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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 volunteer 

mobilization.

https://leadership4vol.iave.org/download/
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Volunteer healthcare 
professionals gathering at the 
Institute of Public Health to 
address cases developing in 
Seyno, Finifoot and Sonrai. 
(Photo by Agence Nigérienne 
de Volontariat pour le 
Développement, Niger)
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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 volunteer mobilization. The findings 

reinforce the catalytic nature of the pandemic, which brought some activities 

to a rapid end while accelerating changes already in process. In some cases, the 

pandemic provided VLOs with new opportunities for mobilization.

The survey responses indicate the breadth and variation of volunteer mobilization 

activities across the VLOs.  They also show a widely shared understanding of the 

impact of COVID-19 on these activities.

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON

VOLUNTEER MOBILIZATION
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The structure of the section follows the framework developed in IAVE’s Report on the First 

Global Dialogue on national leadership for volunteering, held in Mexico, November 2016 

and which identified volunteer mobilization as one of three primary functions of national 

leadership for volunteering.2 It was defined as: 

Organized efforts to activate volunteers: providing ways for individuals to identify 
and connect with volunteer opportunities; reaching out to specific segments of the 
population to encourage their engagement; organizing large-scale and/or targeted 
volunteer projects; etc.3 

This was subsequently amplified in the IAVE Global Perspective on volunteering, notably in 

the role of National Leadership Organizations:

In many countries, national leadership does not directly organize and manage 
volunteer-involving projects, they support such efforts on the part of other national, 
regional and local organizations.4 

This assessment of the role of VLOs is echoed in the survey responses in our research. 88% of 

respondents stated they mobilized volunteers towards various causes. 84% of the respondents 

stated they focused more on strengthening the capacity of VIOs in their geographic area and/

or network to promote and organize volunteering. That does not necessarily mean that VLOs 

are mobilizing volunteers directly, but that they develop mobilization strategies with other 

organizations who work with volunteers on a day-to-day basis. For example:  

Our network is of course made up of member associations that consider themselves as key 

resource centers for volunteering; and each source of volunteering has a role of mobilizing 

volunteers… and the network organizes… through relying on a well-formulated system and 

plan.5

Figure 6 shows how the survey respondents experienced the impact of COVID-19 on volunteer 

mobilization. All the dimensions scored 3 or above with a recognition that ‘COVID-19 had 

posed challenges’ the most strongly agreed dimension. The potential for new partnerships and 

new opportunities is also strongly evident. These different dimensions are explored on the next 

page.
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FIGURE 6 IN WHAT WAYS HAS YOUR ORGANIZATION’S WORK ON VOLUNTEER 
MOBILIZATION BEEN AFFECTED BY COVID-19? 

 ORGANIZED EFFORTS TO MOBILIZE VOLUNTEERS

77% of survey respondents stated COVID-19 had posed challenges for their volunteer 

mobilization work. One of these was that the volunteer infrastructure had been 

compromised, as demonstrated by almost two thirds of the respondents (65%) who stated 

that some of the VIOs they worked with had ceased to operate or had closed. 

In addition, volunteering activity appears to have increased and decreased at different 

times and in different locations. 55% of respondents stated they had an increased number 

of people who wanted to be volunteers, but one VLO described how this produced a 

difficult balance between supply and demand: “At the beginning of the pandemic, we had a 

massive deluge of people signing up to help. And a lot of organizations who weren't actually needing 

volunteers.”6 

The complexity of mobilizing in this context is further evident in that 55% of survey 

respondents stated that the pandemic lockdown had reduced volunteering activity in their 

country. One of the contributing factors reported is the fear of infection that has made 
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Volunteers distributing PPEs to street cleaners who are 
at-risk of exposure to COVID-19.  (Photo by Agency for 
Volunteer Service, Hong Kong)
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organizations and companies reluctant to expose volunteers to the 

virus. One VLO identified the problem of “reputational risk” among 

companies: “If you do volunteer work… next thing… you're a super spreader 

there, and then it's attributed to your company.”7 

Nevertheless, 71% of survey respondents stated that COVID-19 had 

opened up opportunities for their volunteer mobilization work, and 

60% stated they had been part of new coalitions of volunteer involving 

organizations to support volunteer mobilization during COVID-19.  

