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The impact of COVID-19 on volunteering in Europe — Central insights from existing evidence
Lesley Hustinx

Introduction: COVID19 as an external shock for volunteering in Europe.

According to the International Labor Organization, volunteer work can be defined as “unpaid non-
compulsory work; that is, time individuals give without pay to activities performed either through an
organization or directly for others outside their own household.”(ILO, 2011). It constitutes a significant
source of economic, human and social capital across societies and societal domains. First, just like paid
work, it represents a crucial part of the economic workforce (Salamon, 2010). In Belgium, for example,
formal volunteering amounts to 130.000 FTE or 4,1% of the volume of paid work in 2014 (Hustinx et al.,
2015). Second, volunteering also implies ample benefits for the volunteers themselves, in terms of
improved health and wellbeing, social integration and networking, and professional development and
career perspectives (e.g. Jenkinson et al., 2013; Musick & Wilson, 2008; Qvist, 2018; Wilson, 2012). Third,
beneficiaries recognize the unique added value of volunteers compared to paid staff in service delivery,
attributing distinct qualities to volunteers (e.g. more authentic, equal and meaningful relations). This also
leads to reputational gain and increased legitimacy of volunteer-involving organizations among societal
stakeholders (Metz et al., 2017). Given these multi-dimensional benefits, not surprisingly there is a great
scholarly and policy interest in understanding and stimulating participation in volunteering. There already
exists a solid and interdisciplinary body of research on the individual, organizational, and environmental
conditions that enable or hamper volunteer engagement (for a systematic review, see for instance Hustinx
et al., 2010; Nesbit et al., 2018; Studer & von Schnurbein, 2013; Wilson, 2012).

However, both research and policy on volunteering within the European context have been largely pursued
in a relatively stable and predictable societal and policy environment. In contrast to incrementally
developing environmental factors, the COVID-19 pandemic represents an external shock with a dramatic
impact on the supply and demand of volunteering. In what follows, | outline some key observations based
on country-specific findings in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking region of Belgium (Hustinx & Gorleer, 2020),
the Netherlands (Meijs, 2020), Denmark (Bang Carlsen et al., 2021), Switzerland (Trautwein et al., 2020),
and Germany (Koos & Bertogg, 2020). To the best of my knowledge, no European-wide studies are available.

1. From formal to informal volunteering

Afirst key impact of Covid-19 is the sudden shift from formal or organization-based volunteering to informal
or direct volunteering. On the one hand, many voluntary organizations had to close down their workings
because of the general lockdown measures — as a result of which a lot of ‘regular’, ongoing volunteering
across a broad range of sectors was completely interrupted. This was most prominent in the sectors of
sports, culture, and youth. Also, many organizations experienced an acute shortage of volunteers due to
both an increased need for help and a dramatic drop out of existing volunteers (e.g. exclusion of older
volunteers due to age restrictions imposed as part of COVID-19 safety measures). On the other hand, we
witnessed a massive surge of spontaneous and informal “crisis volunteering” in response to the new and
urgent needs and problems caused by the pandemic, often replacing the social and health services normally
provided by public and non-profit welfare organizations that had to be downscaled or put on hold because
of far-reaching lockdown measures. Informal civil society quickly mobilized to provide support and fill this
void (Bang-Carlsen et al., 2021).



The shift toward informal volunteering during the Covid-19 pandemic, in this sense resembles what in the
literature has been called ‘crisis” or ‘disaster’ volunteering. It is defined as a onetime and short-term
response to emergencies, disasters, and sociopolitical crises (Smith et al., 2016) - such as floods,
earthquakes, and chemical spills, but also social crises like the refugee crisis in Europe (Simsa et al., 2019).
Crisis volunteers most often react ad hoc and without organizational context or guidance, their volunteering
is based on individual decision-making and their own resources (Aguirre et al., 2016; Trautwein et al., 2020).
Crisis volunteering usually involves rather everyday and routine tasks, in the case of the Covid19-pandemic
for instance grocery shopping or letting a dog out.

