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INTRODUCTION

A research study was commissioned by the International Association for Volunteer Effort 

(IAVE) in November 2020 to create a body of knowledge about the strategic leadership role of 

national volunteer leadership organizations (VLOs), and to understand their responses to the 

COVID-19 pandemic in their countries. VLOs participating in the study include both members 

and potential members of IAVE’s Global Network for Volunteering Leadership (GNVL). 

THE MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION:

How have national volunteering leadership organizations1  across the world responded to 

the COVID-19 pandemic?

THE RESEARCH ALSO ADDRESSED FOUR SUB-QUESTIONS:

 f What challenges have VLOs and VIOs faced in response to the COVID-19 pandemic?

 f What solutions have VLOs and VIOs developed in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic?

 f How might the continued leadership of these organizations shape the future of 

volunteering?

 f What useful knowledge can VLOs apply to shape their strategic responses to strengthen 

volunteer efforts locally and elsewhere?

Data was collected from VLO members and potential members of IAVE’s Global Network 

for Volunteering Leadership (GNVL) using a mixed methods approach which produced 

quantitative data from 70 respondents across 67 countries to an online survey sent to 125 

organizations, and qualitative data from 31 in-depth interviews conducted online. Survey 

respondents and key informants were spread across the six regions in which IAVE operates: 

Africa, the Arab region, Asia-Pacific, Europe, Latin America, and North America and the 

Caribbean. The data were collected between February and April 2021. 

The following is an excerpt from the full report dealing with the topic of the development 

role of volunteering leadership organizations.

https://leadership4vol.iave.org/download/
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This section draws on the views expressed by GNVL members and some non-members 

about the impact of COVID-19 on the development role of VLOs. The structure of this 

section follows the framework developed in IAVE’s Report on the First Global Dialogue on 

volunteering leadership, held in Mexico, November 2016, which identified Development as 

one of three primary functions of national leadership for volunteering.2 The Report on the 

First Global Dialogue defined development as:

deliberate efforts to build community and organizational capacity to mobilize and 
effectively engage volunteers; training; research; and development of local and/or 
regional structures to promote and support volunteering.3

THE DEVELOPMENT ROLE 
OF VOLUNTEERING LEADERSHIP 
ORGANIZATIONS
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and distributing 
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stations. (Photo by 
Volunteers Involving 
Organisations 
Network, Sierra 
Leone)
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Furthermore, the Report on the First Global Dialogue identified four key development 

functions of VLOs including, capacity building, knowledge development, network 

development and innovation.  This was subsequently amplified in the IAVE Global Perspective 

on volunteering, notably in the extending reference to National Leadership Networks:

building community and organizational capacity to effectively engage volunteers, 
including skills training, development and dissemination of new knowledge, and 
helping create and sustain local and/or regional structures to promote volunteering 
and to help people get involved. National leadership works to increase the capacity of 
organizations to effectively engage volunteers through professional development; and, 
to innovate in the use of technology to connect volunteers with work to be done and 
to create new forms of digital volunteering.4

This assessment of the role of VLOs is echoed in the survey responses in the research. 84% 

of respondents stated their work was more involved in strengthening the capacity of VIOs 

in their geographical area and/or network to promote and organize volunteering. 90% of 

the respondents stated they are involved in developing the leadership capacity of other 

organizations through activities such as training and consultancy.5   

How the survey respondents experienced the impact of COVID-19 on their capacity building 

role is shown in Figure 5 below. Respondents were asked in what ways their work on capacity 

building had been affected by COVID-19, indicating their responses on a Likert scale where 1= 

strongly disagree with each statement and 5= strongly agree with the statement. 

FIGURE 5 IN WHAT WAYS HAS YOUR ORGANIZATION'S WORK ON CAPACITY 
BUILDING BEEN AFFECTED BY COVID-19?
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All dimensions scored 3 or above, with the highest scoring dimension being that COVID-19 

had opened up new opportunities and/or changed priorities for capacity building work with 

the formation of new coalitions being strongly evident. At the same time COVID-19 is also 

seen as having a negative effect on capacity building.  This suggests that VLOs were faced with 

significant challenges, to which they responded by adapting to the COVID-19 situation and 

finding new ways to continue their capacity building. Some of these different dimensions are 

explored below in greater depth.

