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Introduction 
 
This resource is aimed at British volunteer sending agencies (VSAs) and any other organisations 
or groups that work in Britain with volunteers returning from placements overseas. It is 
specifically designed to be used by those who believe that volunteers are a valuable resource in 
terms of bringing a global perspective to their own community when they return home. The 
resource aims to support and promote volunteers’ continuous engagement on development 
issues, and to strengthen their involvement as active citizens. Many volunteers return from their 
placements with an informed perspective on the major global challenges we are facing. These 
include the unequal distribution of resources, inequality, climate change, the growing number of 
people displaced from their homes by conflict, poor economic prospects or other causes. 
 
However, volunteers who spend a prolonged period of time overseas can often feel a little lost, 
unable or unsure of how they can make an impact in addressing global justice issues. Covering 
four stages, this resource provides a practical guide and resource that will help volunteers to find 
an appropriate way to channel their overseas experience into participatory action addressing global 
issues. It has been developed by a consortium of four European organisations active in the field of 
volunteering, global justice, active citizenship and fostering continuous engagement. The 
organisations are: 
 

 INEX-SDA (Czech Republic) 

 finep (Germany) 

 Comhlámh (Ireland) 

 Volunteering Matters (United Kingdom) 
 

 
 
In 2016, they developed a transnational curriculum that draws on research and input from 70 
organisations involved in international volunteering. This was piloted with 38 volunteers from 
around the EU: all were supported to set up local action projects, drawing on their experiences in 
the global south. 
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In the UK, the pilot training resulted in the launch of 6 small scale action projects managed by 11 
volunteers. The majority of these projects were completed successfully, and almost all British 
participants are now engaged active citizens in one way or another. Based on this experience, this 
manual contains some adaptions to make the training resource more localised for the situation in 
the UK. Several activities have been altered, replaced, removed or added. If you consider the 
activities below not completely suited for your needs, we warmly invite you to consult the 
transnational curriculum for alternatives. 
 

 

Volunteering for the Future 
 
Funded by Erasmus+, the Volunteering for the Future project focuses on developing high quality 
learning opportunities that are tailored to volunteers returning from the global south. These 
learning experiences can enhance returned volunteers’ capacities, enabling them to engage as 
active citizens on international development issues. Utilising innovative outreach and delivery 
methodologies, it aims to nurture the transformative potential of the volunteers’ overseas 
experiences and translate it into a deepened sense of identity as active global citizens. Research 
(Benthall 2010) has found that young returned volunteers have a strong commitment to securing 
a more just and equitable world, as well as increased credibility in the eyes of their peers. With 
the relevant support and training, they can make a significant contribution to confronting the 
major development challenges of our time. This training resource is one of the key outputs 
developed for the project and draws on the lessons learned from our own experiences in 
debriefing and reengaging British volunteers who have returned from volunteering engagement in 
the global south.  
 
It aims to provide a practical guide to supporting volunteers in their journey to reengage as active 
citizens. It focuses on identifying and further enhancing skills that were sparked whilst overseas, 
such as critical thinking, looking at issues from multiple perspectives, community participation, 
and strategies to address global justice questions. This will, in turn, equip participants with 
competencies that will enable them to participate as active global citizens, not just in the short 
term through action projects, but also long-term throughout their lives. This resource is not an 
effort to scale up or standardise a way of working with returnees, but rather contains suggestions 
and hopefully some inspiration on ways or activities to work with returnees. All volunteers are 
unique, with their own needs and interests: the same is true of the organisations that work with 
them.  Therefore, it is not necessary to utilise every method mentioned in this training, as many 
of the learning activities complement each other. Feel free to use your own creativity and 
imagination to rework the activities as appropriate for your context and aims. However, we 
recommend that you follow the general flow of this manual and go through each of the stages 
mentioned, to ensure the course has the most effect.  

 
 
 
 
 

https://volonteurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/What-Next-A-training-resource-for-working-with-returned-volunteers-1.pdf?95c7d6&b1922a
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Development Education Methodologies 
 
The resource has been compiled using a development education approach. This means it uses 
participative methodologies to engage in critical debate around the underlying causes of global 
injustices, and to identify the role returned volunteers can play in their home country. In some 
countries, development education (DE) is called global education: in this resource we will refer to 
it as DE. While there are numerous definitions of DE, we have found the following very useful in 
framing our work: 
 
“Global learning, critical and creative learning about the wider world, enables people to develop 
knowledge about the challenges we face and skills to make decisions for themselves. Equipped 
with these global capabilities, people can help to make a more just and sustainable world”  
 “Development education is an active learning process, founded on values of solidarity, equality, 
inclusion and co-operation. It enables people to move from basic awareness of international 
development priorities and sustainable human development, through understanding of the 
causes and effects of global issues, to personal involvement and informed action” (Concord, 
2004). 
 
 

Development Education and International Volunteering 
 
DE is a process by which we build our awareness of the root causes and the effects of issues on our 
local and global community. This awareness equips individuals with the necessary knowledge in 
order to take informed action in tackling some of the current global challenges. Assisting 
returned volunteers to develop critical literacy will help them to engage with the world’s 
interconnected problems and solutions. Returned volunteers are in a unique position, as they 
have had the opportunity to live and work in the global south and the global north. This allows 
them to experience first-hand the interconnections between various issues facing both the north 
and south. In turn, this can lead to a better understanding of the underlying causes of global 
injustice, and can inform the volunteers’ actions when they return to their local community and 
want to engage and create awareness of global issues. Through personal encounters and 
experience, volunteers have had a great opportunity to consciously engage in critical global 
learning and become actors in change towards more just and sustainable relations among the 
global community. Their experiences can hopefully challenge, rather than reinforce, perceptions 
of the global south. 
 

Why is this work important? 
 
The world is interconnected, so are its problems and their solutions. As organisations active in 
volunteering, active citizenship and global justice, we cannot look at issues in isolation. Whether 
our main field of operations is local, national or international, we need to take into account the 
impact made on all of these levels. For example, we cannot hope to minimise the impact of 
climate change in the global south without addressing consumption patterns in the global north.  
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Returned volunteers are in a unique position as they have had the opportunity to live and work 
both in the global south and the global north. This has hopefully given them a transformative 
experience. It equips them with different capacities and insights, as well as skills, insights, and the 
credibility to discuss these topics.  
 
Their position is valuable in showing connections between the global south and the global north.  
It can provide new insights and perspectives on such issues like poverty and inequality. This can 
inform the volunteers’ actions when they return to their communities and want to engage and 
create awareness of global issues in their local setting. Their experiences can hopefully challenge, 
rather than reinforce, perceptions of the global south. 
 
An example of collaborative efforts to bring about change can be seen with the introduction of 
the Sustainable Development Goals, or SDGs, which were launched by the United Nations in 2015 
and have been adopted by over 150 countries.  
 
There are 17 Sustainable Development Goals, ranging from commitments to ending hunger, 
eradicating poverty, reducing inequality and to ensuring access to clean water and sanitation. 
Furthermore, the UN recognises that many of the goals call for long term behavioural or 
attitudinal changes, and that volunteers have an important role to play in terms of changing these 
attitudes, and achieving these goals. This could be through raising awareness, championing 
causes and by inspiring others – all contributing to incremental changes in the mindsets of society 
as a whole. 
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Development and volunteering 
 
Locating the overseas volunteering experience within the wider context of development allows for 
a deeper and more long-term engagement in development to take place, and provides possibilities 
for continued engagement and action on return. Good quality DE is an essential part of the 
training and overall experience to ensure that overseas volunteering opportunities are meaningful 
and to enhance the potential of volunteers travelling overseas to take action and raise awareness 
upon their return. Returnees can be a valuable resource for campaigns and initiatives on local 
issues, applying the skills and perspectives gained while overseas to the local context. 
Furthermore, volunteers who have had the opportunity to go overseas may well bring back 
important global justice perspectives that could add value to existing work going on locally, 
sharing examples of how communities in the global south are managing challenging issues and 
creating solutions.  
 
Returnees have the potential to bring a critical, global perspective into local areas of work, study 
and daily life and the lives of others, enriching and enhancing local activity and engagement with 
new and fresh perspectives. There is a potential role for returnees to bring new perspectives on 
these issues, deepening an understanding of the issues within their local communities whilst 
making connections globally. This can help bridge the gap between the global north and south as 
both have experienced comparable issues. This provides a platform for learning in terms of 
building resilience, emphasising community based solutions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

“Following my participation in the “What Next” training I 
applied for Erasmus Mundus Master's programme 
scholarship. It's an M.A. Programme in education policies 
for global development GLOBED). It's awarded by a 
consortium of universities in Barcelona, Amsterdam, Oslo 
and Malta. I never thought I'd have a chance to get the 
funding to study in a field I am so passionate about, but to 
my big surprise I was accepted into the programme. It turns 
out that they were very interested in the volunteering I have 
done with ICS and the “What Next” training in Chotěboř. I 
am so grateful for the opportunities and the support the 
“What Next” facilitators gave me. It really has opened new 
doors.” 
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What is ‘Active Citizenship’? 
 
