14 Carilas +
2034 elveritas

Zdenka Dohnalova, Iveta Zelenkova
DOI: 10.32725/cetv.2024.005

Abstract

In the context of sustainable development, volunteering among university students plays
a key role in shaping the future of society. This study uses a focus group method with students
to analyse how involvement in volunteering activities enhances individuals’ competencies
and contributes to sustainable development. The analytical section provides the reader with
data on student volunteers’ personal and career development, their social interactions and
networking, social responsibility and sustainability, and global thinking. The authors also dis-
cuss the role of the university in student volunteering. Volunteering effectively promotes so-
cial responsibility and sustainability, fostering students to become advocates for sustainable
social change and active participants in community decision-making.

Keywords: volunteerism, students, sustainability, development education, just transition,
degrowth, personal development, competencies, employability.

This article is based on a research report entitled ‘Benefits and challenges of volunteering for
university students in the context of their future employability, prepared by Zdenka Dohnalova,
Magdalena Tichavska and Iveta Zelenkova.' The research aimed to support the development of
the system of recognition of non-formal education at universities in the context of implementing
volunteering activities. The research included 13 focus groups and involved students and gradu-
ates of a selected university.

Part of the original authoring team decided to analyse the research data secondarily, as there were
recurring statements in the research participants’ statements related to ecology, sustainability,
and responsible and active citizenship. However, these topics were not a key focus of the original
research. Sustainability was only one of the sub-themes (or only one of the interview questions);
statements with these themes emerged spontaneously throughout all parts of the focus groups.
This fact stimulated the research interest of the authors of this article, as issues related to the future
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of the Earth proved to be of particular urgency for the Generation Z research participants.

In today’s rapidly changing world, volunteering among university students plays a crucial role in
shaping the future of society. The original research on which we draw was conducted with students
and graduates of a selected university and explored the importance of student volunteering in the
context of their future employment. In this paper, however, we focus on volunteering through
the prism of sustainability. With the growing awareness of the need for sustainable lifestyles, un-
derstanding how students can contribute to environmental, social and economic sustainability
through volunteering and adopting degrowth principles becomes crucial. Our secondary analysis
of the data collected aimed to explore how volunteering shapes individual competencies and cre-
ates links between students’ personal development and the sustainable goals of society. In this
paper, we seek to answer the main research question: How do volunteering activities influence the
personal development of university students and contribute to the sustainable goals of society?

The conceptual framework revolves around university student volunteerism. Volunteering is
a conscious, freely chosen activity for the benefit of others, provided by citizens without charge.
A volunteer consciously dedicates a portion of their time, energy, and abilities to activities that
are both temporally and thematically defined.> Volunteerism can be distinguished based on the
nature of the activity and the organisation of volunteers. It may encompass informal, ad hoc
volunteerism involving spontaneous and unorganised assistance to neighbours or friends. On the
other hand, there is organised volunteerism, conducted within a structured framework and often
forming part of organised community services.” Organised volunteering encompasses volunteer
activities coordinated by specialised institutions, including volunteer centres within higher edu-
cation institutions.* Volunteering organised by academic institutions may or may not be closely
linked to higher education studies. It constitutes a significant component of informal education
and has the potential to enhance the quality of education at universities. This study focuses on
volunteers — students and graduates of higher education institutions. However, within formal vol-
unteering, including that organised by academic institutions, volunteers consist of diverse groups
(various age categories, diverse educational backgrounds, etc.) actively contributing their time
and skills to various social and humanitarian initiatives. This diversity brings substantial benefits
not only to the volunteers themselves but also to educational institutions. These institutions ac-
tively contribute to strengthening the quality of education at universities by connecting academic
learning with practical experiences and activities in society.

Smith, Stebbins, and Grotz® define specific types of volunteerism. Firstly, there is informal, unor-
ganised volunteerism characterised by spontaneous and unstructured assistance to neighbours or
friends outside the formal organisational framework. Secondly, there is scholarship volunteering,
involving volunteers who receive financial rewards for their volunteer activities and operate in an
international context, or at the national level. Other types include volunteer tourism (participating
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in volunteer activities within travel and tourism), online and virtual volunteering (contributing
time and skills online without physical presence), spontaneous volunteering in crisis situations
(volunteers spontaneously offering assistance in extraordinary situations and disasters), and
formal volunteer service programmes (referring to organised programmes offering structured
volunteer services with defined goals and rules).

