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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 strategic 

leadership.

https://leadership4vol.iave.org/download/
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Volunteer tutor of PROA's 
#GuerrerosPorLaEducación 
receives her diploma for 
successfully completing the 
training program. (Photo 
PROA, Peru)
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THE STRATEGIC 
LEADERSHIP ROLE 
OF NATIONAL VOLUNTEERING LEADERSHIP 
ORGANIZATIONS IN RESPONSE TO COVID-19

This section looks at the strategic leadership role played by national VLOs in response 

to COVID-19: how the context changed for them; the impact this had on their ability 

to lead their organizations in this crisis; and the efficacy of the strategies they adopted. 

This inevitably varies from country to country and relates to the scale of the national 

VLO, its capacity to function, and the nature of the networks it leads.  Nevertheless, the 

research study indicates common experiences across organizations and regions. The 

evidence is also able to cast some light on how COVID-19 has impacted on the ability of 

VLOs to create a more enabling environment for volunteering. 
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The IAVE Mexico conference of 2016 appears to have been formative in bringing together a 

coalescence of the importance and role of strategic leadership.

Spontaneous voluntary acts of helping remain an essential part of life in every 
society, no matter how traditional or contemporary. However, organized 
volunteering, like all sustained, high impact activities, requires strong, effective 
leadership and management. It is strongest when it happens in an enabling 
environment, one that places high value on it and that creates an affirmative 
expectation that people will participate.2 

IAVE regards VLOs not as passive actors within the environments in which they operate, but 

as active players creating and shaping that environment:

Formal, recognized and sustained national leadership efforts are essential to creating 
and sustaining an enabling environment for volunteering.3

VLO STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP:  A COMPLEX NETWORK OF RELATIONSHIPS 

The research study shows that VLOs operate in complex ecosystems, working closely with 

other agencies, most often in networks. Here they lead volunteering nationally, regionally, and 

in some cases, internationally (as is the case with GNVL). This collaborative approach has been 

especially evident as VLOs responded to the COVID-19 pandemic.

As might be expected, the leadership of volunteer networks functions in a range of volunteer 

contexts across the different countries where the sampled VLOs operate. What is most evident 

is that these contexts manifest not as North/South binaries, but as complex environments that 

shape the positioning, strategic work and effectiveness of VLOs in the different countries. As 

noted earlier under the advocacy section, in Australia for example, volunteering is everywhere, 

all the time, and widely used by government. However, it is poorly understood and no 

government strategy for volunteering exists.4 

The disruption caused by COVID-19 has sometimes caused confusion, but sometimes worked 

to the advantage of VLOs. One respondent indicates that in the context of COVID-19 mutual 

understanding between stakeholders and partners has increased: “Whilst we always valued our 

work with stakeholders and partners those relationships were not always easy to build or broaden - the 

pandemic has caused a significant shift in the understanding and value of volunteering.”5

The research data also indicates that a number of VLOs in developed countries were 
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surprised by the rapid and spontaneous emergence of informal volunteering on a scale that 

was unfamiliar and challenged their operations. Volunteer Ireland, for example, reported 

that this produced an effort to reduce the bureaucracy in local volunteer centers to facilitate 

their response to the informal demand for volunteer placements. Another example shows that 

despite their respective locations in the global North and global South, both Frivilligcenter 

og Selvhjaelp Danmark and the Philippine Coalition on Volunteerism responded slowly to 

the pandemic, initially at a loss as to what to do. In Mozambique, by contrast, the repatriation 

of international volunteers created the opportunity to foreground and support the role of 

grassroots and informal volunteering more directly: 

International organizations which use international volunteers had to lose their volunteer 

because they had to be repatriated. So there was a very big space for us to understand the role 

of grassroots volunteers, community volunteers, informal volunteering.6

As part of the research survey respondents were initially asked about their leadership role 

in the pandemic. The results are shown in Figure 7 and show a strong commonality of views 

about VLO roles during the pandemic. 

FIGURE 7 LEADERSHIP FOR VOLUNTEERING: SURVEY RESPONDENT VIEWS ON 
THE ROLE OF NATIONAL VLOS DURING COVID-19
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We have strengthened our strategic partnerships 
with corporations devoted to volunteering

FIGURE 8 VLO SURVEY REPSONSES AS TO HOW THEIR STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP 
HAS CHANGED AS A RESULT OF COVID-19

We have strengthened our volunteer-based 
partnerships with governments

We have revised our strategic leadership approach 
to work through online support and engagement 

with VIOs and volunteers

Developing volunteering to promote human 
rights, a respectful society, respectful relationships 

and social change has become a more 
important focus in our work

Promoting quality standards for volunteering has 
become more important in our work