Research conducted for ‘Engaging Returned Volunteers in Active Citizenship: Research, learning 
and best practice from four countries’ (Volonteurope et al, 2016) found that the term active 
citizenship is used in many different ways and at varying levels across Europe. For the purpose of 
this project active citizenship is referred to as the rights and responsibilities of citizens in and to 
society. We do not limit the concept of citizenship to a legal status, which carries with it the right 
to hold a passport or vote; instead, we focus upon the active nature of citizenship and the 
responsibilities that are encapsulated within active citizenship. We also embrace the concept of 
global active citizenship. University College London (2016) states ‘citizenship is a feeling of 
responsibility for the wellbeing of others and the planet and an understanding that concerted 
action can help to change the world’. Citizens Rising: “A Report from the People’s Conversation” 
(2015), echoes such sentiments, noting that ‘our understanding of citizenship must include our 
role as global citizens, not as an ‘add-on’ but as a central facet of our identity’ (ibid, p.19). Drawing 
on reflections from each partner country, we define active citizenship as encompassing:  
 

- Political engagement, whereby people engage critically with democratic structures and 
institutions;  

- Social participation, focusing on activities that people could engage in, in their everyday 
lives, such as being part of a community organisation; 

- Individual participation, whereby choices that individuals make in life, such as choosing 
fair trade goods, impact upon society. 

 
 
 

12 Recommendations for Improving the Way that Active Citizenship is Fostered in 
Returning International Volunteers 
 
The following are 12 recommendations which come from the research ‘Engaging returned 
volunteers in active citizenship. Research, learning and best practice from four 
countries’. They are underpinned by the principle that the engagement of returned 
volunteers is an essential part of international volunteering. As such, engagement with 
international volunteers, post-deployment, needs to become common practice and 
institutionalised by any organisation involved in placing or supporting international 
volunteers. It should also be recognised that international volunteering does not just 
benefit the partner country where the activities take place but also offers a potential 
benefit to the home countries of the international volunteers, as the volunteers have the 
potential to be active citizens within their own society given the right conditions. 
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1. Sending organisations need to stick to their principles and values, encouraging debate, to 
keep relevant and in touch, and to respond to changing social justice issues (Comhlámh et 
al, 2015). At the same time, there is a need to create spaces whereby the voluntary and 
community sector, civil society and governments may develop structured dialogue around 
advocacy (Harvey, 2014). 

2. Sending organisations should be open to changing their traditional organisational 
structures and welcome ideas and suggestions from former volunteers. This can help 
returned volunteers to feel appreciated and strengthen their identification with the 
organisation. 

3. Organisations should not only focus on the ‘soft’ view of active citizenship but also on a 
more critical form of active citizenship, where action by returned volunteers is fostered in 
a critical way that can encourage change in political paradigms (Comhlámh et al, 2015). 

4. Networks should be established, supported and maintained for returned international 
volunteers. This will provide greater peer support, enthusiasm and solidarity amongst 
returned volunteers. 

5. Returned volunteers should be acknowledged and their contribution to organisations and 
society celebrated (MacRory 2009). 

6. Sending organisations should form partnerships with locally or nationally based 
organisations that support people in active citizenship. Such partnerships should go 
beyond signposting.   

7. Pre-departure training should not only focus on volunteer deployment, but should 
address the issue of sustainable active citizenship. International volunteers should be 
encouraged to think about their actions after deployment and areas in which they can 
work during pre-departure training. 

8. Post-deployment debriefing is essential. Lovell-Hawker (2009) reported that 60% of 
development workers returning to the UK report predominantly negative feelings. This 
can manifest as disorientation, exhaustion or a sense of loss. As such, it is vital that post-
deployment debriefing is provided for the health and well-being of the returned 
volunteers and to mitigate reverse culture shock. 

9. Training and support should take a long-term view and not solely be conducted just 
directly after deployment. Training, learning and tools should be provided to volunteers to 
help springboard them towards further engagement as an active citizens, once they have 
re-integrated back into their home country. Long-term commitment is achieved through a 
combination of theory and practice that is not only delivered directly after deployment. 

10. Funding is key in providing safe, high quality support when undertaking active citizenship 
in a structured way. VSO Nigeria (2014) received feedback from returned volunteers 
stating that they had difficulty accessing small-scale funds to help support their active 
citizenship. It is crucial that the retuned volunteers’ active citizenship is recognised and 
that either sending organisations redistribute funding to recognise this or that small 
grants are made available. 

11. Research should be conducted on the long-term impact of returned volunteers on their 
local community and how they encourage others to engage in community action at home 
(Machin 2008). Collecting such data may improve political and financial will towards 
fostering active citizenship in returned volunteers. 

12. Remember that it is OK for volunteers not to engage and that the optimum time for them 
to get involved is when they are ready. 
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Local Volunteering in the United Kingdom 
 
Fostering Volunteering as a way to encourage active citizenship and promote social cohesion has 
been a central concern to the UK government for at least two decades. For the 2010-2015 
Conservative and Liberal Democrat coalition government empowering civil society by 
volunteering was a key component of their ‘Big Society’ vision and agenda (BBC 2010a). The three 
main strands of this agenda were: 

1. “Making it easier to run a civil society organisation, such as a charity, social enterprise or 

voluntary organisation 

2. Getting more resources into the sector - both time and money 

3. Making it easier for civil society organisations to participate in public service 

delivery”(Cabinet Office 2013) 

However, with the UK’s 2016 decision to leave the European Union the focus of central 
government has recently shifted away from civil society matters. Indicative of this trend, the 
Office for Civil Society was relocated away from its central position at the Cabinet Office to the 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport (Weakley 2016). 
 
Although they have been of central interest for successive governments, civil society matters are 
subject to devolution in the UK. England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales are each 
responsible for their own policies. Relationships and responsibilities in volunteering are governed 
by special agreements between the national governments and volunteering sector organisations. 
They provide an official though not legally binding framework for the practical operation of 
volunteer based services. In England this agreement is called ‘The Compact’, in Northern Ireland 
‘The concordat’ and in Wales ‘Voluntary Sector Scheme’. Similar agreements also exist on the 
local level (European Volunteer Centre 2012).  
 
There are four national centres for volunteering: Volunteering England, Northern Ireland 
Volunteer Development Agency, Volunteer Development Scotland and Wales Council for 

Voluntary Action
4
. They receive funding from the national governments to provide research 

surrounding the field, develop training solutions for volunteering organisations, design new 
volunteering opportunities as well as advise and consult governments, authorities and the private 
sector on volunteering matters (Volunteer Scotland 2017). An organisation providing similar 
services as well as managing more than 30,000 volunteers and 90,000 beneficiaries every year 
through 180 active programmes across the UK is Volunteering Matters. Founded in 1962 (and 
known as Community Service Volunteers until 2015), Volunteering Matters has been leading UK 
volunteering in policy and practice for more than 50 years. The Volunteering Matters website 
provides a valuable resource for finding volunteering opportunities in their projects throughout 
England, Wales and Scotland. Additionally, the national centres for volunteering provide online 
gateways for finding volunteering opportunities and the Do-it.org.uk website offers the largest 
database in the UK.  
 
Volunteering in all its diverse forms is a popular activity in the UK. The Citizenship Survey 
produced annually by the Department for Communities and Local Government until 2011 
provided comprehensive information about the sector. In 2009-10 40% of all adults in the UK 
volunteered at least once per year, while 25% stated voluntary involvement once a month. The 
most popular fields for volunteering in this period were education (31%), religion (24%), sports 
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and exercise (22%) as well as health and disability (22%). The survey also revealed that a majority 
of 65% of all volunteers were raising or handling money during their commitment while 50% 
helped organising and running events (Department of Communities and Local Government 2010). 
 

International Volunteering 
 
Young people from the UK have been travelling to the global south for decades to be an active 
part of the UK’s commitment to international development. Every year 50,000 volunteers are sent 
overseas by 85 organisations in the UK (Walker, Purvis and Kennedy 2015). These organisations 
and programmes can be classified in three groups. 
 

1. The UK government namely the Department for International Development (DFID) 

2. Civil Society organisations (CSO) 

3. Commercial travel companies 

Driven by the overarching goal of ending extreme poverty globally, DFID’s efforts take various 
forms, from the immediate response to natural disasters and crisis relief work to supporting 
research into global development and policy advice. DFID recognises the potential of civil society 
for its work in the global south (Department for International Development 2017a). International 
Development Secretary Priti Patel (2017) said on this topic: 
 
 “From delivering life-saving assistance when disaster strikes, to addressing the underlying causes 
of deprivation, our civil society organisations are on the front line of the battle against extreme 
poverty” 
 
In 2016 DFID revised its funding guidelines for CSOs. A general shift from funding DFID core 
programmes towards more open, competitive programmes was announced, placing a larger 
responsibility in the hands of CSOs. With regards to volunteering a special funding stream was 
introduced (UK Aid Volunteers). Part of this new stream is the tripling of the International 
Citizen Service (ICS) programme, DFID’s core volunteering engagement (Department for 
International Development 2016b). 
 
