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Abstract 
 

The process and outcomes of volunteer placements are explored through the development of a 

learning framework which draws on perspectives from education, anthropology and development 

studies. This exploration leads to an assessment of the volunteer placement as a distinctive, 

relatively neglected and potentially valuable type of engagement in the field of development, 

because of the learning processes in which participants are engaged.  

A volunteer placement is part of a managed process whereby professionals (teachers, health 

workers, etc.) from the North go to live and work for two or three years in a Southern institution. 

This process is maintained by volunteer agencies through the investment of material resources and 

control over information. Through their assumptions, commitments and practices, volunteers and 

colleagues legitimise the boundaries of their different social worlds prior to the placement. These 

boundaries constitute part of the context of learning when the placement commences. 

The empirical focus of this study is a series of volunteer placements in a variety of institutions on 

the central islands of Indonesia (Nusa Tenggara) between 1992 and 1999. Case studies negotiated 

with differently positioned participants describe the learning processes in which they engage as 

they live and work together. In this empirical study, significant learning is understood to be located 

in the interaction of their accounts and the distribution of social resources. Accounts are 

interpretative resources, influenced by participants' experience prior to and during the placement, 

and by wider discourses. The distribution of limited social resources (time, space, material 

resources, information, and social positioning) is necessarily a social process involving other 

participants.  

In a context of difference, learning processes involve participants' developing awareness of 

contradiction between their accounts and the distribution of resources. In acts of transgression they 

challenge powerful social classifications which limit the distribution of social resources, and create 

a context for negotiation between participants. Learning processes are seen to contribute to the 

construction of projects within the placement, to relationships of solidarity between volunteer and 

colleagues, and to particular accounts and distributions of social resources which outlive the 

placement.  

In contrast with this learning framework, development agencies use terms such as 'capacity 

building' and 'skill-sharing' to signify learning processes. In doing so, they largely overlook the 

problems and opportunities of learning involved as an individual outsider participates in a context 

of classification. This study suggests that individual outsiders play significant yet hidden roles in 

many modes of development, and that a focus on learning would shift the rhetoric of development 

closer to the everyday reality of development activity. 
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