is to consider the subjects of
recruitment, selection and training of voluntary workers.

How should voluntary workers be recruited ? How to get them to be
interested in their work ? How to keep their interest alive ? The problem,
in fact, is not so much to find voluntary workers as to keep them.

Good will is necessary, but it is not enough. While it is desirable for
the voluntary worker to be motivated and interested in a specific field,
he must be trained for his work and must acquire new knowledge forming
part of his education.

It is recognized that the best way of recruiting voluntary workers is to
rouse their interest and desire to take part in a useful job. It is funda-
mental to make them understand that their work is necessary and is to
some purpose.

The methods used are information campaigns, the mass media and,
especially, personal contact with motivated people, or with people who
have been up against problems and can help thanks to their experience,
or with private groups. Nevertheless, it is essential to extend voluntary
worker recruitment to all social classes and to include young people.

Selection of voluntary workers is important to ensure efficiency and
the will to work, and to make sure that the voluntary workers will
continue their activity. The selection must be made not only when
recruiting them but later on, too, when assigning to a specific activity.
Voluntary workers should be chosen for their personality, knowledge,
special interests and on the basis of reports from references furnished.
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The voluntary worker must be trained for his work and must acquire
new knowledge as part of his personal and civic education. The purpose
of this preparation is to help him to realize his own abilities and limitations
and of the services he may provide, and to teach him to make good use of
community resources and detect other needs. The voluntary worker who
can detect a need and alert those who are qualified to meet it can in that
way make a useful contribution to services in the field of prevention.

The voluntary worker's training must always be flexible and realisti-
cally planned in terms of the demands of the service required. It may in
many cases be sufficient to give a short elementary introduction by various
essentially practical methods, such as teaching the candidate what he
should know about one service or another, arranging interviews on
particular aspects of a service, or organizing a short in-service training
or group study. Training may also be given progressively as the voluntary
worker acquires new knowledge and experience, and may range from
elementary initiation to more specialized and detailed study.

Whatever the method adopted, the instructor plays a major role, for
he ensures continuity of thought and co-ordination of all aspects to be
taken into consideration. The employment of an instructor makes it
possible to follow each voluntary agent personally and select those who
will be assigned to specific services. As far as possible, the instructor
should be a professional, but he might also be a carefully chosen voluntary
worker with the desired training and experience who can if necessary
ask the advice of a professional.

The planning of these various forms of preparation presupposes the
use of modern teaching methods, with due account being taken of adult
education principles. These methods will include, for example, group
debates, simulated exercises, visual aids, and so forth.

More than anything else, the training must create a climate of mutual
confidence between instructors and trainees, between professionals and
voluntary workers, and the latter must be considered as an essential
component of the team, with special responsibilities and tasks.

It is more important still that professionals and amateurs should
recognize each other as equals, and that voluntary workers should not be
considered as outsiders but as genuinely integrated members, fit to take
part in programme planning and implementation, in decision-making and
in the appraisal of humanitarian action.

It is also necessary to devise some demonstrations of appreciation for
the services rendered, such as educational leave paid for by the employer
or organization, a diploma or certificate, expressions of thanks, etc.
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Voluntary work and development

1. Diversification of voluntary work

We have dilated upon voluntary workers, especially those who
undertake social work. But there is no longer any field which is the
exclusive province of the voluntary worker. The range of activities has
expanded from the social field to education, training, medical assistance,
information and administration.

Similarly, voluntary work is divided into categories depending on
functions: individual work for or in co-operation with an official service;
work within traditional voluntary agencies, such as the National Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, which are complementary to official
services; group activities to promote mutual assistance between specific
categories of people (e.g. handicapped persons), and finally the work
carried out within and in co-operation with the community (e.g. environ-
ment improvement).

Whatever category voluntary workers belong to—in so far, of course,
as their work can be accurately categorized—one thing is certain:
voluntary work in society today, whether national or international, must
serve the social development of each country and meet the needs of the
community. The Red Cross is an illustration.

2. The specific role of the Red Cross

(a) New approaches

The Red Cross is a voluntary relief organization founded on volun-
tarism. The 1863 Conference directed the Red Cross to train voluntary
medical personnel to alleviate suffering on the battlefield. The National
Societies are voluntary relief societies and are expressly mentioned as
such in the Geneva Conventions. One of the conditions for recognition
of a National Society is that it be duly recognized by its legal government
as a Voluntary Aid Society, auxiliary to the public authorities.

The term "voluntary" is therefore the common denominator of the
Red Cross as an institution, of the National Societies composing it, and
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of its members, groups and individuals who act in its name in time of
armed conflict as well as in time of peace.1

Finally, the voluntary character of the Red Cross is a means of putting
into practice the Red Cross principle of Humanity. As Jean Pictet said,
"for the Red Cross to be able to carry out its work, it has to inspire a
feeling of dedication and appeal to the best in people." 2

The Red Cross movement has not been unaffected by the changes
which have occurred in the nature and methods of voluntary work.
Although the Red Cross has done pioneer work in social service and
continues to do so, although it broadens the scope for, or bridges the
gaps in, State services, while introducing a human and impartial note in
each of its activities, the movement now promotes first and foremost the
full and free participation of individuals and groups in achieving devel-
opment, by which is meant riot only socio-economic development, but
also the fulfilment of the human being and a better quality of life.