The International Citizen Service (ICS) was introduced in 2010 by the 2010-2015 Conservative and 
Liberal Democrat coalition government in the spirit of the ‘Big Society’ agenda (BBC 2010b). The 
aim of the programme is to promote global active citizenship amongst young people in the UK. 
The programme offers every year 7000 ten-week placements in the global south. All young people 
in the UK aged 18 to 35 are eligible. To increase its impact on active citizenship in the destination 
countries, ICS endeavours to match every UK volunteer with a local volunteer. A crucial part of 
the ICS programme after the overseas volunteering placement is the continued engagement of the 
volunteer in the local community. This is called  ‘Action at Home’. ICS volunteers are encouraged 
to participate in at least one project in the local community. Progressio, one of the CSOs 
delivering ICS, reports of successful cases where ICS volunteers launched small campaigns and 
lobbied their local MP on development issues (Progressio 2016).  Most of the other CSOs 
delivering ICS provide comprehensive guidance for ‘Action at Home’ and encourage ICS 
volunteers strongly to stay engaged in civil society at home. As a result, an evaluation 
commissioned by DFID found an increased engagement of former ICS volunteers in the local 
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community, either through an increase of pre-existing commitments or by the uptake of 
completely roles as an active citizen (Ecorys 2013). 
ICS is 90% funded by DFID, but the programme is delivered by a consortium of CSOs. Voluntary 
Service Overseas (VSO) is the lead contractor and is in charge of the coordination of the 
programme as a whole. 
 
Before ICS was launched in 2010 CSOs had been sending volunteers to the global south already for 
decades. Usually those engagements developed out of specific, local needs. VSO for instance, was 
born in 1958 when the Bishop of Borneo needed English teachers and asked Alec and Moira 
Dickson to recruit young British people to go and teach in Borneo (Voluntary Service Overseas 
2017). Many current Christian volunteering programmes developed from the practice of sending 
missionaries to colonies. Both the Catholic Church (Missio 2017) and the Church of England 
(Church of England 2017) take an active part in promoting such volunteering programmes. 
Similarly there are important Muslim charities sending volunteers abroad, for example Islamic 
Relief (Islamic Relief 2017) and Islamic Help (Islamic Help 2017). The cost of volunteer placements 
hosted by CSOs can vary from several hundred to several thousand pounds. 
 
As volunteering  became more popular over the last decade (Walker, Purvis and Kennedy 2015), 
especially in the context of ‘gap years’, an ever increasing amount of commercial travel agencies 
now offers volunteering placements. They combine conventional touristic activities with short 
and usually light touch placements. Therefore this sector is often referred to as ‘voluntourism’. 
Fees for these kinds of programmes can easily exceed the cost of holidays of equivalent duration. 
Popular commercial volunteering agencies are for instance statravel.co.uk, studentuniverse.co.uk 
or outreachinternational.co.uk.  
 
It has to be highlighted that commercial travel companies sending volunteers overseas do not act 
on the same platform as many civil society organisations. The main goal of travel companies is 
generating profits while civil society organisations generally work on a not for profit basis to 
support and better society. To a potential volunteer, however, it is often hard to distinguish 
between a genuine CSO and a commercial travel agency due to the vast amount of different 
organisations available on the internet. Volunteers’ motivations to go overseas also vary greatly 
between altruistic reasons to adventurism, often combining the two. This discussion highlights 
the rather difficult distinction between a volunteer and a traveller or tourist, as every volunteering 
experience includes elements of tourism to a different degree. Likewise there is an entire 
spectrum of sending organisations. 
 
Independently of the sending organisation, all volunteering in the global south has the potential 
to encourage global active citizenship as volunteers experience the effects of poverty, global 
inequality and injustice as well as corruption first hand. Therefore commercial volunteering 
agencies cannot be ignored in this discussion. However, as travel agencies organise volunteering 
opportunities to make a profit and not primarily to challenge the aforementioned issues, they are 
naturally not inclined to promote global active citizenship by engaging volunteers after their 
return in local volunteering. 

 
 



16 
 
 

Introduction to the “What Next?” training Course 
 
Volunteers participating in this course will probably have come from a range of volunteer sending 
agencies and the chances are they do not already know each other. One of the main goals of this 
training is for participants to form a group of peers who are prepared to tackle global issues 
together in their local community. Therefore, we recommend that, before you start with any of 
the activities in Module 1 you take some time to introduce yourself, the participants, the goals of 
the “What  Next?” course and its methodology to the participants. In the Appendix you can find 
several activities you can use to make participants more familiar with one another.  
 

How to use this resource! 
 
This resource is divided into four different stages; we recommend tackling these sequentially 
while allowing time for debriefing with the volunteers after the completion of each whole stage.  
 
Stage 1 is titled ‘Storytelling’. This section of the resource looks at the experience of the volunteer. 
It is very important that the volunteer reflects on the experiences that they have had to date, as it 
helps them understand key learning and why they are moving in the direction they are in life. 
 
Stage 2 is titled ‘Bigger Picture’. The aim of this part of the resource is to look at bigger global 
development issues, why they exist and how they are connected. It gives participants a space to 
discuss and debate different topics. It looks at how these issues affect different people and places 
depending on who they are and where they were born. It encourages a critical lens on these topics 
and attempts to deepen participants’ thoughts as to why these different issues exist and what 
their root causes are. 
 
Stage 3 is about creating an action project. In Development Education, informed action is crucial. 
This builds on the first stage to help participants develop their own actions. It sets out different 
activities, from an initial brainstorm, to a step-by-step ‘how-to’ on all the different aspects of 
starting and running a successful project. It includes setting aims and objectives, time, financial 
management, and assigning roles. By the end of stage three, participants should be well on their 
way to establishing a very strong social action project. 
 
Stage 4 is about capturing and consolidating the learning from the previous stages. It invites 
participants to evaluate and reflect on their learning. It aims to inspire and challenge them to stay 
involved in development issues after the training and action projects are completed. 
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Recommended methodology  
 
The “What Next” course aims to channel the energy and motivation of participants towards 

becoming active citizens in their local community. Therefore, it is vital that the training activities 

in this course reflect their enthusiasm and engagement. In every activity we recommend that you 

give the floor as much as possible to participants to provide their own input and ideas while you 

facilitate the discussion. We recommend that this work is delivered with a co-facilitator to 

manage the ease of discussions and maximise the facilitation of the group. Facilitators who are 

not actively giving the training play an important role in observing group dynamics and adapting 

the training content to the interests and passions of participants. Taking participants’ individual 

needs and creative input into account is a crucial factor in fully engaging them in the “What Next” 

learning process. 

In order for the Action projects to be successful, it is important that participants are left the 

freedom to decide how they would like to engage and in what field they would like to be active. 

This encompasses a wide range of actions, from being an ambassador for a volunteering program, 

to joining a campaign, to starting their own NGO. However, it is important to ensure that 

participants set realistic goals for themselves in order to retain their dedication. Support them 

during the activities in stage 3 in setting their goals and keeping in contact with participants after 

the training is completed to help them along. You might even want to organise a reunion where 

participants might help each other to overcome any difficulties they might have encountered. 

However, bear in mind that it is ok for participants not to carry out their action projects or to 

alter their goals. After all, they can only be truly active citizens if they engage again in a fashion of 

their own choosing.  
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“What Next?” training activities.  

Stage 1: Storytelling - Reflecting on the experience 
 
The aim of this stage is to get participants to reflect on their life experiences and the experiences 

from their overseas volunteering experience. It aims to get them to look at key points of learning 

on their journey. These activities formalise a process participants have likely already started as 

part of the group forming process, namely getting acquainted with each other, discussing 

volunteering experiences and their reasons for participating in the “What Next” course. 

Activity 1.1:  The River of Experience 

Aim of Activity: 

- To get participants to recall their volunteer 

experience in all its complexity, from the planning 

and preparation phase up to the present day. 

- To get participants to pick out and reflect on key 
learning moments in their experience. 

Time 

needed: 

2 hours 

Materials needed: 

Natural materials available in 

the location of the training 

(e.g., rocks, sticks, leaves). 

In case of bad weather or 
mobility limitations, you can 
use creative materials 
indoors: crayons, colouring 
pencils etc. 

Activity Outline: 

The activity can start with a short guided meditation aimed at getting participants to reflect on 

their experience of international volunteering. 

The facilitator then explains the aim of the activity, as above. 
 
Participants are given 45 minutes to find and build a spot which ‘calls’ to them, to which they feel 
a connection and where they would like to build “the river of their experience”. They are asked to 
imagine a river as a metaphor for their life experience. 
 
Note that the location will not be as important if the activity is conducted indoors: instead, 
encourage participants to find a place where they will have enough space for their materials.  
The river has its beginning (this might be a period when you first heard about the possibility of 
going volunteering or the moment when you decided on your project, etc.) 
Slowly it grows into a river. Sometimes it is a stony river, sometimes the river banks are tight, and 
sometimes there is a beautiful landscape around… 
 
Let participants discuss their initial motivations for going overseas, their training, placement and 
how they felt about it, the impact they made and how the training helped them to make this 
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impact. When the river grows wider they reflect on how it was to return home, how the 
debriefing went. How was it to share their experiences and how did re-engaging go?  
 
It is your river, your experience. Try to visualise all the important moments which are part of this 
river. 
 
After 45 minutes, divide the bigger group into smaller groups, ideally of five each. This allows a 
better dialogue and means that the session will not take excessive time to complete. Then the 
“river exhibition” starts. In their groups they go from one river to another, and one author at time 
describes his/her river and the story behind it (five minutes each). After that there are five 
minutes for feeding back to the rest of the group and for the facilitator to ask further questions 
. 

