3. Exploring Values and Frames within International Volunteering
What informs the motivations of someone deciding to engage with an international voluntary experience? What are the values of these individuals as well as the wider societal values that have informed these motivations? This chapter will explore values and frames in the context of international volunteering and in particular, create an opportunity for the international volunteering sector to consider which values we promote in our work. Building on the previous chapters, the chapter will look at how certain assumptions and frames within international volunteering, if left unchallenged, can impact negatively on the work and on relationships with communities in the global south.
Darnton and Kirk (2011) argue that values are one of the most neglected and yet important factors in bringing about positive change. They define values as the guiding principles that individuals use to judge situations and determine their course of action: by examining these values more closely, we have a much better chance of bringing about meaningful positive change. According to Darnton and Kirk, as well as influencing our behaviours and attitudes, values are connected to the way we understand and interpret the world: ‘Values are seen to be at the root of our motivational system: they are the guiding principles by which we act, and by which we evaluate both our own actions and those of others’ (2011). The authors examined the psychological basis of values theory and motivational goals, trying to identify which are most active in driving public engagement with development.  This led them to identify a number of values around universalism as key to driving engagement with ‘bigger than self’ problems, including development issues.
Values, in turn, create what Darnton and Kirk call ‘frames’, defined as the  chunks of factual and procedural knowledge in the mind with which we understand situations, ideas and discourses in everyday life, and which can result in potential blind spots.
How do we promote values in our work?
When we communicate with our volunteers, when we market and promote our programmes, and in all of our external communication, e.g. through social media and other online spaces, we are giving out messages that are promoting certain values. It is therefore important, when we are communicating with volunteers and the public, that we are engaging with the values that we want to encourage and grow. Research by Murphy (2014) on the Irish NGO sector found that many NGOs talk about 'equality' but in their external communication actually strengthen values that are the opposite of this and that reinforce paternalistic, patronising and simplistic messages about development (e.g. overuse of images of women with children and women working in the fields).  
An example of this is what has been called the ‘Live Aid’ legacy. Effectively, this fundraising initiative created a picture of the public in the global north as powerful givers, with the public in African countries being cast as grateful receivers.  It reinforced an idea of mass poverty as ‘inevitable’ and ‘unchanging’ for people in countries in the global south, inferring that this is their own fault. It did not take into account the complex nature of development and underlying structural factors such as exploitation and colonialism, which were discussed in the previous chapter. The term ‘charity’ itself can tend to reinforce, normalise and legitimise this unequal power relationship.
The motivation ‘to help’ has emerged as one of the main reasons why people in the global north choose to volunteer, based on a deficit-based and charitable perception of development and subsequent need for international volunteering. While this is a motivation coming out of good intentions, in many instances the action of helping already implies a position of power for the person offering the help. Who decides? Is the help requested, or imposed? How these dynamics play out in 'the field' while overseas can have implications for maintaining unequal power structures between people in the global north and global south.
Darnton and Kirk further explore the implications of how values are activated and reinforced in their work around ‘surface’ and ‘deep’ frames.  Surface frames are the words, phrases and stories that NGOs use to talk about development aid and charity. These are intended to activate deep frames, which they define as world views. Following an analysis of how the development sector communicates with the public, they found that, in general, this is problematic:  the surface words commonly used tend to activate deep frames that can be considered negative and detrimental to the people the NGO declares to support.
Examples of some problematic surface frames are:
·         Help the Poor frame – This emphasises the image of rich people giving and poor people receiving
·         Giving Aid frame – To end poverty, people should give money from wealthy countries to poorer ones
·         Charity frame – This reinforces the image of NGOs being an instrument that allows privileged people to share wealth those less fortunate.
Examples of the deeper frames with which these messages can be linked include:
·
The Rational Actor Frame, which asserts a world filled with individuals who make self-directed choices. This has been the foundation of many institutions, including banks, the marketing industry and education. As NGOs become increasingly a big business venture to fundraise and promote a brand image, they can become embedded in this frame.
·
The Free Market Frame, which presumes that the world is filled with individuals seeking to maximise their self-interest. Wealth is created through the industrious efforts of these individuals, whose personal freedoms combine with self-discipline to make them more competitive. This presumed industriousness makes them deserving of the wealth they acquire.
In other cases, NGO communications can also activate surface frames that are considered more positive in terms of bringing about long-term change:
·         International Solidarity frame – The idea that we are all in this together: what affects one of us will affect us all.
·         Social Responsibility frame –We have a collective responsibility to make society better
·         Activist frame – This is when a person engaged by the NGO is seen as one to be ‘activated’ around a particular issue or campaign
Some examples of the deeper frames underlying these values include:
·         The Non-hierarchical Frame, which can be defined within the NGO sector as development programmes built around structures that are ‘not premised on up or down, or higher and lower’;
·         The Participatory Democracy Frame, which is grounded in a basic belief that people are capable of governing themselves. While experts are needed to provide essential counsel, it is the people themselves who should be empowered to set their own trajectory.