Although evidence is anecdotal, it appears that across European countries, there has been a massive wave
of this type of spontaneous, informal crisis volunteering. In Flanders, for instance, a digital platform was
created (#VIaanderenHelpt - see also section 3) where individual citizens who wanted to help could register,
resulting in 11.000 registrations. In addition, various local governments created their own municipal
registries, reporting high numbers of additional COVID-19 volunteers as well (26.000-30.000 registrations).
A survey among these candidate-volunteers (N=1868; Hustinx & Gorleer, 2020) further indicated that
among those who were active as formal volunteers before the pandemic, for 31,8% their formal
volunteering was stopped by the organization because of the crisis, 22,5% were no longer allowed by the
organization to remain active (e.g. because of age restrictions), and 2,8% chose to stop their volunteering
themselves. This provide preliminary evidence of the abrupt interruption in formal volunteering caused by
the pandemic.

2. Mismatch supply and demand for informal volunteers

Although the sudden and massive increase in people who wanted to volunteer in response to the pandemic
could be considered a strong expression of civic responsibility and solidarity among the general population,
it also caused a huge coordination problem in matching all these helpers effectively with the demand for
help. Indeed, in spite of the large supply of new ‘COVID-19 volunteers’, there is initial evidence that a
significant number of candidate-volunteers were not matched to individual beneficiaries or organizations
(Hustinx & Gorleer, 2020; Meijs, 2020; Trautwein et al., 2020). In other words, a substantial reservoir of
“volunteer energy” (Meijs) was not mobilized, not only failing to respond to the acute demand for
volunteers, but also risking a negative effect on future willingness to volunteer.

In the abovementioned survey on Covid-19 volunteering in Flanders, Belgium (N=1868, Hustinx & Gorleer,
2020), 79% of all citizens who registered to volunteer, were effectively recruited. In the Netherlands, it was
estimated that 34% of potential volunteers were not actively deployed (Meijs, 2020).

Research on crisis volunteering more generally has identified a problem of oversupply of spontaneous
helpers in the aftermath of emergencies and disasters. It far exceeds the demand for ad hoc help, or there
are problems with directing requests for help through existing communication channels, either because of
practical problems, or because of embarrassment about one’s needy situation or lack of social networks to
communicate one’s needs (Meijs, 2020; Bang Carlsen et al.,, 2021). Often, the motivations and
competencies of spontaneous volunteers do not fit with what is needed from a professional standpoint, as
a result of which not everyone can be mobilized, and sometimes organizations even have to turn volunteers
down (Simsa et al., 2019). The services provided by untrained and inexperienced informal volunteers could
also carry potential risks for the clients and the volunteers themselves, because time is too short to inform
and train them in a sufficient way (in the case of the Corona crisis: eg risk of contamination if safety



measures are not respected). These combined factors can also be a cause of conflict between spontaneous
volunteers, regular volunteers, and professionals within organizations in the frontline of the crisis (Simsa et
al.). In the specialized literature, this tension is referred to as an ’involvement/exclusion-paradox’ (Harris et
al., 2017). Trautwein and colleagues (2020, p.2) therefore state: “Hence, the relevant question in crises is
not how to recruit volunteers but how to prevent negative consequences from the oversupply and how to
channel commitment in such a way that informal crisis volunteering can have positive outcomes”.

3. Rapid digitalization of recruitment, coordination, and organization of Covid-19 volunteering

To stop the COVID-19 disease, countries around the world imposed very strict physical distancing policies.
These measures have prompted public and nonprofit organizations to change the way their volunteers are
managed, for instance novel ways of volunteering using digital technologies such as telehealth volunteering
as an alternative to hospital volunteering (Pickell et al., 2020; Lachance, 2021). Besides the digitalization of
existing formal volunteer work, a key response to COVID-19 has been the creation of new digital platforms
of recruitment and coordination either by (federal/regional/local) governments or by existing non-profit
organizations, specifically targeted towards the recruitment of informal crisis volunteers. Indeed, during
the lockdown, COVID-19 volunteers were highly dependent on these matching platforms to link them with
people in need and supply the volunteering tasks (Trautwein et al., 2020). Online platforms have more
generally been found to be an effective instrument for volunteer recruitment and for matching volunteers
to tasks in crisis situations (Rotolo & Berg, 2011; quoted in Trautwein et al., 2020). This enables a society-
wide scale of mobilization, also endorsed by government officials who made public appeal to the citizenry
to show their ‘civic duty’. These new crisis volunteering platforms are also comparable to the increasingly
popular “National Days of Service” as a form of temporary episodic volunteering (albeit that this type of
volunteering is of a celebratory nature, as opposed to the episodic volunteering in response to a high-risk
health crisis) (Maas, 2020; Delanoeye, Gorleer & Hustinx, 2021).