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY BUILDING 

As we have seen from the above survey results, many VLOs have activities that focus on 

strengthening the capacity of VIOs in their geographic area and/or network to promote 

and organize volunteering.6 The research study points to the COVID-19 context providing 

opportunities for development of awareness of individual organizational level strengths and 

weaknesses and highlighted where opportunities existed for collaboration. In Australia for 

instance, “COVID-19 has directly driven far greater collaboration amongst a good number of civil 

society organizations through the creation of the charities crisis cabinet, and the opportunities for 

collaboration that have come.”7  

This is reflected in the survey responses, with 71% of the respondents agreeing or strongly 

agreeing to the statement that they have been part of new coalitions of VIOs supporting 

capacity building in the sector. An example of that focus is ensuring that “volunteer centers are 

equipped and have the capacity to deliver their mandate within their local municipality, regions and 

communities.”8 This has entailed a collaborative network that has pooled together resources and 

tools to develop and offer various types and aspects of training. An example is the development 

of the “Canadian Code for Volunteer Involvement, and the Screening Handbook.”9 

However, the research study suggests the challenges have been significant. 54% of survey 

participants indicated that COVID-19 has negatively affected their capacity building work 

while 64% indicated that some of the VIOs they work with have ceased to operate or have 

closed. Below are examples of the situations VLOs faced and how they have responded: 

 f Challenges emanated from restrictions around public gatherings and not being able to 

meet face to face.  This meant reduced capacity development activities in countries like 

Australia and Mexico, where VLOs have reacted by embracing technology, described as 

a “learning experience, it's got better. Organizations have become more effective at doing it.”10  



Leadership for Volunteering

6

 f For AVS Hong Kong, the challenges have been on how to leverage resources and tap 

volunteer talents. The solution to this challenge has been to engage “a number of 

volunteer professional consultants.”11 

 f The Association of Volunteer Centers in Russia had to rebuild their programs and 

make more online activities available for program delivery. This has meant resources 

have not always been forthcoming given the diversion of state and philanthropy 

resources to humanitarian responses. Similarly, Helping Hand Georgia had to rebuild 

their platforms, because the outbreak of the pandemic led to all volunteering activities 

ceasing, at least temporarily. They then decided to create online platforms.12 

 f Naua (Jordan) received a positive response to their platform (which is used for multiple 

capacity building and mobilization) from their partners who are mainly universities. 

The portal has been promoted by the public sector as well as specially picked network 

ambassadors. As a result, their civil society partners have also easily embraced the use 

of the portal to promote their opportunities: “So it really is in the most basic sense, you 

know, crowdsourcing, everyone's doing everything, everyone's doing their part to support the 

bigger mission”.13

 f For the Emirates Foundation, the challenge at the beginning was how to establish a 

relationship with the government. This has changed during the COVID-19 pandemic 

because of the need to ensure volunteer safety, which has resulted in a number of 

training activities.14  

 f Rwanda Volunteer Network notes that part of their challenges included lower rates of 

participation of volunteers and organizations in trainings (for example in the health 

sector) than it used to have. This is troubling especially at a time when the health sector 

requires greater attention due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Capacity building is also geared towards ensuring quality standards in volunteering programs.  

For 76% of the survey respondents, promoting quality standards for volunteering has become 

more important for their work due to pandemic. This might be seen as an acceleration of a 

trend and reprioritization of an approach. 

Another area of focus in capacity development is upskilling of leaders. In this regard, 69% 

of survey participants indicated that they focused their capacity development activities 

on training and consultancy in developing the leadership capacity of other organizations. 

This is further supported by data from the interviews. For example, the National Volunteer 
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To mitigate the 
challenges caused by 

restrictions around 
public gatherings and 

not being able to meet 
face to face, VLOs 

adapted to efficient 
use of technology. 

Mexico

MAP VLO RESPONSES TO CAPACITY BUILDING CHALLENGES  INDUCED BY COVID-19

and Philanthropy Center, Singapore, tried to achieve capacity development by “facilitating 

conversations amongst them [leaders] so that they actually could share and learn from one another. 

That's how we believe that capacity develops. There are different programs that we run. There are a 

series of roundtables, for example.”15 In some cases, there is mentorship of volunteers using 

technology to ensure that projects are working: “with vulnerable young people…to build our 

internal capacity to support the effect of COVID on our beneficiaries.”16

For AVS Hong Kong, the 
challenges have been on how 
to leverage resources and 
tap volunteer talents. The 
solution to this challenge has 
been to engage volunteer 
professional consultants.