Transactional active citizenship versus continuous engagement active citizenship
Darnton and Kirk’s work recognises the frames of individualism and consumerism that are currently dominant within our society.  These can be linked to the ‘Transaction’ frame, which places emphasis on the exchange of goods or services between individuals, commonly in the context of an economic exchange. Depending on how volunteer placements are conceptualised and structured, it is possible to see how they could promote a model of ‘transactional’ active citizenship.  For example, a volunteer could be encouraged to see their placement from an isolated and decontextualised perspective: the experience of volunteering in another country and culture is a unique, discrete experience that is like a payment for the volunteer’s services. This approach does not allow for the possibility of co-creating and sharing learning reciprocally, and limits what the volunteer brings back to their community in terms of learning.
However, in understanding more and by being aware of such frames in international volunteering programmes, this also presents an opportunity to raise awareness of - and even challenge - society’s dominant frames. How can  programmes be delivered in a way that supports universalism, global justice and active citizenship, moving from the individual to the collective?
There is a huge opportunity for learning here from the societies in the global south to which volunteers travel in terms of ways of being in the world that are more communal, collective and social than where volunteers may have come from in the first place. What possibilities come from the opportunity of spending time in a culture with different dominant frames and values than our own culture? Will we ignore this and try to impose a western model of development, or is there a chance to pause, listen, observe and learn from a completely different way of being and turn a helping motivation on its head to find out what we can really learn for the integrity and benefit of our common humanity?
Values and the international volunteering sector
These questions raise important issues for the international volunteer sector to consider. We suggest that it is informative for people working in the sector to examine the wide range of values influencing people's motivations to volunteer, and to examine how these can be reinforced or challenged throughout a volunteer placement. The role of the facilitator is critical in preparing volunteers to be open to mutual learning, sharing and deepening understanding with colleagues in the community they will travel too. The facilitator can also create the conditions whereby volunteers can understand white privilege and issues of power that can undermine the very reasons for why the programme exists in the first place, and take this awareness into their placement in how they engage with an openness and willingness to learn.
We have identified some challenging questions for facilitators working with international volunteers to consider. There are no straightforward answers to these questions, but they will hopefully be of use in helping to clearly identify the values that facilitators are promoting through the training, and to be able to consistently communicate these.
1)     What are the expectations linked to values and motivations and is it ok to challenge these expectations through the training? For example, “I want to change the world”, “I’m responding to a religious motivation”, “I want to broaden my mind and experience different cultures”?
2)     How could certain motivations impact on how people engage with the host community? Common motivations for volunteering range from the wish to pass on skills, to the wish to help people, to the wish for a change of scenery and lifestyle. How might these be manifested in volunteers’ perceptions and attitudes towards those they will be working with and how can space be created in trainings to explore this?
3)     How can we identify those values that we do not want to nurture with volunteers? For example, if volunteering is seen as a means of gaining ‘social recognition' this is not a value you want to promote; does there need to be a conversation with volunteers during the training about what image of volunteering they will communicate about their overseas experience?
To conclude, this reflection on values and frames has mostly been situated within the space of the workshop and training room. A further challenge is to recognise any contradictions between opposing values and frames co-existing within the wider organisation. This can be particularly evident within organisations that have a strong fundraising dimension that relies on activating some of the ‘surface frames’ discussed above (giving aid, charity) as well as a focus on development education and global learning (non-hierarchical, participatory democracy). Promoting positive values in the training space can be the starting point for them to cascade throughout the organisation so that values are visible, aligned and streamlined. The transformative potential of international volunteering can be an opportunity to interrogate our society's values - particularly those values that promote self-enhancement - and rebalance this through a stronger, more explicit and active focus on values that promote self-transcendence.
4. Power Dynamics within International Volunteering

'International aid and humanitarian workers can and very often do exercise a position of power within the communities where they work. They frequently work in a context where their position of authority and control of resources can convey a sense of superiority. Combined with a post-crisis scenario, this power can be further heightened as a result of the trauma and vulnerability communities are experiencing.  Any abuse of this power directly contradicts the spirit of true internationalism and completely undermines a rights-based approach to development.'
(Comhlámh 2018)
At the beginning of 2018, the international development and aid sector entered a time of crisis, as allegations about the behaviour or some Oxfam UK employees in post-earthquake Haiti received widespread media coverage. The quote above is in direct reference to this, and it outlines the urgent and enormously important work that needs to be done to tackle the issue of power dynamics within volunteering programmes. This chapter aims to explore how we can firstly recognise such dynamics and subsequently rise to the challenge of interrogating the complex landscape that has led to global injustice and inequality at a micro as well as a macro level. The issues might be historic but they are often also mirrored in real life.  It is really important through all of this to consider the impact on host communities and how the actions, approaches and perspectives of volunteers from the global north might have a negative effect on communities in the global south. Volunteering programmes and the wider international development sector have the potential to be complicit in sustaining such power dynamics - or can also be in a position to begin to turn this around.