 

Activity 1.1: Why do you want to keep volunteering? 

Aim of Activity: 

- To enquire with participants why they 

want to continue to volunteer.  

Help participants realising that they make a 

valuable difference in their communities as active 

citizens. 

Time 

needed: 

1 hour 

Materials needed: 

A comfortable discussion 

environment 

Activity Outline: 

If you have not organised an opening ritual, allow participants to get acquainted with one 

another with a brief introduction. Ask each participant why they have decided to engage in this 

course and enquire what they would like to take out of it. 

After this first round of questions, ask participants what they consider to be the biggest impact of 

their volunteering overseas experience. 

Shift to an open plenary discussion on some of the other impacts like: 

- Strengthening human capital: the value of volunteering extends beyond the actual 

volunteering activities. Volunteers who have been immersed in another community gain a 

much better understanding of other cultures, values and living conditions allowing for the 

respectful exchange of learning opportunities and can provide these communities with 

long term access to resources previously out of their reach. Their intercultural 

understanding is also an asset in addressing global issues at home. The benefit for the 

volunteers lays in their enhanced professional skills e.g. more inclusive teaching practices, 

improved care of maternity patients or better management of crops. However, the more 
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profound changes take place in their behaviour. Their increased morale and motivation, 

outsider perspective and problem-solving skills makes them leaders for social change in 

their own communities.  

 

Activity1.3: Inquiry for positive change  

Aim of Activity: 

To get participants to reflect on how they have 

positively evolved as a result of their overseas 

experience 

 

Time 

needed: 

 1 ½ hours 

Materials needed: 

Sheets of A5 paper for each 

person with Appreciative 

Enquiry questions on it (set 

out below) 

Activity Outline: 

The facilitator will introduce the process of appreciative enquiry. This is a process of focusing on 

or seeking out what is already good and working about a situation, an individual, organisation, 

etc. The process uses a ‘4-D cycle’: Discover, Dream, Design, Deliver.  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This activity will explore how the returnee has transformed/changed/evolved while they are 

overseas during their volunteer placement.  
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DISCOVER: Individually, invite participants to do the first step by themselves – see handout 

below. Invite them to think of a way they have positively changed (new skills and abilities). That 

is, how are they different now than before they went overseas? Invite them to write about that 

change using the handout provided  

 

What did participants do that worked to create this positive change in themselves? What did 

others do that also worked? Invite participants to write down some of their thoughts around 

these questions.  

 

Then, in pairs, invite participants to go for a walk, or form small groups, and share with one 

another their reflections around a change that happened in them. Encourage the one who is 

listening to be active in their listening skills. Active listening is a form of listening and responding 

that focuses the attention on the speaker. The listener must take care to attend to 

the speaker fully. They should ask further questions and be encouraging. Ensure that there is 

enough time for both people to talk (30 – 40 minutes in total). 

 

Still in pairs, find out between each other what elements are common to the moments of greatest 

change.  

 

DREAM: this stage bridges the best of ‘what is’ with speculation or intuition of ‘what might be’. 

This stage stretches the realm of the status quo, challenges common assumptions or routines, and 

helps suggest real possibilities that represent desired possibilities for the individual. 

Invite participants to imagine a future where the high points in the stories that they have been 

telling are everyday reality. What would the world look like if all people made these changes for 

themselves? What are the conditions that nurture positive change? 

DESIGN: at this stage, invite participants individually to write steps they can take to share their 

learning and nurture their pro-active participation in their own society and community.  

Get them to think of actual steps they can take. This can be open and evolve over time. Encourage 

them to continuously keep the learning lens they have been reflecting on during this activity 

‘alive’ even after they return to their home communities.   

DELIVER: This stage will be done throughout their life as an active global citizen. Reflection and 

learning can begin before they leave, and should continue long after they are home.  
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HANDOUT 

 Describe the how you have positively evolved over the course of your journey. 

 What happened and how did it happen? 

 Who was involved or helped you in this process?  

 What is significant about the example you have chosen?  

 What are some of the factors that enabled change to take place? 

 What words would you use to describe the change brought about in you by this 

experience? 

Stage 2:  Global Issues 
The aim of this module is for participants to explore some of the global development issues that 

we are facing. It aims to explore what their root causes and how they are connected with each 

other. 

Activity 2.1:  Web of Issues  

Aim of Activity: 

 To identify some of the development issues the participants 

recognised during their overseas experience. 

 To connect participants’ experiences with the broader 

picture of global issues. 

 To get participants to visualise the complexity of global 

development issues.  

Time 

needed: 

80 minutes 

Materials 

needed: 

Colourful 

papers, 

Ball of 

string, 

Markers 

Activity Outline: 

1. Ask people to call out suggestions, write each one up on an individual post-it and 

hand this to the person who called it out. Everyone should have a different local 

issue (there will probably be very concrete examples...) Ask participants, what are 

some of the implications of global issues they encountered/experienced on local 

level during their voluntary experience? 

2. As people call out suggestions, write each one up on an individual post-it and 

hand this to the person who called it out (there will probably be very concrete 

examples...). Ask participants to place the post-it on their chests. 
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3. Once all participants have a paper with their ‘issue’, invite everyone to stand up 

and form a standing circle.  

4. Introduce a ball of string – the participants must now make connections between 

the various issues by passing the ball of string to an ‘issue’ within the circle that is 

connected to your issue. ‘Issues’ can be connected more than once, and the 

activity can play on until everyone in the circle is connected. As the string is 

passed between the various issues, it is important to get participants to articulate 

why each issue is connected to the other.  

Example: ‘I am --- and I am connected to ‘Trade’ because of the damage that big 

companies are doing to the environment in order to make profits through trade.’ 

5. When everyone has been connected by the string, invite participants to observe 

what pattern they see has been created. It will look like a spider’s web. 

 

Debrief 

1.  What do you notice about the pattern we have just made? 

2. What does this tell us about the underlying causes of various global issues? 

3. What are some ways in which we can start to address the underlying causes of 

global issues? 

4. What is the impact of pulling on the string that is, addressing one particular 

issue? 

5.  Where are local communities in the global south in enabling change within this 

web? 

6. What is your role as people in the global north in this ‘world-wide’ web? 

7. Do you have any concrete idea about what could you do in your daily life to 

influence the interconnected issues we have just discussed? 

 

Note: Facilitator can gather topics (maybe some controversial ones) for the next session – The 

moving debate. 

 

 

 

 



24 
 
 

Activity 2.2: Moving Debate 

Aim of Activity: 

To generate debate within the group about issues of 

development and social justice. 

 

Time 

needed: 

30 minutes 

 

Materials needed:  

 Happy, sad and neutral 

smiley faces 

 

Moving Debate statements 

Activity Outline: 

1. Put up the happy and sad smileys at opposite sides of the room; place the neutral smiley in 

the middle. 

2. Invite the group to gather around the neutral smiley. Explain that you are going to read 

out some statements and they can move to another position in the room, depending on if 

they agree or disagree with the statements. 

3. There are different levels of the extent to which individuals ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’ and they 

can 

4.  Stand along the spectrum accordingly. 

 

Note to facilitator  

 It can help to create safety by standing alongside those in the minority, facing the 

majority, to make them feel less vulnerable. 

 An interesting addition to the activity can be to allow participants to change position as 

the debate progresses. Ask them to explain why they moved position. 

 It can be a good idea to remind participants of the group contract and to have respect for 

different voices and the importance of listening to each other. 

 

How this activity could be adapted 

The statements are completely open to change. However, when creating statements, ensure that 

they are clear, positive (no negatives as this can be confusing to ‘disagree’ with). 
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Examples of statements that could be used are: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, bear in mind that participants will feel more engaged if the statements under discussion 

are based on their input during earlier activities and discussions. 

You could also have a silent debate, observing where people go. In this case it would be especially 

important to debrief carefully afterwards. 

 

 

“International 
trade deals are the 

cause of much 
poverty in the 
global south.” 

I believe that I 

can change the 

world by 

engaging in my 

community. 

 

Volunteering in 

the global south 

helps to make a 

real impact for 

the local 

communities 

there. 

 

Volunteering is an 

extension of the policies 

that prevent the 

development of 

countries in the global 

south. 

 

People in the global 

south should have the 

same volunteering 

opportunities as those 

in the global north. 

 

It is ok to use the term Third 

World, global north or global 

south? International volunteering 

experiences have no practical use 

now I have returned home. 

 

Voluntourism should 

be banned 
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Activity 2.3: Why – Why – Why  

Aim of Activity: 

To explore the 

underlying causes of an 

issue. 

Time 

needed: 

30 minutes 

 

Materials needed:  

Flip chart paper and markers 

 

Activity Outline: 

1. Divide the group into smaller groups of 3 to 4 people. 

2. Each person takes an issue related to international development e.g. Poverty, Inequality 

Climate Change. 

3.  In the smaller groups they take turns asking the question ‘why’?  

4. The facilitator should demonstrate the activity first to ensure everyone understands its 

outline.  

Example: 

 

A: Why does Climate Change exist? 

B: Because we are putting too much greenhouse gases into the air. 