Hong Kong

The Association of Volunteer Centers 
in Russia had to rebuild their programs 
and make more online activities 
available for program delivery.

Russia
Helping Hand Georgia had to develop 

online platforms, because the outbreak 
of the pandemic led to all in-person 

volunteering activities ceasing.

Georgia

Naua in Jordan received a positive 
response to their platform (which is 

used for multiple capacity building 
and mobilization) from their partners. 

The portal has been promoted by the 
public sector as well as specially picked 

network ambassadors. 

Jordan

The Emirates 
Foundation initially 
had the challenge 
of establishing a 
relationship with the 
government.  This has 
changed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic 
because of the need 
to ensure volunteer 
safety, which has 
resulted in a number 
of training activities. 

UAE
Rwanda

Rwanda Volunteer Network faced 
lower rates of participation of 

volunteers and organizations in 
trainings compared to pre-Covid.
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COMMUNITY CAPACITY BUILDING 

87% of survey participants had to change their programs to respond to issues arising out of 

the pandemic. 72% of survey participants indicated that they have been involved in building 

community level volunteer capacity to support responses to COVID-19 while 45% of survey 

participants indicated that they plan to be involved in building community level volunteer 

capacity to support vaccination programs in relation to COVID-19.

The emergence and recognition of informal volunteering at the community level is an 

experience noted by many VLOs across the globe.  This in turn poses issues of leadership. The 

views of two organizations exemplify the notion of ‘organic leadership’ in their response to the 

pandemic. 

 f In Singapore the NVPC is working to create a movement in which it defines leadership 

not by position or role: “Anybody can be a leader, right? You see a need, want to do something 

about it. You're a leader. And we see a lot of that happening again, because of COVID.” 17 

 f The Association of Volunteer Centers in Russia recounts how during the 

implementation of the All-Russian #WEARETOGETHER campaign, it became clear 

that “leadership in society is developing not only among the leaders of NGOs and social 

projects, but also among citizens, who began to unite their neighbors, colleagues and classmates 

in order to provide all possible assistance to those in need.” 18

One example of new areas of capacity development is gender-based violence (GBV) which has 

increased during the pandemic,19  prompting interventions by VLOs. Chile Voluntario for 

example, mobilized efforts to promote and protect women’s rights in March 2021 for one week 

as a result of the lockdown in the capital.  In Kenya, the VIO society was forced into crisis 

intervention on “domestic violence, youth work, social work, cancer support groups.”20 The increase 

in gender-based violence and the role of volunteers in responding during this pandemic is 

supported by literature.21  

In another example, the Association of Volunteer Centers, Russia had to shift their priorities 

from face-to-face activities and capacity building trainings to online delivery owing to 

COVID-19. In Jordan, Naua has been working in partnership with UNICEF to tackle their 

capacity gaps: “We've recognized lots of gaps within our organizational structure, gaps in our ability to 

consistently deliver high quality services. And, you know, we've worked directly with UNICEF to tackle 

this [and] to address this.”22
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The more general question of how VLOs had to consider the effect of COVID-19 in generating 

or accelerating community volunteering posed complex issues. For example, Volunteer Ireland 

has seen “a lot of interest in informal volunteering” but questions how volunteer centers and 

VIOs support that going forward. It is particularly concerned that the bureaucracy of volunteer 

centers may discourage informal volunteering: 

A lot of our work now for the last year has been working with organizations trying to get them 

to look at how they do things and can they get rid of the bureaucracy when they've had really 

good volunteer programs… running for a number of years… Are they needed? And do they 

change?… There's obviously a little bit of resistance towards change from different sectors… 

but now there's more of a willingness.23

KNOWLEDGE DEVELOPMENT

The development role of VLOs also entails the generation and dissemination of knowledge. 

The research study found that capacity building has drawn on VLO experiences with previous 

pandemics and crises such as SARS24 of the early 2000s. Such experiences are shared with 

individual volunteer centers in the cases of Volunteer Canada and the Croatian Volunteer 

Development Center. On the whole, 42% of the survey participants indicated that they have 

used their previous experiences of pandemics or disaster responses in their engagement with 

the COVID-19 pandemic.   

