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European heritage in our hands – Volunteering as mutual challenge and 

opportunity in civic society – a conference report 

Eva Lassnig 

 

 

MUSIS would like to share the results of its international conference on volunteering in 

museums and cultural heritage, which took place from October 19–21, 2011 in Graz/Austria. 

What are the current developments on the voluntary sector in Europe and what is our vision 

for the future? These questions were omnipresent at our three-days-conference. This paper 

provides an account of the main points and issues discussed during the event and presents 

the main conclusions. The points are illustrated by experiences drawn from the discussions. 

 

The objective of the conference was to put a spotlight on volunteers and volunteering policy in 

Europe in the context of the European Year of Volunteering 2011. Key note speakers offered 

their perspectives on valuing, managing and training of volunteers in museums and cultural 

heritage. Three main themes were discussed in the forum: “Volunteering in Europe – a 

country comparison”, “Volunteers as human resource – motivation, management and training”, 

“New functionality and role of volunteering within civil society”. The event encouraged all 

participants to consider and reflect the volunteering policies on a national, Europe-wide and 

international level. The aim was also to discuss the mutual challenges and opportunities that 

people working with volunteers share.  

 

 

A conference on volunteering and cultural heritage – Why? 

The definition of “volunteering” states that volunteering is done for the benefit of others rather 

than for one’s own benefit. It includes the commitment of time and energy to actions which 

are carried out for the welfare of a community or society as a whole. The term “volunteering” 

refers to all forms of voluntary activity, whether formal or informal. It is done due to a person's 

free-will, choice and motivation, and without concern for financial gain. Voluntary activity is 

generally unpaid, but can include the reimbursement of expenses directly related to the 

voluntary work.  
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The focus of our conference was on volunteers who freely spend their time in cultural heritage 

related activities. They contribute their knowledge and creativity to heritage organisations. 

This fact shows that cultural heritage plays an important role in and for society. Volunteers 

have a highly positive impact on local, regional, national and international heritage 

communities and societies. Furthermore, voluntary work correlates positively with integration 

into society. The more stable and the safer one feels in society, the more open he/she is 

towards voluntary work. Consequently, the challenge for politics is better integration of 

women, jobless people, homeless and migrants into the job market. 

 

As our first speaker already emphasised and what should be repeated several times during 

the conference, volunteering also boosts volunteers’ self-esteem, develops personal and 

practical skills and builds, amongst many other things, social capital. “Volunteering is a crucial 

renewable resource for solving social and environmental problems. It supports social 

inclusion and integration. Volunteering is a creator of human and social capital, a pathway to 

integration and employment, and a key factor for improving social cohesion.”  

 

In theory, the concept of volunteering generates human, economic, social and cultural capital 

to cultural heritage institutions and the local community. Besides an obvious impact on the 

everyday museum services, e.g. opening hours, guided tours etc., it implies sustainable 

development, community participation, democratisation, education, life-long learning, rising of 

competencies and rising of the overall quality of life. However, the extent to which this is 

accomplished varies significantly from country to country, because of different legal 

frameworks and cultures of volunteering. Volunteering is treated in lots of different ways all 

across Europe. The culture of volunteering depends on the cultural, historical and social 

context of the respective country. What works well in one country does not necessarily work 

as well in another country.  

 

The European Year of Volunteering 2011, and in this context also our conference, brought a 

wide circle of managers, visionaries and creative thinkers on the scene. The discussion of a 

socially added value, which has for a long time and in wide sections only been noticed and 

discussed from an economic view, offers good prospects. In spite of the ambivalence, the 

participation and responsibility of the voluntarily working civic society in cultural events in 
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general, in education and in the protection of cultural heritage, contributes to building bridges, 

to mastering social challenges and to doing inclusive development work.  

 

The focus of the conference was also the overall-goal of the European thematic year, namely 

to raise the awareness for voluntary work as an added value in European civic society. We 

often hear that volunteering is an exploitation of work force. This form of work has to be freed 

from its image as work for free, which is taken for granted. As multipliers, the participants of 

our 2011 conference took responsibility for an open and broad approach to the topic. In 

particular, they conveyed the understanding for the mutual obligation and the manifold 

opportunities of voluntary work at the same time. This goal can be best achieved through a 

European network of good ideas and examples, which was widened and strengthened 

through our conference.  

 

Our target group were representatives of volunteer-organisations of European countries from 

all fields of cultural heritage, such as museums, monument preservation agencies, folk-

cultural institutions, libraries etc. Furthermore, we had participants which represented 

volunteer-networks, multipliers/employees in the field of cultural heritage, museum advisors, 

trainers and representatives of federal agencies.  

 

 

What are the challenges facing volunteering? 