Moreover, volunteerism can be categorised according to the organisations in which activities
are carried out, differentiating into areas such as culture and recreation, education and research,
health, social services, the environment, development and housing, law, advocacy and politics,
philanthropy, religion, and international sectors. Alternatively, it can be categorised according to
the purpose of volunteer activities: a) service volunteering, focusing on alleviating suffering or
improving the quality of life for needy groups; b) self-help volunteering, targeting shared goals
among those with common interests, perspectives, or life experiences; c) grassroots volunteering,
seeking to specify and support citizens’ interests at the local level of socio-political organisation.
In the context of university student volunteerism, it is important to mention ‘pro bono’ activities.
These activities also focus on providing volunteer services but are mostly associated with providing
professional or specialised skills and services. This activity often pertains to legal, advisory, or
professional fields, where volunteers contribute their professional knowledge or skills to the
public interest or to support organisations and individuals who lack the financial means for such
assistance.” In the Czech Republic, this includes civil advisory centres.

Student involvement in volunteer activities at universities offers diverse opportunities depend-
ing on the types of students and host organisations. Facilitated student volunteers are connected
with host organisations through the university or other intermediaries, involving both regular
engagement and short-term projects. Independent student volunteers organise their volunteer
activities either connected to or independent of their studies. Host organisations offering specific
programmes for students provide volunteer activities tailored to their university studies. Organi-
sations integrating student volunteers expect students to fit into existing programmes. Student-led
host organisations, where students lead community or student activities, are also essential. Uni-
versity volunteer activities may include organising volunteer activities, including orientation and
open days with some universities offering accredited courses associated with volunteer projects.
Volunteer centres play a key role in connecting students with projects, providing information,
and facilitating the coordination of volunteer activities. Overall, these opportunities not only
strengthen the personal development and experiences of students but also bring a positive impact
on society, aligning with the university’s third role in creating an environment for enriching stu-
dent life and societal contributions.®

An academic student volunteer may earn credits for related courses, though it sparks debate. Vol-
unteering’s essence is selflessness and altruism, with students dedicating time and skills without
expecting material rewards. The principle of volunteering is rooted in voluntary engagement and
willingness to help others, rather than seeking credits or other benefits. This selflessness reinforces
the significance of volunteer activities and creates an environment where a student’s motivation is
intrinsic, arising from internal conviction and an interest in supporting societal needs. Awarding
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credits for volunteer activities could alter the dynamics of volunteering, as it may appear that ex-
ternal rewards motivate students. On the other hand, there are associated costs with performing
volunteer work, and credit recognition could serve as a form of compensation for these expenses.
A discussion on this topic could lead to finding a balanced approach that supports students in
volunteer activities without compromising the original altruistic nature of volunteering.
Volunteering by university students is a significant factor not only for the personal development
of individuals but also for the overall contribution to the sustainable development of society. This
form of engagement provides students with a unique opportunity to develop key skills for under-
standing and addressing complex issues related to sustainability.” Sustainability encompasses eco-
nomic, social, and environmental balance essential for long-term stability and prosperity. In the
context of higher education, sustainability refers to a responsible approach to education where stu-
dents are supported in developing knowledge and skills to address complex sustainability-related
challenges, such as through volunteering. The goal is a development education."

Development education aims to foster learning that contributes to personal, societal, and global
development. It goes beyond knowledge transfer, focusing on shaping skills, attitudes, and values
for sustainable development and improved quality of life. Key elements include sustainable devel-
opment, ecological responsibility, social justice, human rights, and cross-cultural understanding.
It cultivates critical thinking, economic awareness, empathy, and solidarity. Development educa-
tion encourages public engagement in local and global issues, supports innovative thinking, and
addresses societal challenges. Often linked to global education, it prepares individuals for active
and responsible roles, promoting a global perspective and the ability to find sustainable solutions.
Volunteers, in particular, gain a global understanding and develop skills to contribute to global
well-being."

Volunteering contributes to the idea of fair transition and degrowth. It promotes fair transition
by providing assistance and support to needy groups, regardless of their socioeconomic status.'?
Volunteers can operate at the local level, where they can identify specific community needs
and contribute to the development of social justice. Furthermore, it supports the principles of
degrowth. Degrowth is an economic and environmental concept that emphasises the need to
limit economic growth to maintain environmental and social stability."” Volunteering can align
with this concept by supporting local communities, sustainable practices, and resource sharing,
leading to diversification and improvement of the quality of life without uncontrolled growth.
Student volunteering significantly boosts employability by developing a diverse skill set crucial
for adapting to dynamic work environments and showcasing social and ethical responsibility.**
These skills not only contribute to achieving sustainable goals but also enhance competitiveness
and adaptability in the modern job market.”> Emphasising competencies 4.0, essential in the

9  Angela Ellis Paine et al., ‘Volunteering and Sustainable Development Goals: The opportunity to move beyond boundaries, Voluntary
Sector Review 11, no. 2 (2020): 252, https://doi.org/10.1332/204080520X1588425988018.