Research is one area that VLOs pursue to develop their knowledge base and different 

VLOs have varying ways of undertaking research. Many VLOs have produced research 

and publications on a wide variety of issues ranging from community needs and member 

fundraising, to raising standards in volunteer management, learning from best practice.25

This provided a basis for exploring the impact of the pandemic through research and 

publishing of results. Volunteer Canada conducted two surveys to ascertain the impact of 

COVID-19 on non-profits and volunteers. In Argentina, Red Argentina de Cooperación 

Internacional produced numerous research publications, including a recently released 

study that maps private local donors: “There you have information on different companies and 

foundations that work with organizations, the things that they are funding or their interests.”26 

In response to COVID-19, the National Volunteer Council in Mozambique conducted a 

mapping exercise to understand how its volunteer management code of conduct and minimum 

quality standards were being applied by community-based organizations. Unfortunately, this 

effort was constrained by poor internet access, particularly in rural areas: 
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Volunteer posting important 
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We tried an exercise of the mapping of this effort by using a platform through which 

organizations or even volunteers could report to us about what they were doing in the 

field. But we need to confess that this exercise was not easy, because most of them … have 

smartphones, but they don't have the internet to provide us with that information. So, it was a 

very big window of learning.27

Findings from the research study collaborate IAVE’s previous work that the popular model 

seems to be to work in partnerships with academia or research think tanks either on specific 

research projects/issues or on an ongoing basis.28 However, the data shows that the VLOs 

experienced an uneven uptake of academic partnerships in trying to develop knowledge during 

the pandemic. For instance, AVS Hong Kong had hoped to do more in engaging research 

institutions and universities to undertake more research and development work, but this has 

not occurred due to COVID-19 because physical social interaction has not been possible. 

Additional issues have been due to lack of funding:

In Hong Kong, not many of the universities have conducted studies … on volunteering. We 

have tried to partner with universities, but the resources are limited because it's difficult to 

seek sponsorship, corporate sponsorship to do research…the corporations are more interested 

in projects, but not on capacity building, or research studies… Two years ago, I developed 

another proposal for partnership with the University of Hong Kong, but due to lack of 

funding, the proposal [is] still not yet realized.29

The pandemic experience indicates that in many cases, technology has become the medium 

for knowledge building. In the ongoing Syrian conflict for example, social media and 

communication tools have been recruited effectively in collecting health information and 

communicating health messaging, as well as for mass campaigning that has invited local 

groups to take part in COVID-19 response. This campaign, ‘Volunteers against Corona’ has 

mobilized thousands of volunteers covering most localities in the region.30 This points to 

ongoing innovation, which is taken up in the next section.



The COVID-19 Experience

11

NETWORK DEVELOPMENT 

Organizational learning is a key feature of a volunteer ecosystem: “In many cases, alliances and 

networks act as ‘ideas factories’ for members to generate and share knowledge on common issues and 

strategies.”31  This is evident, for example, in the work of the Croatian Volunteer Development 

Center which creates systemic interventions by producing “different and specific curriculums 

that have volunteering as one of the important elements, for example, school volunteering, or inclusive 

volunteering.”32 

The research study indicates that there has been enhanced tapping of knowledge from 

coalitions and networks, including transnational networks, as a result of the pandemic. In one 

instance, the training, knowledge, and volunteer management resources used by Fundación 

Voluntarios de Panamá were informed by the Points of Light network in USA. Points of Light 

USA has financial partnerships across the globe and a shared knowledge bank available to 

all affiliates has facilitated mutual learning through an online portal.33 In 2020, 5,000 people 

attended the Points of Light virtual conference, which is a major leap from about 1,500 in-

person engagements in previous face to face conferences. On average, this platform has 

between 500 and 2,000 engagements per month.34  

In the COVID-19 context, Points of Light and Volunteer Ireland were able to build their 

capacity to respond  by having partners from Hong Kong, Singapore and China talk to them 

about COVID-19 long before it became significant within  Europe and North America: “[so 

the] knowledge sharing role definitely has a capacity building component to it.”35  Points of Light is 

also one of the  VLOs with formal capacity building programs on volunteer management and 

resource mobilization: 