We should be cautious in all of this not to make volunteers or those of us working in this area to feel guilty for their privilege – this could result in volunteers feeling the need to justify that what they are doing is good, affirm their own benevolence and create a denial of any complicity in such issues. This is often a difficult conversation for volunteers to manage, as there is already suspicion about charities at the moment, and the rise of voluntourism has had an impact on how people view all international volunteering. So already our volunteers might be starting from a place of defence that what they are doing is good and justified. This is why it is so important to be gentle in raising this conversation, so that we can courageously bring volunteers with us on a journey towards a more critical view of international volunteering and their participation in it.
These conversations can be difficult and even uncomfortable. We are not traditionally used to critically reflecting on our own power and privilege particularly if, historically, we have been the oppressors; or that the risk of questioning our power might lead to us needing to change something about how we operate. This is the challenge we invite you to embrace, with the hope that some of these conversations might reach your volunteers and, indeed, impact on your volunteering programmes.
"I thought I knew what was best and, dammit, I was there to help. Everybody should get out of the way and allow me to do that. I was imposing my world view on the situation and not listening to the people I was working with and for. The words 'arrogance' and 'white saviour' probably come to mind, perhaps with a few others. You'd be right. I had abused my position to force my opinion on to a situation. It didn't matter if I was right or wrong; it wasn't my call".
(Volunteer coordinator at London School of Economics, 2016)
Volunteers from the global north can be given positions of power and responsibility simply because of where they come from in the world (Comhlámh, 2007). This might be as a result of the host community not having resources to finance the salary of someone locally to do the same job, it might have been based on a perception from either the sending agency or the host community that the volunteer is more 'honest', or it might be because they have access to funds (Comhlámh, 2007). In order to go beyond a simplistic analysis of this, we would like to explore reframing this within a global citizenship approach. What we mean by this is to begin with an acknowledgement of the transformation that can take place if volunteers from the global north are open to the learning from peers and counterparts in the south. A global citizenship approach will go beyond a limited frame of ‘us’ and ‘them’ and instead recognise the wider context of a shared participation in the complexity of issues that are at play.
(Comhlámh, 2007) stated how it is important to challenge assumptions, and the status quo in our volunteering work, and instead encourage solidarity between the peoples of the world in order to achieve justice, equality and human rights - in a word, development - for all.
In recent years, an increasing focus has been placed on the concept of reciprocity and its fundamental role in international volunteering. As noted by Lough (2016), the very concept of aid implies a relationship of giver and receiver, resulting in implicitly asymmetrical relationships with embedded concepts of patronage, power and inequality. Achieving full reciprocity is demanding, but, as Lough highlights, ‘programmes that prioritize mutual exchange between Southern and Northern partners can overcome many of the complications inherent in conventional aid relationships’.
When we talk about a global citizenship approach, we are therefore calling for a renewed narrative, one that is always being shaped and changed and one that has less of a focus on separating peoples of the world and more of a focus on ‘us’ – all of us – and keeping our sights on the unequal forces that are aggravating poverty and injustice and what all of us can do to challenge this. The privilege of being able to participate in a volunteer programme, or indeed any space that brings people from across the world and from differing perspectives together, is that it mixes up a single dominant narrative and creates the opportunity for a new conversation to emerge. This will, however, still rely on an awareness of the potential imbalance of participation and dominant voices when a range of people get together.
Participation in an international volunteering experience is wrapped up in wider forces and dynamics beyond volunteers’ control.  However, they are entirely a part of this and have the agency to shape as well use these perspectives as inquiry points for personal and collective reflection. When we really dive into these issues we can find that volunteers and volunteering programmes could actually be complicit in sustaining the very poverty and injustice that we are seeking to challenge through our work. This is an uncomfortable truth. If we were to courageously enter into these discussions, the very fabric of the work we do might have to change if we want to offer volunteering in a meaningful and sustainable fashion. However, if we can have confidence to be open to uncertainty, it can be enriching for everyone involved. The possibilities for action on return can be meaningful, critical and with a long lasting impact on individuals, as well as the bigger picture of challenging the forces in the world today that are sustaining injustice.
"At its heart, the work should be about solidarity and the interdependence between the global south and global north. For international development and humanitarian workers to take their responsibilities to heart, they need to continually question their own practice and ensure that they’re not perpetuating exploitative, colonial histories and taking advantage of vulnerable communities.".
(Comhlámh, 2018)