Online volunteering platforms serve several functions, besides recruitment and coordination of informal
Covid-volunteers, matching helpers and people in need. These platforms also have an important
information function, in particular regarding safety and health regulations to be followed during the
interaction with beneficiaries. In Flanders, Belgium, the Flemish government also provided a free volunteer
insurance to volunteers who registered through the platform.

It should be noted that besides these more formalized volunteering platforms by governmental and non-
governmental organizations, also more informal (digital) networks among local citizens played a key role.
Bang Carlsen et al. (2021) for example documented this for Denmark, focusing the role of informal social
networks and social media groups. The study revealed that the vast majority of informal support was
distributed through existing social networks and, therefore, not available to those lacking social
connections. However, the researchers also found that social media groups played an important role in the
mobilization of informal volunteers, and that support organized through social media did not diverge
significantly in commitment or kind from support organized in other settings. The rapid response by means
of social media could be demonstrated by the following figures: in Denmark, on March 11, 2020, when the
lockdown was announced, 56 new support groups were established on Facebook. Within three weeks, 247
support groups had emerged, and membership added up to hundreds of thousands (Bang Carlsen et al.
2021, p.S126).



Survey results in Flanders also indicate that online volunteer mobilization was a successful strategy. As
already mentioned above, quite a large number of citizens registered to volunteer through the online
platforms established by Flemish ad local governments. Survey results further indicate that 31% had heard
about the Covid-19 volunteering campaign through social media, and about 49% through their own city or
municipality. Furthermore, 2 out of 3 respondents considered a digital information and registration
platform an important factor in relation to their future willingness to volunteer during a future crisis. At the
same time, concern was raised regarding the fragmentation between several online platforms that
mobilized Covid-19 volunteers. This lead to confusion regarding their specific aims and functions.

Also in Switserland, the supportive role of online volunteering platforms was confirmed. Not only in terms
of mobilization of sufficient crisis volunteers, but also fulfilling a central information and support function
for the volunteers (Trautwein et al., 2020). These platforms thus also could be seen as an important ‘design
factor’ of crisis volunteering (Maas et al., 2020), offering service quality to the volunteers, which enhances
their satisfaction with volunteering and by further consequence, their willingness to volunteer again in the
future (Trautwein et al. however showed that the effect of this supportive function is less pronounced for
the formation of volunteer satisfaction under the condition of high perceived personal susceptibility to a
COVID-19 infection).

4. Covid-19 volunteering between traditional and new characteristics

4.1.A new pool of volunteers

A joint observation across European countries is that in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, a substantial
amount of ‘new’ volunteers became active - that is, citizens without any volunteering experience before
the crisis. This particular crisis volunteering thus created a large new ‘pool’ of volunteers. At the same time,
a large majority of informal Covid-19 volunteers were people who had already been active as formal
volunteers before the pandemic.

In the Netherlands, 12,5% of Covid-19 volunteers had not been volunteering before the pandemic (Meijs,
2020). In Flanders, 78% of the registered Covid-19 volunteers was already involved in volunteering (so
conversely, 22% were ‘new’ volunteers). Of this group, a majority was even a very active, regular formal
volunteering before the pandemic. About 1 in 4 registered Covid-19 volunteers, volunteered at least once
per week in the year preceding the pandemic. And 22% had been active as a volunteer for more than 10
years (Hustinx & Gorleer, 2020). A crucial question for the future is how to channel the newly created
volunteer energy towards regular volunteering commitments in the post-pandemic future.

4.2.Gendered nature of crisis volunteering

Survey results from Flanders and Switzerland suggest that women have engagement significantly more in
Covid-19 volunteering compared to men. In Flanders, 67% of citizens who registered as Covid-19 volunteer
were women (Gorleer & Hustinx, 2020); in Switzerland 74,3% (Trautwein et al, 2020, online appendix). In
Flanders, this was the only remarkable deviation from the social profile of the general volunteering
population, in which a gender balance exists. Otherwise, in Flanders, Covid-19 volunteers reflected the
general social profile of Flemish volunteers, in terms of an overrepresentation of ‘dominant status’,



‘resource-rich’ population groups based on education, income, labor market participation, and social
networks (Hustinx et al., 2015; Hustinx & Dudal, 2020; Musick & Wilson, 2008).