One in particular is called service enterprise, which is a certification program. It's a best-

in-class certification for how you strategically leverage volunteers. And that's… available 

for them to be a trainer for other non-profits in their local communities, and which can be 

a revenue source and a programmatic thing. … other sometimes have a financial revenue, or 

another kind of resource attached to them that build their affiliates internal capacity and 

allow them to strengthen their community.36  

The opportunities of moving towards the use of transnational networks were apparent among 

some VLOs.37 Red Argentina de Cooperación Internacional mentions the importance of 

regional collaboration to find new solutions in the difficult COVID-19 context: 
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This is a very good opportunity to work closer together as a region. It's a moment to expand 

and explore new ideas and go beyond what we normally would think. The strategy of enemy 

and ally doesn't cut it right now. So we need to go beyond that, because these are very difficult 

and strange times to live.38  

INNOVATION 

In the context of the pandemic, technology has become a significant avenue for knowledge 

building and capacity development. Webinars for example, have become a popular means of 

engagement among many VLOs, involving the use of digital technology for remote online 

activities including Zoom, Teams, Google Meet to conduct training webinars and more.39  

These posed challenges about how this works technically but also appropriately in response to 

the impact of the pandemic and the implications for internal VLO capacity.

We are struggling to figure it out how can we improve and elevate our online services to 

another level. Besides, we are thinking and planning about volunteer training and volunteer 

manager training in crisis. As we have been faced with unconventional and unprecedented 

situations more often, volunteers and volunteer managers need proper and updated skills for 

coping with those situations.40 

In doing this and more, VLOs have partnered with volunteers and technical communities i.e. 

volunteer-based communities who apply their technical skills to support an humanitarian 

response as well as with technology companies to facilitate  collaboration  to maximize 

effectiveness in their response to the pandemic.41 In the case of the National Volunteer and 

Philanthropy Center, Singapore,  partnerships include, for example, Facebook and Google to 

run Zoom meetings, as well as for “teaching charities how they can use their social media channels 

or even their website in more effective ways such as getting donations or engaging with donors.”42 
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Another example in the context of COVID-19 concerns VSN Thailand that used its 

volunteering platform and social media to organize online activities with partners and intends 

running volunteer management training to cope with the crisis. To do so, however, the online 

platform may not be sufficient. VSN has identified the need to create a network of volunteer 

managers from various backgrounds ranging from CSOs, academia, local authorities to private 

companies, “because at the moment, we don't have the network to cooperate or to work during the 

crisis in Thailand… we have to create a network that should work together during the crises in the 

future.”43  

Portals and websites have also become important platforms for capacity development in 

a number of countries.44 The National Volunteer and Philanthropy Center – Singapore for 

example, has established www.giving.sg which is a portal where over 600 charities have 

registered and are pre-approved by the Commissioner of Charities, which helps legitimate 

charities in their fundraising. In Jordan, Naua has invested in a technological platform with 

a human centric design and partners and volunteers are constantly being trained on its use, 

especially in the COVID-19 context.

Innovation is also evident in the response from VSP Guyana (located in government) which 

found ways of using digital communication to engage with its youth constituency and thereby 

circumvent the bureaucratic blockages usually experienced when VIOs try reaching the head 

of the unit:

We’re still not there 100%, but we scrambled to come up with a different method of 

engagement… The public sector is still quite people-based and not digital-based. So we had 

to get to that place… of doing things [in] a digital environment. It significantly extended our 

reach… Young people are of the digital age and… we were able to have that dialogue and not 

have the bureaucracies [which are] a challenge just to meet the head of a unit [in person].45  

Overall, the impact of the COVID-19 has resulted in an acceleration of the use of digital 

technology, with VLOs exploring innovative approaches to both internal and external practice. 

There has been a movement towards new approaches to volunteer mobilization alongside the 

development and greater use of online  models of volunteer management training. 
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19  UN Women, The Shadow Pandemic: Violence against women during COVID-19, nd.  Retrieved from 
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-COVID-19-response/violence-
against-women-during-COVID-19 [Accessed on 8 July 2021]

20  VIO Society, Kenya, op cit.
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to its active participation in Europe as a member of European Volunteer Center: “We provide leadership 
to other volunteer centers, offering them support in achieving quality in their work, and offering also new 
insights that we get from Europe … I myself [am] a president of European Volunteer Center.” (Croatian 
Volunteer Development Center [interviewed by Cliff Allum, March 18, 2021]).

38  Red Argentina de Cooperación Internacional, op cit.

39  In Mexico, CEMEFI has partnered with technology companies to continue their capacity building 
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42  National Volunteer and Philanthropy Center, Singapore, op cit. In another example in Trinidad & 
Tobago, such partnerships are aimed at upscaling the use of technology by VIOs to enhance the matching 
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op cit). 
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44  Including Hong Kong, Singapore, Jordan, Mexico, Russia, Georgia, the United States, the United Arab 
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45  VSP, Guyana, op cit.
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