10 Ann Dale and Lenore Newman, ‘Sustainable development, education and literacy, International Journal of Sustainability in Higher
Education 6, no. 4 (2005), 351-362, https://doi.org/10.1108/14676370510623847.

11 Annette Scheunpflug and Barbara Asbrand, ‘Global education and education for sustainability, Environmental Education Research 12,
no. 1 (2006): 34-39. https://doi.org/10.1080/13504620500526446.

12 Irina Velicu and Stefania Barca, “The Just Transition and its work of inequality, Sustainability: Science, Practice, Policy 16, no. 1 (2020):
264. https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.1814585.

13 Jason Hickel et al., ‘DeGrowth can work - here’s how science can help, Nature 612 (2022): 401, https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-022-
04412-x.

14 Jim Hillage and Emma Pollard. Employability: Developing a Framework for Policy Analysis (London: Department for Education and
Employment, 1998). https://www.researchgate.net/publication/225083565_Employability_Developing_a_framework_for_policy_
analysis_London_DfEE.

15 Emma Barton, Elizabeth A. Bates, and Rachel O’Donovan, “That extra sparkle: student’s experiences of volunteering and the impact



14 Carilas +
2034 elveritas

digital era, including working with new technologies, digital literacy, critical thinking, creativity,
and collaboration,'® students become key contributors to sustainable development.'” Graduates
with a broad skill spectrum and global critical thinking can play a pivotal role in promoting
sustainable practices, encompassing ecological impact reduction, support for social initiatives,
and engagement in sustainable business practices.

Volunteer activities can promote a sustainable lifestyle among students who become responsible
citizens. Volunteering represents a concrete way for students to actively participate in the posi-
tive transformation of society in the Anthropocene, a period where human activity significantly
influences the planet. By working in collaboration with universities and non-profit organisations,
students create triangular partnerships with a synergistic impact on all parties involved.'

Our study examines the multifaceted impact of volunteering on students’ personal growth,
career advancement, social interactions, and global mindset. We followed the transformational
journey of volunteers and examined how their involvement shapes them personally and pro-
fessionally - from cultivating enriching personal experiences to strengthening global perspec-
tives. We have also uncovered the diverse dimensions of volunteering, highlighting its key role in
promoting a holistic approach to education and social contribution.

We were looking for an answer to the question: How do volunteering activities influence the
personal development of university students and contribute to the sustainable goals of society? In
the original research,' of which the data was subjected to secondary analysis, we took a qualita-
tive approach and conducted 13 focus groups with university students and alumni with different
volunteering experiences. A total of 91 participants participated in the focus groups, each lasting
an average of two hours. Focus groups were held between August and December 2023 in one of
the cities in the Czech Republic, where the selected university is located.

The main criteria for inclusion in the focus groups were being a student or alumni of a selected
university and having experience with volunteering. In the first phase, we utilised direct outreach
to the coordinators of the volunteer centre, complemented by recruiting through social media
and the university’s information system in the second phase, where students voluntarily enrolled
in the study. The aim was to include male and female participants, representation from students
and alumni from all university faculties, representation volunteers with experience through the
university volunteer centre, and those volunteering through other organisations. We ensured
diversity in terms of the nature and duration of volunteering activities and included students with
volunteering experience in various fields.
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The resulting research sample was representative, consisting of 73 women and 18 men, aligning
proportionally with the gender distribution of registered volunteers within the university’s vol-
unteer centre. The sample included 15 graduates and 76 students from all faculties of the selected
university, with specific faculty names omitted for anonymity. Of the participants, 65% were from
humanities, social, and educational sciences, 15% from law, economics, and technical fields, and
20% from medical and natural sciences — mirroring the faculty distribution of registered volun-
teers. In the quotes from the interviews, we deliberately do not mention the speaker’s specific
faculty or field of study because some faculties were minority represented. Research participants
could - among other participants — be easily identified.

The focus group programme encompassed three main topics: 1) motivation for volunteering; 2)
benefits of volunteering, particularly concerning future employability; and 3) challenges of volun-
teering, including coping mechanisms and recommendations for higher education institutions.
In line with the philosophy of qualitative research, we are interested in the subjective perspectives
of the participants and their experiences.