We could welcome a representative of the European Commission in Austria at our conference, 

who presented the challenges that volunteering is facing. Today, no form of organised 

volunteering infrastructure exists at a national level. There is a lack of data on voluntary 

activities in the European Union member states. A big problem is also the often unclear 

governmental responsibility. Under which governmental department falls “volunteering”? Is it 

youth ministry, labour ministry, family affairs or home affairs? In many countries, there is a 

lack of a legal framework to cover such things as the social insurance of volunteers, their 

training and entitlement to holidays. 

 

Whilst certain EU Member States have long-standing traditions in volunteering and well-

developed voluntary sectors, for example the Netherlands and the UK, the voluntary sector is 
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still emerging or poorly developed in other countries, for instance in Bulgaria, Romania and 

Serbia. Volunteering is strongly influenced by the history, politics and culture of a country. In 

Eastern European countries, voluntary work is often negatively connotated, which is rooted in 

the communist regime. Serbians, for example, were initially introduced to the most negative 

forms of volunteering. As one of our Serbian participants stressed, the political system of 

communism created a misleading perception of volunteering. The communists promoted 

“volunteering” as work where people are obliged to work during official holidays and have to 

do longer shifts. These forms of forced labour are also present in these peoples’ heads today 

and explain why it is still very difficult to change the Serbians’ point of view towards 

volunteering as a free-will-activity. This fact still has a negative impact on the promotion and 

development of volunteering in former communist countries like Serbia, Albania, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina.  

 

Therefore, countries with higher levels of economic development and labour productivity, as 

well as those with a democratic political tradition are more likely to a have a well-developed 

civil society and a higher number of non-profit organisations. However, a great amount of 

former communist countries in the EU have a low level of voluntary participation and a weak 

voluntary sector. At that time, most of the voluntary associations were prohibited. The 

remaining institutions were nationalised, brought under state control, financed by state 

budgets and worked closely with the Communist Party. 

 

 

The situation in Austria 

In some European states, voluntary work is already part of a functioning civic society and 

simultaneously an integral part of private life. In other systems of state, it is still a new, 

unfamiliar, but definitely a desirable artificial construct, which has to make its way into civic 

society. Next to states with organised structures and support from the public side, we often 

only find rudimentary regulations and a lack of a juridical basis. 

 

European civic society ranges in this spectrum, following cultural traditions and specifically 

grown needs. While many Northern European countries already have an administrative 

authority for volunteers, the phenomenon of volunteering is hardly known in Eastern 
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European countries. The continuing demographic, social and economic changes require 

consequences: not only geographical borders open. Formerly approved structures prove to 

be unsustainable in the future, new structures have to be developed, which pave the way for 

sustainable cultural development. 

 

There are differences in the ways volunteering is defined and measured in each country. 

Misleading results may highlight the need for policy-makers to work on improving the 

availability of consistent, internationally comparable statistics on volunteering. Together with 

the Netherlands, the UK and Sweden, Austria is with a quota of more than 40 per cent of the 

population amongst the leading member states regarding their level of volunteering. It is also 

one of the few member states with a similar level of volunteering across all age groups. 

 

Austrian civil society is certainly stronger than those of the former communist countries, but 

compared to other European countries, its civil society is not as strong as often assumed. The 

Austrian state has a strong impact on civil society. Unlike other European countries, as for 

instance the Netherlands, there is no national volunteer centre in Austria. There is still a lot of 

work to be done concerning the valorisation and recognition of voluntary work and the 

improvement of framework conditions for volunteers. There are no standardised insurance 

contracts for volunteers and institutions which work with volunteers. Besides that, 

volunteering has to be promoted on a large scale, especially young people and active senior 

citizens bear a lot of potential for voluntary activities. The legal status of volunteers and the 

legal framework for their activities have to be improved.  

 

Austria’s civil society is strongly characterised by a corporatist tradition and by the prominent 

role of the state. This is also reflected by the rather strong dependency of some non-profit 

organisations on state funding. As in most of the European countries, NPOs together with 

volunteers are taking over more and more services formerly provided by the state. The 

corporatist welfare state model, which is common in countries such as Austria, Germany, 

France, Belgium and the Netherlands, mostly relies on welfare benefits provided by the state.  
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Managing volunteers 

The project manager of the Network of Civic Engagement in Museums (NETBEM) gave us an 

overview of possible ways to manage a volunteer programme. In small volunteer-run 

museums, volunteers obviously manage everything, including their own work. As we all know, 

these all-volunteer museums make up a large part of the museum world. Without them, our 

cultural heritage would be much poorer. As there is no alternative to self-management, there 

is not much use in discussing other options. When volunteers complement paid staff, there 

are two basic choices: a museum can run the volunteer programme itself or it can rely on 

external organisation. The necessary time, effort and costs contrasts with the degree of 

control by the museum and orientation towards its strategy. Both go up, as the museum 

increases its hold on the volunteer organisation. External organisations can be the friends’ 

group or volunteer agencies. Both can be great ways of spreading the word of volunteering to 

a wide range of people. Volunteer agencies reduce time and personnel as well as direct costs, 

as the museum does not need to recruit and screen volunteers itself. However, it also 

minimises the museum’s influence on the volunteer programme. It can only make use of 

given structures, which may or may not coincide with its needs. Some volunteers’ agencies 

specialise on cultural institutions. These institutions communicate their needs for volunteers to 

the association, which spreads the word to its members, who then report to the cultural 

institution where their skills are wanted. 