The fact that women are overrepresented among informal COVID-19 volunteers, might be linked to the
more general gender divisions in volunteer work, in which male volunteers still take up more leadership
roles, also mainly in the sectors of culture and sports, whereas female volunteers are more active in service-
oriented and care work (Hustinx & Dudal, 2020; Overgaard et al., 2018). Also in response to the Covid-19
crisis, the bulk of the volunteer work was of a more practical nature (grocery shopping, sewing masks) or
involved care and social-psychological assistance - activities that traditionally are taken up more frequently
by women.

4.3. Motivations of informal COVID-19 volunteers

Informal volunteering in response to emergencies is done out of specific motives compared to the more
extended set of motivations of formal and regular volunteers (see the Volunteer Functions Inventory of
Clary et al., 1998). As a unique form of helping in response to acute needs, prosocial or value driven
motivations in terms of ‘helping others’ and ‘feeling compassion towards people in need’ are the most
important driver. Besides such altruistic or humanitarian motivations, also more volunteer-centered
motivations to cope with one’s own feelings of insecurity, powerlessness, loss of sense and direction, or
fear are at play. This corresponds to the motivations of ‘self-enhancement’ (feeling needed, feeling
important, raising self-esteem) and ‘protection’ (a good escape from one’s own troubles, feeling less lonely-
. This particular cluster of motivations for crisis volunteering was confirmed in Switzerland, Belgium, and
the Netherlands.

Conclusion: Towards sustainable ‘post-corona’ volunteering?

| conclude with some brief reflections on lessons to be learned from the experience with informal COVID-
19 crisis volunteering in Europe.

1. The COVID-19 pandemic has created a massive surge of volunteer energy among the general
population, among which a substantial number of ‘new volunteers’. An important question is how to
channel this volunteer energy towards a continued volunteer engagement in the post-corona era.
Governmental and nonprofit organizations have a keen interest in recruiting the COVID-19 volunteers
as formal volunteers in their regular workings. But it might also be the case that -especially among the
group who had not been engaged as formal volunteer before the pandemic - there is a stronger
preference for informal and/or more episodic types of volunteering. It remains to be seen whether and
to what extent the COVID-19 experience may shift the balance between formal and informal
volunteering in Europe. Among survey respondents in Flanders, the most important characteristics of
future volunteering are flexibility regarding the moment/frequency of volunteering (91%), freedom of
choice in terms of the type of volunteering (91%), and a more short-term, relatively noncommittal type
of engagement engagement (86%). Online volunteering platforms for coordination (64%) and online
volunteering (42,9%) were of secondary importance. (Hustinx & Gorleer, 2020)

2. The digitalization of volunteering, as well as volunteer recruitment and management, has accelerated
in the wake of the crisis. Convincing country-specific evidence exists for the effectiveness of online
volunteering platforms for recruitment, coordination, information sharing, and support in the case of
population-wide mobilizations. Volunteers themselves considered this a useful instrument themselves
(first-time volunteers even more so - see Hustinx & Gorleer 2020), and a well-functioning platform



contributed to the overall satisfaction with the volunteer experience, which is a crucial driver of future
willingness to volunteer. An important challenge with setting up large-scale online volunteering
platforms, however, is to guarantee an effective matching of potential volunteers with a concrete
volunteer assignment - which, in the context of the COVID-19 crisis, clearly was not always the case.
With an eye on sustaining a large-enough future volunteering pool, this is a crucial matter of concern,
as available research shows that non-volunteers showed a lot of frustration and a lower willingness to
volunteer again in the future (Hustinx & Gorleer, 2020).

A final remark concerns the social inequalities observed as part of the informal crisis volunteering in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. First, as is the case for formal volunteering, the more resourceful
groups in the population have participated, hence people from more disadvantaged background did
not found their way through the online volunteering platforms. Second, the highly gendered nature of
COVID-19 volunteering was a remarkable finding, adding to the more general observation that women
carried a disproportionately larger burden of the crisis in terms of care work (e.g. in Flanders, more
women took up the special Corona parental leave to take care of the children and provide home
schooling during the lockdown). Finally, the Danish research showed that people with larger welfare
dependency and weaker social ties, received less help through the informal social (media) networks
that were set up to provide help. So there is a risk of maintaining ‘philanthropic particularism’ through
informal, digitally mediated, volunteering.
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