This was also happening in the context of informal grassroots person-

to-person volunteering gaining greater visibility:

So the volunteers couldn't go to the field, so they started to be 

prepared to be available for their neighbors… And they are not the 

volunteers that we are used to work with - they're the neighbors 

who are doing that for their own community. This crisis, this 

COVID, somehow pushed us to see ourselves as a community.8 

55%

stated they had an increased 
number of people who wanted to 

be volunteers

Survey Respondent

At the beginning of the 
pandemic, we had a 
massive deluge of people 
signing up to help. And 
a lot of organizations 
who weren't actually 
needing volunteers.
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PROVIDING WAYS FOR INDIVIDUALS TO IDENTIFY AND CONNECT WITH 

VOLUNTEER OPPORTUNITIES

63% of survey respondents stated they had moved from supporting face to face volunteering 

to online volunteering. For example, being unable to organize physical activities in the 

public space, one VLO “relied on online interactive communication in significant way…. We 

mainly did organize online activities with partners.”9  Another had to remodel its website 

from matching volunteers with on-site volunteer opportunities to including volunteer 

opportunities in the digital space. This meant encouraging VIOs to include virtual 

volunteering positions in their offering: 

Since [COVID-19] it changed - the volunteers that are requested by the organizations… It 

lowered a lot in last year. But… in changing and inviting the organizations to understand 

the value of digital volunteering, then the offers for volunteering for virtual volunteering 

have gone up.10

Others built on existing on-line recruitment and/or systems for matching volunteers to 

vacancies to meet the new challenges of COVID-19.

We have the platform on our website and what we did differently was make it easier 

for folks to find the specific type of volunteering opportunities they were looking for. So 

we put a separate page for the virtual volunteering opportunities and the COVID-19 

opportunities. In the next stage we added more specifics around finding volunteering 

opportunities that were COVID-19 specific, and also virtual volunteering opportunities.11

Other innovative approaches included recruiting ‘volunteer champions’ drawn from young 

professionals and students, to mobilize volunteers for specific purposes:

We've come up with what we call the volunteer champions. This mostly comprises young 

professionals and students from colleges and universities who try to volunteer. So, we've 

created a platform for them through a WhatsApp group. … I realized that sometimes when 

I was looking for volunteers, then I wouldn't get them as quickly as I would want from the 

member organization. So I set up these volunteer champions within a pool where we can 

find those that are able to work with us on certain activities that we undertake.12

The pandemic also produced a greater need to have policies related to the duty of care 

of volunteers, and to strengthen organizational practice in this regard: 82% of survey 

respondents stated they had to strengthen policies on volunteer safety and/or safeguarding. 
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Volunteers distribute
liquid hand soap
to members of the
community, while
spreading awareness 
on how to prevent
transmission. (Photo 
by Volunteers Involving 
Organisations 
Network, Sierra 
Leone)
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Duty of care is really important at this time. A number of our volunteers ended up contracting 

COVID themselves. An insurance scheme/coverage can be an area where private sector in 

partnership with government can come up with a risk mitigating product that VIO's can avail 

for their volunteers.13  

The challenges to normal volunteer mobilization practices have had a negative impact 

on volunteer participation, particularly where VLOs rely on annual national volunteering 

celebrations to raise awareness levels:

Because of the COVID-19 related restrictions around public gatherings, events couldn't 

be held, which meant that the awareness levels were lower and the ability for people to 

participate was significantly curtailed.14  

In Croatia the annual volunteering festival drew a third of the usual participants, largely 

because of the shift to online engagement: “There was a limitation of opportunities and activities 

because most of the volunteer involved organizations had to shift to online activities.”15  
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PROVIDING INCLUSIVITY IN VOLUNTEER MOBILIZATION 

One aspect of the impact of COVID-19 has been the effect on marginalized 

groups. As noted in the advocacy section, the research study explored the 

issue of inclusivity and the extent to which this had become a greater focus in 

terms of who volunteered and with whom volunteers worked. 42% of survey 

respondents stated that over the past year their organization had focused 

more on mobilizing volunteers from groups disproportionately impacted 

by COVID-19. Behind this there is some suggestion that donors and policy 

makers had focused on enhancing inclusivity in volunteering because of 

COVID-19.16

In this sense the response to COVID-19 links with other contemporary social 

movements.  The impact of Black Lives Matter in the USA has impacted on 

volunteering requests in the time of COVID-19.