We have prioritized developing our own leadership 
capacity to support our work

Working to create an enabling environment 
for volunteering in the country has become 

a greater priority

We focus more on activities such as training and 
consultancy in developing the leadership capacity

 of other organizations

We focus more on strengthening the capacity of 
VIOs in our geographic area and/or network to 

promote and organize volunteering
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When asked if their strategic leadership role had changed because of the pandemic, 74% stated 

that this was the case. Figure 8, shows how respondents stated it had changed. The results 

indicate the range of areas in which VLOs experienced changes in their strategic leadership 

as a result of COVID-19.  The largest change was reported as working to create an enabling 

environment for volunteering: 88% of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed with that 

statement.7 The lowest score was 52% of respondents who either agreed or strongly agreed that 

COVID-19 impacted on how they worked with corporations. 

LEADING IN A COMPLEX COVID-19 ENVIRONMENT

Evidence from the research study shows that strategic leadership has been central to both 

how and whether VLOs were able to reposition themselves in an environment dominated 

by COVID-19.  It is important to bear in mind that COVID-19 changed the environment in 

which all stakeholders and actors function, whether they were involved in volunteering or not. 

This has increased the complexity of the context in which VLOs responded to the pandemic. 

VLOs have had to work with and respond to changing interests within the state, the private 

sector and communities, as these stakeholders developed their own strategies to deal with the 

pandemic. 

Some of the strategies used by VLOs to change direction are not new. For example, 

partnerships have been a long-standing feature of network operations, while in some countries 

national volunteer policy and legislation have been a significant factor in increasing the impact 

of VLOs. What is new is how COVID-19 accelerated the need for a more diverse range of 

partnerships and new ways of operating that produced greater synergy between VLOs and the 

key actors.8 One survey respondent commented that the pandemic made particular demands on 

leadership organizations to draw a wide range of stakeholders into the ambit of their work:

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.9

A common thread emerging from the evidence on VLO advocacy, development and 

mobilization is that COVID-19 consistently produced fresh opportunities for VLOs whilst 

simultaneously posing major challenges. For example, some VLOs found it easier to advocate 

on multiple issues and to target their advocacy more easily to decision-makers in media, 

government, business and religious bodies. This helped increase the visibility of the VLOs and 

made it easier to showcase the role of volunteering in the pandemic. 



Leadership for Volunteering

8

Volunteers monitoring COVID-19 symptoms 
of community member, raising awareness 
about the virus and providing information 
about treatment options. (Photo by Said al 
Saba, Bangladesh)

Photo top However, VLOs faced significant challenges as some organizations ceased to 

operate or closed down completely; restrictions on public gatherings and face 

to face activities repeatedly curtailed volunteer activities as countries faced 

multiple waves of the virus; and volunteering increased and decreased at 

different times and in different locations. These factors increased the fluidity 

of the volunteering landscape and forced VLOs to craft strategies within an 

uncertain context. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP IN VLOS

In this context the leadership of VLOs faced numerous strategic issues related 

to their organizational development and sustainability. They had to craft new 

relationships, some of which were collaborative and friendly, while others were 

more difficult, sometimes forged in a contested environment. For example, in 

one case the VLO had to make difficult strategic choices about how to assist 

government to involve volunteers in its response to the pandemic, whilst being 

very concerned about the lack of government interest in safeguarding these 

volunteers.

In some cases, the COVID-induced changes made organizations more aware 

of their strengths and weaknesses. Here we see VLOs assessing their capacity 

to find solutions to strategic challenges such as declining funding, how to 

leverage alternative resources and tap volunteer talents, and how to respond to 

the growing interest among donors and policymakers in making volunteering 
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more inclusive. For example, in Jordan, Naua has been working in partnership with UNICEF 

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

our ability to consistently deliver high quality services.”10 

In repositioning their organizations within a fast-changing volunteer landscape, the issue 

of quality emerges as a key concern. 76% of survey respondents said that promoting quality 

standards for volunteering has become more important for their work due to the pandemic.

For example, some of the VLOs regard themselves as leaders in their country’s volunteering 

sector, describing themselves as the ‘voice’ of the sector.  This increases the need to maintain 

their reputation for quality and innovation, particularly when they are consulted by other 

actors who want to draw volunteers into their operations and need guidance on policies or 

protocols for duty of care and volunteer management. The research study shows that VLOs 

have also played a significant strategic leadership role in raising new areas for policy making 

which impacts squarely on the environment in which they are operating. For example: 

advocating for national and/or regional voluntary service schemes11 as being critical in the fight 

against COVID-19; promoting volunteer welfare; and promoting inclusiveness in volunteering 

and confronting conventional ideas about who can and who should volunteer. This is related 

to barriers and inequality in volunteering e.g., discrimination against gender, refugees, people 

living with disabilities, and sexual minorities. 