A: Why? 

B: Because the emissions are needed in the production process. 

A: Why? 

B: Because….. 

A: Why? 

5. Let the discussion go on for 20 minutes in pairs, ask participants to switch roles at the 10 

minute mark. For the remaining 10 minutes of this activity, ask participants to share some 

of the main underlying causes they have discussed with the group. 

6. Ask the plenary to identify actors and solutions that will help some of these issues. Who 

needs to be engaged on what level to create a change on this issue? 

7. These underlying causes can now form the basis of an action project, by looking at what 

could be some creative solutions to some of the underlying causes participants can be one 

of the actors in ensuring positive change. 
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Activity 2.4: Fishbowl conversation 

Aim of Activity: 

To discuss difficult topics relating to volunteering, development 

aid and homecoming 

Time 

needed: 

1 hour 

Materials:  

Chairs 

Activity Outline: 

This method can be used to discuss deeper the issues raised during the previous activities. In a 

Fishbowl discussion, participants seated inside the “fishbowl” actively participate in a discussion by 

asking questions and sharing their opinions, while students standing outside listen carefully to the 

ideas presented. Participants take turns in these roles, so that they practice being both 

contributors and listeners in a group discussion. This strategy is especially useful:  

 To make sure all participants get the opportunity to engage in a discussion; 

 To help them reflect on what a good discussion looks like; 

 To discuss controversial or difficult topics that can be explored more deeply during the 

rest of the training course. 

 

Setting the room 

A Fishbowl discussion requires a circle of chairs (the “fishbowl”) and enough room around the 

circle for the remaining participants to observe what is happening in the “fishbowl.” For a group of 

20 participants we recommend four to six chairs in the “fishbowl” to allow for or a wide range of 

perspectives without impeding others’ ability to speak. 

 

Outline of the activity 

Ask the participants whether any of the issues raised concerning volunteering or global issues have 

impacted participants’ volunteering experience and how participants can address this issue. Allow 

participants a few minutes to reflect before initiating the discussion.  

There are many ways to structure a Fishbowl discussion. Sometimes facilitators switch the 

participants every 15 minutes, whereby the listeners enter the fishbowl and the speakers become 

the audience. Another common Fishbowl discussion format is the “tap” system, where participants 

on the outside of the fishbowl gently tap a participant on the inside, indicating that they should 

switch roles. 
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Debriefing 

Discuss with participants what they learned from the discussion and listening to each other. How 

did listening to other opinions help them to shape their own opinion or reflect on issues they 

considered to be self-evident? How does the discussion they had reflect the real-life discussions 

that determine the ways in which we address global issues? 

We have to take into account that there are many voices active in the discussion to address global 

issues. However, standing at the sideline does not provide any contribution or new perspective. 

Therefore, it is important that we engage more people in the discussion and take an active stance 

on addressing global issues. 

 

 

 

 

Activity 2.5: The work that reconnects 

Aim of Activity: 

To strengthen and support participants in their actions to heal the 

world. 

To give participants a space to express how they are feeling in 

relation to the world and the issues they encounter/are aware of.  

To support them to stay involved in activism for the long term.  

 

Time 

needed: 

2 hours 

Materials 

needed: 

 

Activity Outline: 

Note for facilitators: A word of caution; this activity may bring up strong emotions. The 

facilitator should feel comfortable holding groups if they lead it. The issues that we are looking at 

now are massive and can all too often become overwhelming. It is vital that we do not suppress our 

emotions as activists and development workers. Work that Reconnects is a framework developed 

by Joanna Macy, an American Buddhist environmentalist: it is a spiral which has 4 stages.  
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1. Coming from gratitude 

Before we can face the pain of the world we need to have grounded ourselves in the joy of life. 

Invite participants to get into pairs. Decide who is A and who is B. Each person is given 2 minutes 

to answer the questions below. If A starts speaking, then B listens. A keeps answering the question, 

giving as many answers as possible until a signal is given to swap roles.  

 I am grateful to be alive to today because (be specific not general) ……..  

 My favourite activities include….. 

Some things I appreciate about myself are ……..  

Once we are grounded we can open up to our emotions.  

2. Honouring our pain and emotions for the world 

There is so much suffering in the world. It can become overwhelming. We tend to suppress 

emotions that seem too big to process. From a physiological point of view denying our emotions is 

a very unhealthy thing to do. 

We are not given a space in our ordinary life to share and express our anger our fear and our guilt 

at the state of the world. It is vital that we are able to express these fears and emotions so that we 

can resolve or begin to deal with them. By not attempting to fix them, we accept their validity and 

significance. 

We cannot feel the joy of the world and repress the suffering. By not allowing ourselves to grieve 

for what we care about, we create a block. Giving a space to participants to express their fear and 

anger at the way we are treating the earth allows us to unblock our energy. 

Invite participants to get back into their pairs. This time B starts and A listens. B keeps answering 

the question giving as many answers as possible until the bell is rung to signal the end. They then 

swap and the speaker becomes the listener. 

 When I think about the state of the world I feel…….. 

 What concerns me most about the world today is…….. 

 When I think of the world we will leave our children, it looks like….. 

 Some feelings that come up when I think about….. 

 What I do with these feelings is ………… 

By facing these fears we can begin the healing process. 
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Stage 3:  Action projects  
 
The main aim of this stage is to help participants develop an action project that is realistic and 

effective in terms of contributing to a fairer, just, and more sustainable world. Each activity helps 

participants build a project from start to finish. 

The action projects aim to be conducted over a 6-month period. In our experience, if participants 

are not seeing results in their projects within this timeframe they can lose interest. They may 

want to develop a longer term project, which is also possible. However they should plan to have 

concrete results within a 6-month timeframe.  

Additionally, we have witnessed participants setting out rather ambitious goals that can be 

difficult to meet. It is important not to curb participants’ enthusiasm when they are frustrated by 

not meeting their goals. Therefore, we recommend you encourage them to focus on some low key 

goals first before they develop their action projects into more complex projects. 

3. Seeing with new eyes 

This part of the session is about widening our view of our time and reality. This helps us realise 

that we are not on own. We can build on the work and the strengths of our ancestors and 

historical movements and people. We are doing this work not just for ourselves but for future 

generations. By realising that we are interconnected with all life, we understand that we are not 

on our own, but part of a bigger picture.  

If we can connect with it, it can offer us strength and power. Invite participants to draw or 

create a picture that represents them and the people that have come before them and, if they 

want, the people that will come after them. Who are they connected too? 

 

4. Going forth. 

This is the next stage in the framework of the work that reconnects, and involves creating actions 

to deal with some of the issues we have explored so far. Going forward, the work that reconnects 

will help shape the action projects the group come up with in the next stage. These are the actions 

that this group wants to take in order to create a fairer more just world. 
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Activity 3.1: Speed networking 

Aim of Activity: 

To get participants to begin generating ideas for social 

action projects 

 

Time needed: 

1 hour  

Materials needed: 

Flipchart papers, 

markers 

Activity Outline: 

1. Create a relaxed and open atmosphere. 

2. Groups of 3 chairs are dispersed around the room. All participants choose one seat at the 

beginning. 

3. When seated in groups of 3, participants are given 6 minutes to exchange opinions about 

the following questions (they can be written on a flipchart so the participant will 

remember them): 

 What do I find an interesting idea for an action project? 

 What am I good at? 

 Do I have some background knowledge or special experience in 

something? 

 Could we work on an idea together? 

4. The discussion ends punctually after 6 minutes. Then everybody stands up and goes to 

another group of chairs to meet two different people. Discuss the same points as before. 

5. After 6 minutes, change seats again and repeat this until everyone has spoken to everyone.  

6. The aim is not to agree upon project ideas or to find a team, but to talk about interests 

and inspire each other in a very open and casual atmosphere. Nothing has to be written 

down or visualised. 

 

 

 

 



32 
 
 

Activity 3.2: Brainstorming ideas for small scale projects 

Aim of Activity: 

To get participants to collect ideas for 

their own action project 

Time needed: 

90 minutes 

Materials needed: 

1) Green & white coloured 

cardboard  

2) Pens  

3) Pin Board 

Activity Outline: 

This activity aims to collect project ideas and encourage a discussion around them. 

1. Every participant gets a piece of cardboard in two colours, green and white  

2. Everyone is invited to write ideas for projects on the cards in this order: 

a. ideas for the person’s own projects are written on green cards; 

b. ideas for projects in general which they do not want to develop themselves are 

written on white cards. 

3. It is important that the ideas are as detailed as possible, e.g. instead of “promote fair 

trade”, it is better to write down “promote fair lunchbox at schools”. 

4. During the writing, everyone works on his/her own and in silence.  

5. The facilitator collects the cards and pins them on the pin board. The ideas are not rated 

or sorted yet.  

6. Now participants explain their cards to the group. During the explanation, the 

participants can comment on the ideas and note new ones. The facilitator may cluster 

similar ideas and draw attention to links between the ideas. 

7. Finally the facilitator sums up the discussions and gives the participants 10 minutes to 

write down some more ideas which just came to them during the presentations. 

8. Afterwards, the facilitator collects these cards again and the participants explain their 

additional ideas.  
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9. When every idea has been put on the board and explained, the participants can stand up 

and walk around to read the cards again and think about which project they would like to 

carry out.  

