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Research question
How have national volunteer 
leadership organizations across 
the world responded to the 
COVID-19 pandemic?
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Research methodology
A mixed methods approach:

• An online survey of 125 organizations 

produced 70 responses across 67 countries

• In-depth interviews were held with 31 

organizations, all members of the GNVL



Growth of 
partnerships & 
coalitions

Out of 70 volunteer leadership organizations

71% were part of coalitions to strengthen their advocacy

60% were part of new coalitions of VIOs to support volunteer 
mobilization

64% strengthened their partnerships with government

52% developed strategic partnerships with companies

To meet the demands of the pandemic …

• Increased cross-sectoral collaboration featured as an 

important strategy.

• VLO partnerships drew on complementary skills 

and increased their resource-base

• Trust-based relationships a critical factor in finding 

common ground 

KEY FINDING

The GNVL has a key role to play in 
facilitating linkages and enabling VLOs to 

understand how to form effective 
partnerships in new ways.



Advocacy  

The COVID-19 context…
• made it easier to advocate on multiple issues

• made it easier for targeted advocacy

• created a momentum for VLOs to showcase the 

important work volunteers do
• 44% of survey participants had some direct activity 

in vaccination campaigns 

• made VLOs in some countries the ‘go-to’ 
organizations on volunteering 

• 88% of survey participants said creating an 
enabling environment for volunteering in their 

country has become a greater priority

“We were able 
to showcase 

trends of mutual 
volunteering 

during an 
emergency 
response” 

(Argentina)

KEY FINDING
The GNVL has an opportunity to 
build on its learning and sharing 

mission through (a) collective 
advocacy efforts and (b) by 
developing and promoting 
policies and good practice 

guides. 

“All those ministries now know the importance of volunteering and 
they need to prepare, train and develop volunteers to be ready for 

anything in the future.”   
(Emirates Foundation)
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COVID-19 has posed challenges for our advocacy
work

COVID-19 has opened opportunities for our
future advocacy work

Raising awareness of COVID-19 has been an
important part of our work over the past year

COVID-19 was a catalyst for influencing the
development or review of volunteer policies

Developing volunteer policies in response to
COVID-19 was an important part of our work…

We have been part of coalitions of volunteer-
involving organizations during COVID-19 to…

Our organization has advocated for national
and/or regional voluntary service schemes…

Rating

In what ways has your organisation's work on advocacy 
been affected by COVID-19?

Our organization has advocated for national and/or regional 
voluntary service schemes during COVID-19

We have been part of coalitions of VIOs during

COVID-19 to engage in advocacy

Developing volunteer policies in response to COVID-19 was an 
important part of our work over the past year

COVID-19 was a catalyst for influencing the 
development or review of volunteer policies

Raising awareness of COVID-19 has been an important part of our 
work over the past year

COVID-19 has opened opportunities for our future 

advocacy work

COVID-19 has posed challenges for our advocacy work

Strategic 
changes to 
advocacy 
in the 
COVID-19 
context



Advocating 
for 
inclusiveness

The COVID-19 context highlighted inequalities in 
the treatment of volunteers …

• Close connections between barriers to volunteering

and issues of exclusion

• Ensure that the law does not discriminate against 

volunteers e.g. in private companies, public 

institutions and NGOs (Rwanda)

• Inequalities in the treatment of local volunteers and 

international volunteers

“Part of our mandate to ensure inclusivity 
and equal access, especially as it relates to 

young women, young girls, marginalized 
groups, especially refugees, which is a big 

issue here in Jordan.”

70%
In future programs & mobilization strategies will be 
more inclusive 

42%
Their organization had focused more on drawing 
volunteers directly from groups disproportionately 
impacted by the pandemic

In response to these factors survey respondents said …



Development 
role of VLOs

COVID-19 had a complex impact on VLO capacity building

71% have been part of new VIO coalitions supporting capacity building

55% were affected negatively in their capacity building work

65%
said some of the organizations they work with have stopped operating or 
closed

New opportunities for capacity building

95%
said COVID-19 changed the way they use technology & social media, and 
this will continue

89% 
COVID-19 has opened up new opportunities and/or changed priorities 
for capacity building

73%
were involved in building the capacity of community-based volunteers and 
organizations

45% plan to build the capacity of communities to support vaccination programs

“Facilitating conversations amongst leaders so that they actually 
could share and learn from one another. That's how we believe that 
capacity develops.”  (Singapore)

KEY FINDING

Leadership development may be an 
area that IAVE needs to focus on in 
supporting and growing the GNVL 

network.