One of the things that people are asking for us right now in the USA is to 

have the ability to filter for black led, black founded, and black serving 

non-profits. People want to be able to search and discover non-profits that 

operate with leaders from the communities that they serve. And so, we're 

working on figuring out if we can do that.17  

In the case of people living with disabilities, moving volunteering online has 

been seen to make volunteering “more accessible to those with physical limitations. 

So, while it's made other things challenging, it's made, I think, the whole sector more 

sensitive and inclusive.” 18 

Respondents also see inclusivity as a consequence of the pandemic, with 70% 

stating that one impact of COVID-19 is that future programs and mobilization 

approaches will be more inclusive.

What we look upon in our strategy is to try to encourage excluded people 

to volunteer…  why is it always the same people that are volunteering? We 

have this big group of people that is marginalized and are not being asked 

[to volunteer]. So our strategy and also for the coming years is trying to make 

volunteering more inclusive, trying to work with both the national and the 

local NGOs in order to open up their doors to people that they normally do 

not see as volunteers.19 

42%

70%

52%

stated that over the past year their 
organization had focused more on 
mobilizing volunteers from groups 

disproportionately impacted by 
COVID-19

stated that one impact of 
COVID-19 is that future programs 
and mobilization approaches will 

be more inclusive

stated they were supporting 
programs that focused more on youth
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Connected to this is the way lockdowns are seen to impact on mental health. In this example 

a VLO sees volunteering as a way of strengthening people’s mental health: “We know the 

mental health impacts of repeated lockdowns will have an effect on communities as well as people who 

volunteer to enable better mental health.”20  

Promoting inclusivity requires recognizing that certain processes and systems may exclude or 

enhance accessibility to volunteer opportunities.  In the digital field, for example, international 

search engines prioritize national opportunities over local ones, and larger over smaller 

opportunities, so making it more difficult for some groups to volunteer at local level. In this 

example the VLO is working to make the search engine more accessible to people who want to 

volunteer at a local level:

Most people start their act of discovery on Google. And so we have a number of kinds of 

partnership approaches with Google that integrate our system so that… a very small non-

profit will show up, because they're connected with Points of Light. At higher search results, 

when someone just… ‘I want to help animals in my town’, right now the big animal care 

organizations, the national ones, will come up even if you want to help them in your town on 

Google… So we're working on something to help the smaller organizations get optimized in the 

search results.21 

According to Points of Light, USA, prioritizing inclusivity also demands that “size and budget 

are not the drivers for what volunteer activities get presented to people.” This means ensuring that 

“those that we're trying to mobilize and engage are as diverse as the communities that we serve.” 22  

One challenge is to confront conventional ideas about who can and who should volunteer. 

We want to… challenge the status quo that volunteerism is only for saints, or only for those 

who have loads and loads of time, right? Or loads and loads of skills to offer. It really can be 

for anybody and everything, just depending on… what you can offer and what are the needs.23

In this context, the role of youth volunteers is interesting, since they might well be 

seen as unskilled in some volunteering contexts.  As will be noted below, because 

older volunteers are more at risk in the pandemic, young volunteers might be better 

placed to volunteer around COVID-19. The survey results give some indication 

that these trends are working through.  52% of the respondents stated they were 

supporting programs that focused more on youth.
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Volunteers mentor vulnerable 
secondary school students 
from across Trinidad & 
Tobago via Zoom and online 
mentorship platform. (Photo 
by the Volunteer Center of 
Trinidad & Tobago)
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ORGANIZING LARGE-SCALE AND/OR TARGETED VOLUNTEER PROJECTS

It is clear from the data that the pandemic has become a focus for volunteer activity. Indeed, 

87% of survey respondents stated that their programs had changed to engage issues arising 

from the pandemic. For example, the National Volunteer Council in Mozambique described 

how they supported a youth group that developed handwashing machines using foot pumps, 

which are now being installed in ministries and markets. Furthermore, 65% of survey 

respondents said they were supporting programs where volunteers are raising awareness of 

personal and community practice around COVID-19. 