10. Participants are now invited to take the card with the project they want to be involved in 

from the board.  In order to not “delete” this idea for the others participants rewrite the 

cards that they remove so that the collection stays complete for the other participants to 

choose from.  

11. If several people want to take the same card, they can think about forming a group and 

tackling the idea card together. 
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Activity 3.3: Forming working groups 

Aim of Activity: 

To form groups for the action projects 

Time needed: 

30 minutes 

Materials needed: 

NA 

Activity Outline: 

 

1. If participants have already decided on an action project they carry the cardboard with the 

idea on it with them.  

2. Divide the meeting room in three corners, every corner of the room has a meaning:   

 

Corner 1: ‘I have an idea and need people’, 

Corner 2: ‘I have an idea and don’t need people’ 

Corner 3: ‘I have no ideas and want to join a group’ 

3. The participants split up into these corners.  

4. Now the people of corner 1 and 3 move in the middle of the room, whilst everyone who 

already has an idea holds up their cardboard.  

5. The group without ideas can now take a look at the projects that have already been chosen 

by someone and discuss further which group they want to join.  

The activity is over when everyone has found a group or a project and there is a general 

agreement to carry out the project together. 
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Activity 3.4: Setting Aims and Objectives 

Aim of Activity: 

To help the group clearly set the 

aims and objectives of their 

action project 

Time 

needed: 

20 minutes 

Materials needed: 

Projector, Computer, flip chart, marker pens, 

templates for the Matrix of priorities, planning 

triangle and SMART objectives. 

Activity Outline: 

As with any project or activity it is essential that the aims and objectives are set out at the 

beginning. Even people who have a clear understanding of their aims and objectives should 

critically review them. This is of particular importance if there are multiple people involved in the 

design and implementation of the project as there is likely a range of ideas and reaching a 

consensus before implementation is important.  

This section of the manual provides the knowledge required for the next, more interactive 

section. 

There are of course, many tools that can be used to set aim and objectives, but as an introduction 

we will only look to the most important ones. In this section we focus on the outline of the 

activity, the actual tools can be found in Appendix 3. 

Tool 1: 

Planning triangle (used to establish aims and links to objectives) 

 

Tool 2: Matrix of priorities utilising the Eisenhower method can be introduced as well. 

SMART Objectives (used for establishing measurable objectives) 

 The facilitator introduces the tool and their use to the plenary using examples to ensure 

that methods are well understood and participants are able to transfer the newly acquired 

knowledge to the planning of their own projects.  Stress to participants that it is important 

that a clear link exists both from the activities upward and from the overall aim 

downward. If a link cannot be established between different levels, the action is probably 

not worth participants’ time and energy. Let participants ask questions until they indicate 

feeling ready using the tools. 

 Let participants use the tools to set the overall aim and outcomes of their action projects. 

Do not let them list activities yet, as identifying these will be part of a different activity. 
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 Each group will be asked to use the tools to robustly challenge their aims and objectives to 

ensure that every outcome and still to be discussed activities contribute in reaching the 

overall aim.  

 Groups are encouraged to make multiple drafts of their ideas and will present their final 

version to the plenary. 

 Facilitators will offer support when required. 
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Activity 3.5: Brain writing 

Aim of Activity: 

To collect ideas on activities for the action 

projects 

Time needed: 

30 min 

Materials needed: 

Work sheets 

Activity Outline: 

1. To collect concrete ideas on activities of their action project. The method of brain writing 

is very useful to create many ideas in a very short time.  

2. All the participants come together and form small groups of 5 people. These groups 

should not be the same as the action project groups! Mixing the people can help to get 

fresh ideas and an outsider’s perspective can be very helpful sometimes. 

3. Everyone receives a work sheet for this activity. The sheet consists of a template with 3 

rows and 6 lines for activities for a project.  

4. Every group member starts writing down 3 ideas for activities of the project in the first 

line. 

5. It is important that the idea is well described, so that your neighbour can imagine what is 

meant. 

6. After 10 minutes everyone gives his/her sheet to their left neighbour. This person 

completes the template with three further ideas in the second line.  

7. Participants can note, whatever comes to their mind regarding to the first ideas and 

thereby extend and refine these ideas. If they have no comments, participants write down 

new ideas about the topic.  

8. Now every 5 minutes the sheets are passed on clockwise to the next person in row. With 

this method a broad range of ideas for activities will be collected.  

9. It is important to keep silence during the brain writing-process and to keep the 5-minutes-

rule, so a positive time pressure is created.  

10. The brain writing is over when participants receive their own sheet again after 5 or 6 

rounds at 5 minutes 
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Example of an action project: “a human rights photo exhibition” 

 

 

Person 1 

 

 

Person 2 

 

 

Person 3 
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Activity 3.6: Network planning technique 

Aim of Activity: 

To give participants a tool to help them plan their 

action project from the beginning to the end 

Time needed: 

1 hour  

Materials 

needed: 

pen, paper 

Activity Outline: 

Participants are given an overview of the ‘Network Planning Technique’ and how it relates to their 

project. 

Do a Network Planning Technique’ involves the following steps: 

1) Get into action project groups. 

2) The group selects the final ideas of activities they want to include in their overall action 

project. 

3) The activities are scheduled according to when they need to be carried out. 

4) Next the activities are sorted into a logical order. The group decides which activities follow 

on from each other and which activities can be carried out together or parallel. They can 

ask themselves the following questions: 

- What activities can start parallel? 

- Which activities follow directly after the other? 

- Which activities are linked, either in a content-related or organisational way? 

- What can only begin if something else has been finished? 

- Which chain of activities takes the most time? 
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An example for a short network analysis: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 A network planning technique visualises the logical connections between the different 

activities of a project. It looks at the consistency of the project and helps to uncover 

possible weaknesses of the content.  

 Additionally this method shows critical points of the project. The so-called “critical path” 

(red arrows in the example above) is the succession of activities that has to work out in 

order to make the whole project come to a successful end on time. That means that if a 

problem comes up during the implementation of the critical path, the whole project is in 

danger of failing overall or at least not meeting the deadline.  

 

 The critical path usually takes the longest and therefore determines the length of the 

whole project. For example: A group wants to organise a speech in a school. Here, the 

critical path could be the searching for a speaker. Only when the speaker is found, the 

group can set up a programme and promote the speech.  Using the network planning 

technique the group can include the following elements into their project planning: 

 

 

 

 

 

Start Mileston
e 1 

Milestone 
2 

Task 4 

Task 1 
Task 2 

Task 3 

Beginning Finish 
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1) Tasks 

Procedures are elements of the network planning technique which describe certain events. 

Procedures are therefore work packages which are implemented during a certain 

timeframe and have a starting and an ending point. For example the single activities the 

returnees want to put into practice for their project. e.g. conducting internet research to 

find speakers online. 

2) Events 

Events are elements of the network planning technique which describe the occurrence of a 

certain condition. Events can also mark the beginning or the finishing of a procedure. 

e.g. speaker is found 

3) Milestones 

Mile stones mark the achievement of an important interim result. 

e.g. the programme is set up. 

4) Decisions 

Strategic moments of decisions can also be included in the network planning technique.  

E.g., is the programme accepted by the teacher? (yes/no)  

 

Example: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Start Organisatio
n is done 

Workshop 
has been 

performed 

Preparation of 
content 

Request 
speaker promotion 

Rent a Room  

Beginning Finish 
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Activity 3.7: Estimate costs and workload 

Aim of Activity: 

To estimate the workload and expenses for the project 

Time needed: 

1 hour 

Materials needed: 

Work sheets, pens, 

calendars 

Activity Outline: 

The costs of a project can be divided into material costs, travel costs and working time. 

 

1. Allocating material and travel costs:  

 If groups can receive funding then this will greatly help in amplifying their budget and 

giving the project room to implement its activities. The total sum is their initial budget. It 

is important to define a limit for the material and travel costs in advance. If the group 

wants to apply for funds or sponsorship, it is crucial to have planned a budget to present to 

potential funders.  

 Material costs for the returnees might be books they need for the preparation of a speech, 

or perhaps fair-trade chocolate for participants of a workshop.  

 Travel costs can arise for group meetings or to travel to the location of the organised event.  

2. Allocating working time:  

 The biggest resource required is the time returnees want to spend implementing their 

project. The projects are voluntary and need to be worked on between normal jobs, 

university and other duties of the returnees.  

 To estimate realistically how much leisure time everyone is able and willing to spend, they 

can use a work sheet with a simple calculation:  

Working sheet 

Question 1: weekly workload (assuming a normal 

week) 

How many hours per week are you able and willing to 

spend on the project realistically? 

Result: ______ hours per week 
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Question 2: daily workload 

Divide the number of hours per week above by 7 

result: _______ hours per day  

 

Question 3: “preoccupied-days” 

How many days are there until the end of the project during which you do not have time at all for 

the project (full-time job, studies, vacations, free weekends, etc.)? Please count these days. 

result: _______ preoccupied days 

 

Question 4: total workload 

There is a total number of ____ days until the end of the project.  

Please subtract the number of preoccupied days from the total number of days. 

____ days minus ____ blocked days is _____ free work days. 

 

Please multiply your daily workload in hours with the number of free work days. 