What does this amount to in actual fact ? Whether in developed or in
developing countries, the expansion of National Society activities must be
in line with the country's national development plan. And each country's
overall approach to planning for development implies synchronized
action between the public authorities and the various voluntary agencies.

The fundamental option of the Red Cross is, therefore, to interest
voluntary workers in their own country's development, and to entrust
them with appropriate tasks in order to awaken their sense of respon-
sibility.

The great challenge facing Red Cross voluntary work is how to ensure
action which is uninterrupted instead of being sporadic. The emphasis
is no longer so much on intervening when disaster strikes as on taking
preventive action. The community must be considered as a whole and the
tasks as a creative and productive activity to open up prospects of a
better life.

This does not imply that the Red Cross should withdraw from pro-
grammes of first aid, blood transfusion, safety, and so forth. On the
contrary, even in these fields greater importance must be accorded to
prevention, as the International Red Cross Conference in Bucharest
recently re-affirmed.

1 One Fundamental Principle of the Red Cross stresses the benevolent character
of the Red Cross. We shall not dwell on the definition of these two concepts, volun-
tarism and benevolence, nor on the shades of meaning which distinguish them: we
shall concern ourselves only with the idea of service common to both.

2 J. Pictet, op. cit., p. 72.
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No doubt, the pioneer role of the Red Cross demands a re-appraisal
which is difficult in some cases and the abandonment of some traditional
activities, when the fundamental responsibilities for the essentials of life
are taken over—in practice too—by the authorities. This process does,
however, release forces for pioneer work made necessary in some fields
by the rapid changes we ourselves have brought about. The new ghettos,
the dismal suburbs, the poor countries lacking trained executives—all
have need of new pioneering work by institutions like the Red Cross.

New aspects of longer life expectancy today call for innovation in our
work for the elderly, the physically and mentally disabled, ex-prisoners
and drug addicts. An increasing number of voluntary agencies will find
plenty to do, with staff trained to do re-education work. The tasks will
be increasingly varied and challenging. We have already seen trained
voluntary workers, inside and outside institutions, carrying out tasks
with which no one would have entrusted them previously.

A particular feature of Red Cross social service is the more system-
atic effort which is made to help not only victims of political troubles—
refugees for example—but also the enormous number of migrant workers
in industrialized countries. The problems of integration are far from being
solved and hostility towards foreign workers, even towards those re-
sponding to a demand for labour, adds a new difficulty to international
problems.

The importance of voluntary work for young people must not be
overlooked. Such work is of great educational value and inculcates in
them feelings of solidarity and humanity, provided they are considered
as genuine partners in decision-making, action and education.

(b) New tasks, new problems

New tasks generate new problems. The League's Red Cross develop-
ment programme aims at solving them in two ways: (1) by founding and
developing National Societies which are strong, well structured, with
programmes of planned activities, geared to the needs of the community,
and (2) by recruiting voluntary workers—the backbone of the National
Societies—and training them to discharge a wide variety of tasks.

But a universal movement like the Red Cross must be alive to the
disparities in the development of its members, to the fact that what is
new for some may be a routine operation for others, hence the need for
flexible programmes and methods to meet a variety of situations, but
also the risk of making subjective choices.
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To act internationally and help voluntary workers to contribute to
their countries' development is to recognize the individual character of
each country or region; it implies respect for customs and beliefs. The
Red Cross cannot, therefore, apply a standard model to all, but must
adopt a decentralized approach. Development, aid and training must be
adapted to the part of the world for which they are intended and be
directed by highly competent people from the region. That is why the
League has organized regional leadership training institutes in various
parts of the world over the last few years.

It is no longer enough to put forward programmes which are not
looked upon as priorities by the beneficiaries, or to call in voluntary
workers from outside to run action programmes. The novelty lies in
awakening interest in voluntary workers for their own development.
For many countries this means a considerable effort and for the voluntary
worker multidisciplinary basic training before specialization.

The huge effort exerted by the National Societies and the League
matches their objectives, namely, to be "activists", genuine pressure
groups working for the welfare of the community; this demands their
unceasing adaptation to changes and needs. In this respect the Red
Cross has a great advantage: the humanity it personifies.

Practical assistance and pioneer social work are impossible unless
undertaken by voluntary workers, men and women who believe in their
activities and in human values, and are convinced that everyone is entitled
to come to the aid of his neighbour, even if he has only scant means of
doing so.

IV. Conclusions - Subjects for research

We have attempted to elucidate the characteristics of voluntary work
in today's society. We have referred to certain problems inherent in
voluntary work and we have raised questions. All are subjects deserving
reflection, development and thorough study if we are to serve the Red
Cross usefully.

It would be worth while studying other questions relating to this
subject, such as:

1. Is contemporary voluntary work, as a permanent instrument of
social action, justifiable only if it is regulated, organized and rationa-
lized like professional work, or only if it is motivated by sentiment ?
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2. Is voluntary work the product of idealism or rationalization ?

3. Voluntary service as an exchange between helper and helped.

4. Is the voluntary worker a "potential professional" or a responsible
citizen?
Do the voluntary workers and professionals complement each other,
or do their courses run parallel ?

Should National Societies be composed wholly of voluntary workers ?

5. The problems of voluntary worker selection and training.

6. A decentralized regional approach to voluntary work.

7. Voluntary work and community service development.

8. Voluntary work in the service of mankind.

Jacques MEURANT

Director
Henry Dunant Institute
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