 

As our German conference participants repeatedly claimed, the most common form of 

volunteer organisation in their country is through the “friends’ group”. They recruit volunteers 

among their members and organise the work for themselves. Through the friends’ group, the 

museum has immediate access to a large pool of people who are already committed to the 

museum. This makes it especially easy to start a volunteer programme. It is difficult, however, 

to reach out to groups of society not represented by the friends. This organisation probably 

works especially well where volunteers offer additional services not yet covered by paid staff. 

A few museums are lucky enough to find a volunteer who has both the time and the skills to 

manage the programme. The risk is that when losing this one special person, the whole 

programme is in danger. 
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Internal organisation can be centralised or decentralised. Each department may be 

responsible for its own volunteers. This assures staff acceptance, because only those who 

really want volunteers will work with them. However, it is also time demanding. When the 

workload and therefore the need for volunteers are high, the staff will probably lack the time to 

recruit and train new helpers. This approach does not work where volunteers are to open new 

services, as there is no responsible staff supervisor. Neither is there any organised recruiting. 

Without knowing who to turn to, only very persistent people will find their way into 

volunteering. Decentralised organisation is dangerously close to no organisation at all. A 

central volunteers’ coordination takes the burden from paid staff and ensures the regular 

recruiting, screening, interviewing, coordination and documentation of volunteers. The final 

decision about placement, however, may still rest with the staff, in order to ensure staff 

involvement. This form of volunteer management causes the highest direct costs. At the same 

time, the museum is firmly in control of its volunteer programme. It is the best way to 

guarantee the alignment of the volunteer programme with overall museum strategy. 

 

A centralised approach may mean that an employee takes over volunteer coordination in 

addition to his or her prime job. The most professional solution, of course, is the volunteer 

department with full-time volunteer managers. This is in strong contrast to countries with a 

long tradition of museum volunteering, where volunteer management has evolved into a real 

profession, like the United States or Great Britain. A professional volunteer manager 

obviously causes the highest direct costs. At the same time he/she ensures the smoothest 

running of a volunteer programme and can handle the highest number of volunteers.  

 

To sum it up, all forms of organising volunteer involvement have their strengths and 

weaknesses. They form a kind of continuum between two poles: volunteer self-organisation 

and professional management. Along the line, authority is gradually transferred from 

volunteers to professionals. Between the poles, different degrees of centralisation are 

possible, from external agency through friends’ groups and decentralised to centralised 

patterns. These coincide with the levels of control, which the museum exercises over its 

volunteer programme. The potential number and diversity of volunteers increase, as do the 

direct costs for the programme. It is up to the museum to decide where to situate itself along 

the line. As you can see, different organisational models also stand for different ways of 
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integrating the museum in society. Small, self-organised groups anchor the museum firmly 

within a certain social class. Professional programmes are more likely to connect the museum 

to the whole society. A museum can benefit from both ways. It is therefore a question of 

museum policies which way to pursue.  

 

 

Active ageing – seniors as volunteers 

With our final focus of the conference – “New functionality and role of volunteering within civil 

society” – we threw a glance on the European Year 2012, which is about “Active Ageing and 

Solidarity between Generations”. It is evident that older volunteers make a significant 

contribution to Europe’s social, cultural and environmental welfare. Their involvement also 

supports EU and national policy strategies towards active ageing and social cohesion. In her 

conference contribution, a representative of the Department of Intergenerational Issues at the 

University of Graz focused on research which demonstrates that involvement in productive 

activities such as volunteering has essential societal and individual benefits. People are 

getting older and stay healthier than ever before. In general, the motivating factors for 

volunteering do not vary much according to age: the desire to help others, a need to feel 

useful and valued, the wish to make friends and extend one’s social contacts and enjoyment 

of the activity itself. More age-specific factors are: to put a structure on free time, a way of 

continuing to use skills acquired over a lifetime and a possibility to commit oneself to learning 

or exploring new ways previously blocked by the demands of one’s job, raising a family or 

caring for other dependent family members. 

 

 

Conclusion 

As many presented projects showed, volunteering has a strong influence on social 

development and social inclusion. Volunteering is a means of empowerment, social inclusion 

and active citizenship. In order to make active participation possible, every country needs to 

provide a legal framework for voluntary work. The starting point, however, is to actually 

recognise the potential of volunteering as a way to acquire skills and to influence cultural and 

social life in a positive way. However, public authorities have to establish adequate 
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infrastructure and provide financial support, so that successful voluntary work becomes 

possible.  
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