____ hours/day multiplied with ____ free work days is _____ total number in hours. 

 

Total result: _______ hours of workload do you have available for the project. 

3. Estimate workload and costs 

To estimate the workload of each activity of the project. A moderated discussion (by a member of 

the group) within each project group is helpful. 

Based on the network planning technique, every single activity is discussed to figure out, how 

much time is needed to fulfil each task. 

An important precondition for a realistic estimation of costs and workload is that everyone has the 

same understanding of the activities. Therefore, the more detailed the objectives and the project 

planning, the better. This will make it easier for participants to estimate the workload of the 

activities. If the participant’s estimations differ from each other, usually an averaged workload can 

be defined. In this case the group moderator can also encourage everyone to explain on which 

basis they estimated the workload.  

Material costs for the returnees could be, for example, books they need for the preparation of a 

speech or fair-trade chocolate for participants of a workshop.  Travel costs can arise e.g. for group 
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meetings or to travel to the location of the organised event, there can be fees they need to pay to a 

speaker or to rent a room and many other possible costs. 

The estimated workloads as a result of the discussion as well as estimated budgetary items (e.g. 

material and travel costs) should be written down in a table. The total amount of estimated time 

and budget can now be compared with the resources that have been allocated in the exercise 

before. 

 

Example 

Name of 

activity 

Workload 

(hours) 

Budgetary items (€) 

Travel 

costs 

Material costs Fees Other costs sum 

Visit the 

room in the 

city hall 

2.5 £8.5 - - - £8.5 

Promote the 

event 

5 £10.5 £40 - £5 £55.5 

….       

Total 

amount 

7.5 £19 £40 - £5 £64 
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Activity 3.8: Gantt-Chart 

Aim of Activity: 

To agree and set out a timeline for the project 

Time needed: 

45 minutes 

Materials needed: 

Flipchart paper, pens 

Activity Outline: 

The Gantt-chart is a very useful tool to illustrate the chronological order of the project activities. 

This overview is also very suitable for presenting the project to a potential partner. 

The bar chart consists of an x-axis and a y-axis. On the vertical y-axis, the project activities are 

listed in chronological order. The horizontal x-axis represents the course of time.  

Depending on the length of the project, the following grid can be divided in months, weeks or 

days. The beginning and the end of the grid represent the start and the end of the project. Now 

the duration of every activity is marked with coloured highlights in the chart.  

Every group draws up a Gantt-Chart on flipchart-paper and starts filling it out together for their 

project.  

A very simple Gantt-Chart template can look like this: 

 

Example: 
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Activity 3.9: Identifying roles in the action project 

Aim of Activity: 

To introduce a theory that will help individuals 

identify their own role within a team 

Time needed: 

30 minutes 

Materials needed: 

Projector, computer, 

questionnaire, pens 

Activity Outline: 

Belbin’s Team Roles (next page) will be introduced to the participants as a group to show 

different roles within a group. The most successful teams tend to consist of a mix of different 

personalities. In project management, nine distinct clusters of personalities can be identified, 

fulfilling one of the roles in the team. It is entirely possible that a person fits the characteristics of 

more than one role and that the characteristics ascribed to a certain role do not fit a person’s 

characteristics completely. However, getting familiar with these roles provides the participants 

with an opportunity to discuss their strengths and weaknesses with each other and allows them to 

discuss who is best suited to carry out tasks that need to be completed to finish the project.  

 The facilitator asks participants to individually reflect for a few moments with what role or 

roles they identify themselves with.  

 Next, participants are invited to share the results of their reflections with their action 

projects groups and share their answers to the following questions. 

o Do they feel they fit in one of the roles and how can the strengths of one person 

best be used in carrying out an action project? 

o How can the effects of a potential weakness be mitigated? 

o Is one of the roles completely missing? Is it a crucial role and how can the group 

address it? 
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The alternative: Joining an existing structure 
 
Our own experience showed that many volunteers have neither the time nor the resources to 
carry out their own action project and felt frustrated in their attempts to re-engage. Setting up 
your own project is not easy and what might seem achievable now might be unattainable in the 
future. If re-engagement and not the setting up of own an action project is your primary training 
goal, you should consider introducing the participants to some other options for re-engaging. A 
nice approach for doing this is through signposting: asking participants if they are already aware 
of any further engagement possibilities, including those below and let them explore amongst one 
another. Provide your own guidance if the need arises.  
 

Do-it 
Do-it is a database of UK volunteering opportunities. You can search more than a million 
volunteering opportunities by interest, activity or location and then apply online. 
 

 

Full-time volunteering 
Volunteering Matters runs a full-time volunteering programme. It offers the opportunity for 
people aged between 18 and 35 to undertake the challenge of living away from home for 6-12 
months while taking part in a worthwhile programme to support disadvantaged people and 
communities. There are a wide variety of volunteering possibilities within this programme 
including volunteering with people with physical disabilities, learning disabilities or mental 
health issues, older people, homeless people, families, children or young people: 
 
Some examples of volunteering engagement are: 
 

 Befriending and supporting someone at home or beneficiaries in a project; for example: a 
homeless shelter. 

 Acting as a mentor or role model to young people or disabled people. 
 Enabling access to social and leisure activities, at home or at University, or just locally. 

 
 

EVS 
 
This initiative by the European commission allows young people up to the age of 30 to volunteer 
in another European country for a specific time period, usually for a period between 2 to 12 
months. The initiative was officially launched in 1996. Since then, over 100,000 individuals have 
volunteered within the framework of this scheme. Volunteers can be active in a number of fields 
including environmental protection, arts and culture, activities with children and young people. 
Each volunteering scheme has a sending and hosting organisation. Volunteers’ costs to reach their 
hosting country are covered by the consortium of volunteering organisations managing the 
projects. While staying in the hosting country volunteers receive pocket money to cover their 
living costs and reimbursement of their expenses. 

https://do-it.org/
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Stage 4: What Next?  
The goal of these activities is to formalise the learning process during the “What Next?” training. 

The activities allow participants to reflect on what they will have learned and motivate their 

commitment to being an actor of positive change in their communities.  

 

Activity 4.1: Letter to myself 

Aim of Activity: 

To help participants remember their learning from the course 

several months after it has been completed 

Time 

needed: 

30 minutes 

Materials 

needed: 

Pens, paper 

 

Activity Outline: 

 

 Give out a blank piece of paper and a blank envelope to each participant.  

 Recap with the participants what they have learned through the course. 

 Invite them to close their eyes and think of one thing that has really stayed with them, and 

one thing they will do as a result of this course. 

 Then, give them time to write down on the page the points on the next page  

 

 

When they’re finished, ask them to put the letter into the envelope, seal it, put their full address on 

it, and give it to the facilitator, who will post it in three months’ time. 
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Activity 4.2: Burst the balloon 

Aim of Activity: 

To encourage participants to take action 

Time needed: 

5 minutes 

Materials needed: 

A balloon 

Activity Outline: 

 

1. Invite participants to form a circle. 

2. Place the balloon in the middle of the circle. 

3. Tell them that we are going to use the energy of the group 

that we have built up, all the conversations and all the 

ideas to burst the balloon. Invite participants to close 

their eyes. 

4. Tell them to use their energy and thoughts. Imagine the 

balloon bursting. Keep encouraging them to burst it with 

their mind.  

5. After a minute tell them that you think they are very close 

to bursting it and to give it one last chance with their 

minds.  

6. After another minute if nobody has already don’t burst it. 

Then walk into the centre of the room and physically 

burst the balloon. Explain that thoughts are great but 

without action nothing will happen. The balloon cannot 

be burst by thoughts alone. Participants can think and 

talk about injustice, poverty climate change all day long 

but they need to take action (specifically, informed 

action). 
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Activity 4.3: The Way of the Council  

Aim of Activity: 

To give a space where participants can open up and express 

how they are feeling at the end of the course 

Time 

needed: 

1 hour 

Materials needed: 

A talking stick, a 

candle 

Activity Outline: 

The ‘Way of the Council’ is a way of creating a space where a group can have open honest 

communication and clear communication. 

1. Invite participants to sit in a circle so that everyone can see each other easily. 

2. It is good to give this activity a ceremonial aura. 

3. A candle is placed in the centre of the circle. 

4. A member of the group is invited to light the candle. The fire comes from many 

indigenous cultures, and is called the ‘Children’s Fire’. The children’s fire was a pledge 

from the members of the council that no decision or action of any kind would be 

permitted from this circle that will negatively impact the children 7 generations into the 

future. 

5. A talking stick is put into the centre of the circle. Only the person holding this stick is 

permitted to speak. The talking stick could be something from nature, like a branch, or 

perhaps something of meaning to the group. It should be something which can easily be 

passed along the group. 

6. Participants are invited to bring 4 intentions to the circle (see below). 

7. The facilitator can then set the guiding topic for the group to talk around. This will 

depend on what the facilitator is hoping the group will get out of the council. It could be 

“a lesson I learned” “A hope I have” “The shoes I am wearing” “What I most deeply and 

profoundly love” etc. 

8. There are a number of ways to define the length of a council circle. A time limit can be set 

at the beginning. It could be decided that the talking stick passes around the circle to each 

person who wants to speak 2 or 3 times. Another option is to continue the council until 

there is a completely silent passing of the talking piece indicating that no one has 

anything left to add to the discussion. It is important to set this at the beginning. 