During the early outbreak, all our teams suspended their service, but later we encouraged 

them to…  use their creativity to create new ways of service.  For example, the volunteer tour 

service team… produced some videos and sent to those elderly homes, sent to the disabled 

homes and then let the elderly and the disabled to enjoy those tour programs.24 

One of the largest program transitions came where volunteers were mobilized to undertake 

ancillary medical work due to the medical staff being engaged in emergency pandemic work.

The health care workers were busy in the emergency wards… [and so] we also need people to 

do … low grade health care work … people like you and me… Can we get people in and give 

them some basic training so that they can take care of the swabbing, the temperature taking? 

So we work with [the government] to… share with them some ideas of how to do that. So that I 

think was a contribution to volunteer mobilization.25 



Leadership for Volunteering

12

VACCINATION

This study was undertaken at a time when, in most countries, vaccination rollouts had only 

just begun.  The scale of vaccination required suggests that volunteers would be essential in 

supporting even medical roles for this to be undertaken effectively.

Respondents to the survey were asked about their current and expected involvement.  Some 

42% stated they had been involved in campaigns or the implementation of vaccination 

programs. 

The government announced the vaccination plan.  … we are lobbying with the ministry to find 

ways of involving volunteers in this vaccination campaign, because the professionals of health 

that we have, maybe they are not sufficient to respond to the demand. What we are trying 

to identify is how can we use students who are learning and whose courses are related to 

health. So maybe those students have some basic skills, they can be in some of the vaccination 

stations playing a role.26 

31% of survey respondents stated they were involved in mobilizing volunteers to support the 

roll-out of COVID-19 vaccination. For some, support was clearly separated from medical 

practice.

Ah yes, here we are already on the ground in a project which mobilizes 11 volunteers or 

young people, and which works especially on awareness-raising to fight against the pandemic, 

COVID19; and also to encourage, explain and alert the populations on the positive effects 

of the vaccination. We are working more on awareness and not on anything else. Because, of 

course, a vaccination is done by the medical team. So we are always in support.27  

There appears to be some variation depending on how country health systems operate, and on 

the role of the VLO.  For some the issue was really more a local one:

For vaccines, we [are] very much in the promoting that vaccines are the way back to the 

healthy society that we want, but in terms of supporting the vaccination efforts, that's done 

locally, at the affiliates, and some countries and some local markets here in the States are very 

friendly to having volunteers and partners and some don't want volunteers necessarily.28

In countries where the vaccination programs were most developed at the time of the data 

collection, the role of volunteers and volunteer management systems were more clearly 

articulated.  The following extended quote indicates how this approach required partnerships 

that worked across different kinds of agencies.  Some partnerships involved new connections 
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Volunteers working with the COVID-19 Food 
Security Bank to deliver food to vulnerable 
groups in special care and elderly care 
facilities. (Photo by Rwanda Volunteer 
Network)
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or new ways of engaging with each other, a feature already noted under the 

sections on advocacy and capacity building.