Focus of 
capacity 
building 
activities 
under 
COVID-19

Other development priorities

• Quality standards in volunteering programmes have become 

more important to the work of 76% of the VLOs 

• Volunteer safety and/or safeguarding policies: 82% of VLOs

• Ensuring that volunteer centres are equipped and have the 

capacity to deliver their mandate (Volunteer Canada), particularly in 

response to the growth of informal volunteering (Volunteer Ireland)

Upskilling leaders (survey responses)

95% “We develop our own leadership capacity to support our work”

74% changed their strategic leadership approach because of COVID-19

69% focus more on activities such as training and consultancy in developing the 
leadership capacity of other organizations



Volunteer 
mobilization

Respondent views on volunteer mobilization

88% said they were involved in mobilizing volunteers

84%
were strengthening VIO capacity in their 
networks/geographical areas to promote and organize 
volunteering

60% joined new coalitions of VIOs to support volunteer 
mobilization in the pandemic

But volunteering appears to have increased and decreased at 
different times and in differing localities, impacting on supply & 
demand:

55%
said the number of people who wanted to volunteer 
increased

55% said lockdown had reduced volunteer activity in their country

KEY FINDING
The GNVL has a potentially important 

role in working with its members to 
address the future actions of VLOs in 
supporting inclusivity, mobilizing new 

sources of volunteers, and responding to 
the emergence of a new phase of 

community volunteering.



Approaches 
to volunteer 
mobilization
in the 
pandemic

• 64% of survey respondents said they moved 

from face-to-face volunteering to online 

volunteering

• Online volunteering was seen to be more 
accessible to volunteers with physical 

limitations but can also exacerbate the digital 

divide

• Greater emphasis placed on volunteers from 

within their own communities in contrast to 

external and formalized approaches 

• Youth are less at risk medically and can 

volunteer in spaces that older volunteers had 

previously held.



Strategic 
leadership 
role of VLOs

COVID-19 produced a step change in volunteering and VLOs 
had to adapt & change in a fast-moving situation (survey respondents)

87% said their programs changed to engage issues arising from 
COVID-19

84% revised their strategies to prioritize online support & 
engagement with VIOs and volunteers

74% changed their leadership approach to respond more 
strategically to the pandemic

73% focused more strongly on promoting human rights, a 
respectful society, respectful relationships and social 
change

• The pandemic has arguably been a catalyst to revisit 

pre-existing systemic problems in VLO practice

• VLOs confronted conventional ideas about who can and 

who should volunteer

“The pandemic put forward new 
requirements for the current leaders of 

the volunteer community who now 
needed to unite NGOs, the media, the 

state, volunteers and new partners in 
order to help the population.” (Russia)



VLOs & the 
future of 
volunteering

Ongoing change and unpredictability are the 
likely hallmarks of the future for volunteering 

• Preparedness for future crises at the 

forefront of many VLO leaders’ minds

• COVID-19 is likely to restructure the 

volunteer landscape

• Relationships/networks formed at local, 

regional & multinational levels continue to be 

important 

• Will technology replace face-to-face 
volunteering? The options are not binary.



Resourcing 
models -
difficult 
strategic 
options

Concerns

• Diversion of public & private funding to mitigate 

impact of the pandemic could disadvantage VLOs

• Reduced funding will lead to VLOs closing

• Self-earned income drew a mixed response from 

survey respondents: 20% disagreed & 37% were 

neutral

Some optimism?

• 40% of survey respondents disagreed that 

government grant funding will decline for 

volunteering

• 43% see potential in innovative social enterprise 

models



Implications 
for the GNVL

• GNVL members used the network 

significantly during the pandemic

• 65% of survey respondents  stated the GNVL 

network enabled them to connect and share 

knowledge with other VLOs about issues of 

common interest

• 55% stated the GNVL network provided 

specific support in addressing the challenges 

of COVID-19 

• Members noted benefits linked to the 

primary role of the network, namely its 

emphasis on learning and sharing.

KEY FINDING

The experience of isolation 
experienced during COVID-19 has 

emphasized the importance of networks 
at all levels as a focus for learning and 

sharing. 
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