9. It is nice to get the group to blow the candle in the middle out together. 
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The 4 intentions of Council 

1. Speaking from the Heart  

Participants are invited to speak from their heart with open and honest communication and to be 

as transparent as they can about their emotions, feelings and what they are thinking in the 

present moment. It can be useful to imagine the words coming from the mid region of the body as 

opposed to the head. 

2. Listening from the Heart  

Participants are invited to listen to all members of the group with openness and complete 

concentration. They must do their best to understand and accept what the other person is saying, 

listen with full attention and stay present, not only waiting for the other person to stop talking so 

that they can say what we are thinking 

3. Speak spontaneously 

 

Participants are invited not to plan what they are going to say before their time to speak comes. 

This allows them to listen when others are speaking, and it also allows for what they are feeling 

and thinking in that moment to come out. 

 

4. Speak the essence  

To speak the essence means that participants are invited to speak about the most important parts; 

to try and avoid long-winded speeches; to only speak what is significant to them. This also allows 

all participants to have time to speak and avoids the council going on too long and thus affecting 

people’s concentration and listening. 

 

The law of Council  

1. Confidentiality 

What is said in Council stays in Council. It is important that the confidentiality of the space is 

respected so people are comfortable sharing their opinion and profound love. 
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Group forming activities 
The volunteers you debrief may not have a common background and might be strangers to one 

another. One of the main goals of this curriculum is that they will support each other in setting 

out their action projects and facilitate their re-engagement as active citizens. Therefore, it is vital 

that a group identity is formed as quickly as possible. Therefore, it is highly recommended that 

after you have opened the training course, you organise several group forming activities to get 

participants more acquainted with each other.  

Hopes and Hope nots 

Aim of Activity: 

To manage expectations of the training session  

Time needed: 

20 minutes 

  

Materials needed:  

Post-its and pens 

 

Activity Outline: 

1 Hand out post-its to each person, in two different colours (one for hopes and one for fears). 

2 Invite participants to write down a hope they have for the training, and a fear they have for the 

training. When they have done this, invite them to put them on the flip chart. 

3 Arrange the post-its into similar themes, e.g. ‘ideas of what to do next’... ‘worried it will be a waste 

of time’, etc. and address each in turn, inviting the group to comment as much as possible. 

Address any unrealistic hopes or fears that may come up. 

4 Take note of the hopes and fears and, if possible, integrate them into your plan for training over 

the upcoming sessions. 

5 This activity could lead into the creation of a group contract. 

How this activity could be adjusted 

A more participative way to do this same activity is to mix up the hopes and fears, and randomly 

let participants chose one hope and one fear and then they themselves suggest how this might be 

managed during the training. 

 

 

 



55 
 
 

 

Creating a Contract 

Aim of Activity: 

To agree on some key statements that will support the group to 

work towards a shared understanding of safety and respect 

within the group. 

  

Time 

needed: 

10 minutes 

  

Materials 

needed: 

Flip chart paper 

and markers 

  

Activity Outline: 

1. Ask the group the question, ‘What are the conditions that need to be met for us to work 

together effectively’? 

2. Ask the group to suggest ways to work together effectively encourage them to think about 

what this practically might look like, e.g. RESPECT – what does this mean and how can we 

establish respect within the group? 

3. Put the contract or group agreement up somewhere where people can all see it 

throughout the training, and refer back to it so that it is a ‘living’ piece of paper. 

How this activity could be adapted  

This activity could be done in smaller groups, with more opportunity for discussion among group 

participants. In our practice we adopted this activity for use during a version of the Way of the 

Council that served as the opening ritual of the training course. 
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Name games 
 
No group formation process can be complete without knowing participants’ names. Participants 

will be discussing and exchanging a lot during the first two days of the training course, 

exchanging snippets of their personality with each other until they trust each other enough to 

form working groups. Getting to know each other’s name is a vital part of this process. However, 

the group may be quite big, so it is good to organise a few name games during the first two days of 

the training course to help participants to get further acquainted with each other. These can 

double as energiser activities. 

 

Bean bags 

Aim of Activity: 

• To learn each other’s names. 

• To energise the group. 

• To bring focus to the group. 

  

Time needed:  

5 minutes 

 

Materials needed: 

Bean bags (or small balls), name tags 

 

Activity Outline: 

 Ensure everyone’s name tags are visible from a distance. Stand in a circle. 

 Whoever holds the bean bag calls out the name of another and throws the bean bag to 

him or her. She or he then passes the bean bag to someone who has not yet had it. 

 Participants must remember who they threw the bean-bag to, and create a pattern. 

 Gradually introduce more bean bags, maintaining the order in which they were thrown, 

so that several are going at once. 

 Call a halt to the game when it breaks down and chaos begins, or when there is a natural 

end. 
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Blanket Game 

Aim of Activity: 

• To learn each other’s names. 

• To energise the group. 

  

Time needed:  

15 minutes 

 

Materials: 

One very large blanket (or curtain) 

Activity Outline: 

The Blanket Game is a funny icebreaker to get to know other people in the room. A large blanket 

is held up between two groups, and one player from each team stands behind the blanket. The 

goal of the game is to be the first to identify the other person behind the blanket. 

There is very little setup required for this activity. Form two large teams, preferably about 5-10 

people per team. Have each team go to the front of the room. Have two volunteers hold a 

blanket or curtain open between the two groups, so that each group cannot see behind the 

blanket. 

For each turn, each team chooses a volunteer to stand (or sit) behind the blanket. The facilitator 

will count “1, 2, 3” and then drop the blanket. The first player to correctly identify the name of 

the other player wins the round. The losing player transfers to the winning team. Repeat the 

activity until one team runs out of players. 
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Getting to know the group 
 

Mobile Maps 

Aim of Activity: 

To situate participants within the group and in relation 

to each other. 

 

Time needed: 

 20 minutes 

Materials needed: 

No materials needed 

 

Activity Outline: 

 Place yourself in the middle of the room, and invite participants to gather around you. 

 Explain that your position in the centre represents the ‘centre’ of the universe. Outline 

where is north, south, east, west, etc. 

 Invite participants to travel to the place in relation to the centre where: 

 They originally come from; 

 Where they are currently living; 

 A place they have travelled to/volunteered in; 

 A place they would love to visit. 

 At each point, either invite participants to share why they are standing at a certain point 

with the person closest to them, or else as the facilitator you can ask people to share in the 

bigger group. 
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Energisers - Games for the beginning or end of a session 
 
Participating in the “What Next” course can be an intense activity. In the course of just a few days 

participants get to know other returned volunteers, reflect on their volunteering experiences, 

identify issues they would like to engage for, form working groups and start planning action 

projects. During the course of these activities participants’ brains generate and process a lot of 

information and it is very likely that they will run out of steam from time to time. To ensure 

everyone’s well-being it is important to take timely breaks from the learning process to give 

participants the opportunity to recharge their depleted energy levels. 

Rainforest 

Aim of Activity: 

To refocus the group: this activity could either ‘lift’ the 

energy or ‘cool down’ the atmosphere.  

Time needed: 

No materials 

needed  

Materials 

needed: 

5–10 minutes 

  

Activity Outline: 

Ask participants to sit in a circle with their feet on the ground and their hands free. 

Explain that as a group we are going to make a continuous, collective sound (like a Mexican 

wave). 

The facilitator will begin, and in a clockwise motion pass the ‘sound’ around the circle. 

Each person should copy the person to their right, changing the sound they are making when the 

person to their right changes, and should continue until the person to their right stops. 

The actions are as follows: Rub hands together… Click fingers… Clap… Pat thighs… Pat thighs and 

stomp feet… Stomp feet only… Clap… Click fingers… Rub hands together…. Sigh. 
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Fruit salad 

Aim of Activity:  

To mix participants up. 

Add energy to the group 

Time needed: 

5–10 minutes  

Materials: 

Enough chairs for everyone except one person  

Activity Outline: 

 While seated in a circle, the facilitator stands in the middle and gives each participant a 

‘fruit’ name (apples, oranges, pears, etc.). 

 The number of fruits should correlate with the number of groups you would like. 

 Call out the name of each fruit and when you do, all those fruits are to change seats with 

the others, e.g. “PEARS”! All the pears change seats. 

 When you want everyone to change seats, call out ‘Fruit Salad’! 

 This game could be adapted, e.g. things to pack in the suitcase when going overseas, 

‘anyone in the group who buys Fair Trade products/is a vegetarian/recycles’, etc. 

 

 

Mute line-up 

Aim of Activity:  

Add energy to the group 

To build participants’ trust 

Time needed: 

5–10 minutes  

Materials needed: 

 

Activity Outline: 

Divide participants in smaller groups of four to five people.  

 Ask participants to close their eyes. 

 Ask participants to spin around 10 times 

 Now ask them to line up according to height as fast as possible. They are not allowed to 

open their eyes or use their mouth in any way. 
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Appendix 1 - Planning triangle  
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Appendix 2 - Matrix of priorities 
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Appendix 3 - Brain writing worksheet 
 
 
 
Problem statement -
How to… or 
Opportunity Area - We 
want to.... 
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