We're in partnership with British Red Cross and Ulster GAA; we are 

delivering volunteer support for the vaccination centers, for the mass 

vaccination centers. So, there are six of those that we're supporting. And in 

some cases, they're running 12 hours a day, seven days a week; others, they're 

all different - they all have slightly different timings or whatever. And so, we 

are recruiting, training and supporting volunteers here during the meet and 

greet. So those people are the ones helping you get your mask on, making 

sure you sanitize your hands, making sure you're in the right queue.29  

Also evident here is how the volunteers are managed in this context:

The volunteers are there sometimes by themselves or just working with the 

staff. And our staff members are usually there for a kind of cover period 

between 11:00 and 3:00. So, they cover both shifts, they see the team leader 

from both shifts, and they have an opportunity to troubleshoot any issues 

that are arising that day.30

44% of respondents expected to mobilize volunteers to support COVID-19 

vaccination in the future. Interestingly, 63% stated new voluntary service 

schemes are essential to support vaccination programs or other COVID-19 

recovery efforts. One VLO is planning to establish a reserve of young 

volunteers who can be trained and mobilized to support the vaccination 

process when and where they are needed:

The idea we're working on, is maybe to create a youth reserve group of 

volunteers that we train, that are in good health, as the vaccination effort 

grows, because … as the vaccination progresses and many of the [retired 

volunteers from the] Rotary and Lions clubs … can't be that exposed to the 

virus, we can have a reserve of young people. So, the clubs call [us]: “Oh, you 

know, vaccination starting next week, and I don't know if we have people?”  

We call the reserve of people.31
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ENDNOTES

1  Organizations participating in the study ranged from national volunteering leadership organizations 
to volunteer platforms located in government, to individual nonprofit organizations that offer influential 
leadership in their countries, as well as regional organizations. To encompass this diversity, the 
term ‘national volunteering leadership organizations’ has been abbreviated in the research report to 
‘volunteering leadership organizations’ (VLOs).

2  IAVE, 2017a, p.4. 

3  Ibid 

4  IAVE, 2017b, p.3 op cit. The full statement reads: “MOBILIZATION - developing innovative ways 
to communicate the importance and value of volunteering; engaging segments of the population often 
excluded – seniors, people with disabilities, people on the margin who themselves need supportive 
services; and organizing both large-scale and targeted volunteer projects that directly respond to 
both ongoing and emerging needs. National leadership has led the way in introducing and supporting 
corporate volunteering and in supporting the growth of youth volunteering. While in many countries, 
national leadership does not directly organize and manage volunteer-involving projects, they support 
such efforts on the part of other national, regional and local organizations.”

5  Collectif Marocain du Volontariat, Morocco [interviewed by Helene Perold, March 26, 2021].

6  Volunteer Now, Northern Ireland [interviewed by Helene Perold & Cliff Allum, February 10, 2021] 
The VLO further explained: “We had 4,000 people registered in the space of three weeks … we don't have 
2,000. people every year. I think it's dropped off.”

7  Philippine Coalition on Volunteerism op cit.

8  Chile Voluntario op cit.

9  Survey respondent.

10  CEMEFI, Mexico [interviewed by Jacob Mati, March 08 & 17, 2021].

11  Volunteer Canada op cit.

12  VIO Society, Kenya op cit. 

13  Survey respondent.

14  Volunteering Australia op cit.

15  Croatian Volunteer Development Center op cit.

16  51% of survey respondents agreed/strongly agreed that donors and policy makers have focused on 
enhancing inclusivity in volunteering because of COVID-19.  This compared with 36% who disagreed/
strongly disagreed. The data are shown in Figure 9 below.

17  Points of Light, USA op cit.

18  Ibid.
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20  Survey respondent.
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23  National Volunteer and Philanthropy Center, Singapore op cit.

24  AVS, Hong Kong  op cit.
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26  National Volunteer Council (CNV), Mozambique op cit.

27  Collectif Marocain du Volontariat Morocco [interviewed by Helene Perold, March 26 2021].

28  Points of Light, USA op cit.

29  Volunteer Now, Northern Ireland  op cit.
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31  Fundación Voluntarios de Panamá op cit.



International
Association for
Volunteer
Effort

611 Pennsylvania Ave SE, Suite 420

Washington, DC 20003, USA

Phone: 1-202-964-1133

Email: info@iave.org

www.iave.org

Copyright © International Association for Volunteer Effort (IAVE)

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including 

photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, withou the prior written permission of the 
publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommerical 

uses permitted by copyright law. For permission request, contact the publisher at info@iave.org.

PREMIER SPONSOR