LEADERSHIP IN DEVELOPING AN ENABLING ENVIRONMENT FOR 

VOLUNTEERING IN THE CONTEXT OF COVID-19

Referencing IAVE’s perspective that “organized volunteering… is strongest when it happens in an 

enabling environment, one that places high value on it”, the research data shows that when the 

state or business recognize the value of volunteering, this does not always translate into an 

enabling environment for the volunteering sector. The respondents shared instances in which 

governments involved volunteers in their responses to the pandemic without acknowledging 

the contribution that the volunteering sector can make to these initiatives.

In this regard the research surfaced multiple examples of volunteering leadership 

organizations working to develop a single ‘volunteer ecosystem’.12 A volunteering ecosystem 

reflects the wider context in which VLOs operate – local, national, regional and global. Ideally 

the ecosystem takes the form of a wide variety of institutional and other arrangements shaped 

by whether and how volunteering is recognized as a force for social change. It is manifested 

in volunteer policy, legislation, partnerships and resourcing arrangements. The creation of 
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such an ecosystem or enabling environment for volunteering requires intensive engagement 

between the VLOs, their networks, the state, the private sector and the wider civil society over 

an extended period of time. 

COVID-19 accelerated the engagement of multiple stakeholders through the increased 

recognition of the value of volunteering in fighting the pandemic.  In response to the 

pandemic, the development of new volunteer interventions became a priority for some VLOs 

e.g., “to combat loneliness caused by COVID-19.”13

However, inequalities and the digital divide made it more difficult to build an enabling 

volunteering environment under COVID-19 restrictions when VLO members were excluded by 

virtue of digital challenges: 

We are pursuing and pushing for a national volunteer strategic framework, ideally physical 

meetings were used but the national strategic framework engagements are being done 

virtually. This has, however, limited the participation of many of our VIO members that are 

mainly small, and grassroots based.14 

VLOs described different starting points in working towards creating an effective enabling 

environment for volunteering. For Perú Voluntario it was the necessity of strengthening VIOs 

in their country and encouraging them to work together as a force for enhanced volunteer 

action. In India the goal of iVolunteer was to unify, formalize and ‘modernize’ volunteer 

organizations previously working in smaller spaces. 

It is clear from the research data that creating the enabling environment requires working with 

others and the complexity of working in coalitions is evident. In response to COVID-19 some 

VLOs changed their strategic leadership approach to widen the range of their collaborative 

alliances and partnerships, but a critical factor was developing trust-based relationships 

between diverse players. One organization cautioned against the risk of losing focus by 

partnering with an entity that has different objectives: “when there's give and take, it's very easy 

to get side-tracked, to lose your original focus and to be pulled into a line of business that you do not 

entirely wish to engage in.” 15  

Partnerships with universities and research think tanks provided another opportunity that 

enabled some VLOs to develop knowledge in relation to their COVID-19 experience. 
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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  The report explicitly connects to the UNV perspective on enabling environment: “United Nations 
Volunteers, charged by the UN’s Member States with giving global leadership for volunteering, says, 
‘Creating an enabling environment is the sine qua non for volunteerism to fully contribute to the 
realization of any future sustainable development agenda’.” 

3  “Without a focal point around which others can gather, without strategic and operational leadership, 
without someone making its development and maintenance a priority, an enabling environment is 
unlikely to develop organically.  Civil society support organizations have been defined as “value-based 
agencies whose primary task is to provide services and resources that strengthen the capacities of their 
constituents to accomplish their missions.” (IAVE 2017b, p.2).

4  Volunteer Australia op cit. 

5  Survey respondent.

6  National Volunteer Council (CNV), Mozambique, op cit.

7  The impact of the pandemic on VLO efforts to strengthen an enabling environment for volunteering 
is discussed in greater depth below.

8  As noted shortly, greater synergy between VLOs and the key actors has not always possible. 
Relationships with state institutions is a case in point where in some instances, there have been 
contestations. In addition, it is yet not clear whether synergies, where they exist, will be sustainable.

9  Association of Volunteer Centers in Russia [interviewed by Jacob Mati, March 15, 2021].

10  Naua, Jordan op cit.

11  74% of VLO survey respondents stated they have advocated for national and regional voluntary service 
schemes.

12  Howard and Burns, 2015, p.4 define a development ecosystem as “a set of inter-related and inter-
dependent elements which interact to comprise the whole system of development.”  

13  Survey respondent.

14  Survey respondent.  

15  Naua, Jordan, op cit.
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