During the secondary analysis, we focused primarily on the second topic, examining how vol-
unteer activities impact students’ personal development. This included identifying competencies
gained or developed through volunteering and examining how volunteering shaped their values,
attitudes, and traits. Subsequently, we explored how, through enhancing personal development,
volunteer activities contribute to achieving society’s sustainable goals.

Focus groups were recorded, transcribed, and analysed using thematic analysis, a useful method
for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within qualitative data without being restrict-
ed by theory.?® The initial analysis involved repeated readings of transcripts and noting initial
thoughts on themes. Data were coded at a semantic level without delving into deeper interpre-
tations of hidden meanings or motivations. The coding aimed to provide an overview of the da-
ta’s coded content, refining and naming themes to represent the encoded data within each topic
best, ensuring no overlap. Coded excerpts from transcripts are used here to support and illustrate
the results.

In this paper section, we present the categories we identified in the secondary data analysis.
These categories are as follows: personal development, career development, social interaction and
networking, social responsibility and sustainability, global thinking, and the university’s role in
student volunteering.

So, what are the sustainability benefits of volunteering for university students? We formulated our
main research question: How do volunteering activities influence the personal development of
university students and contribute to the sustainability goals of society?

Our research has shown that volunteering contributes to students’ personal development. It al-
lows them to better understand themselves, broaden their perspectives, gain new perspectives,
and develop social and environmental awareness.

20 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’, Qualitative Research in Psychology 3, no. 2 (2006): 79,
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp06304a.



14 Carilas i+
2034 elveritas

Some emphasised that they had been put in unexpected situations, which had a positive impact
on their abilities and worldview: ‘It was very formative for me, I think, both growing up and
now, that you have the opportunity to work on things that you wouldn't have gotten to if you
weren't willing to do those things for free, so like I've always had a really big shift, and I've got like
because of these things that 'm actually willing to do, I've got like the opportunity to talk to really
interesting people or find interesting opportunities, and it’s shifted me like value-wise, so I think
as a person in general’

Volunteers who engage in activities outside their main field of study stress that volunteering ofters
them a temporary break from their normal work or study routine and contributes to their overall
personal development: ‘So, I have to say that I've always seen volunteering or those activities
outside of school as something that I want to be rewarding and something that sort of maybe
doesn’t intersect with what I'm studying at all’

Moving to a different work environment and field often brings new perspectives and enrichment.
Changing the environment and nature of volunteer work is seen as a positive challenge that can
bring new experiences and open up new areas of interest. Volunteers open themselves up to new
experiences which leads to personal development, improved problem-solving skills, and adapta-
tion to new situations: ‘Just the amount of people I've met, the different backgrounds, and their
stories have been so enriching in that I've gotten, I'm very much out of that college bubble where
just everyone around me is like a college student or just a graduate, and you just get such an
insight into that slightly different world then’

The research mentioned several times that volunteering opened new horizons for the participant
in different areas (partnership, friendship, career, etc.): ‘Like the first good thing that I did in
those non-governmental organisations, which like opened up a whole new world that I was like
out of touch with before, (...) all of a sudden (...) this world of human rights and democracy came
up, and that defined me for the next 10 years like just working. (...) so actually, my whole career
opened up because of going into that volunteering and actually living it a lot. I have an activist
husband and activist friends. That it was like fundamentally completely for me again’ In this
interview snippet, the participant recounts how their initial involvement in non-governmental
organisations introduced them to the world of human rights and democracy. This experience
significantly shaped her career over the next decade, leading to a fundamental shift in their focus
and values. “The impact extended to her personal life, with the participant developing an activist
network, including an activist husband and friends. The narrative underscores the profound and
lasting influence of volunteering on both professional and personal dimensions.

Participants in our research reported that without their involvement in volunteer activities, they
would not have had any other opportunity in their lives to meet the beneficiaries of their help -
often from marginalised groups: ‘It is just that I get, for example, contact with groups that interest
me that I don’t have access to otherwise. Who don’t get along or are from socially disadvantaged
backgrounds. That’s what I was interested in. What they live like, what they’re like, or the Ukraini-
an kids that are here now, for example. So, it's more like enriching me with some insights. Another
participant added a similar opinion: I totally agree with that, that it actually breaks through a kind
of social bubble, and you get into completely different circles and groups’

It is worth mentioning that the field of volunteering is not only related to health, social, and peda-
gogical issues but also volunteers active in the cultural, sporting, or spiritual fields took part in our
research. In these areas, too, the selected participants of our research broadened their horizons
and made new social contacts. All of the participants in our research had experience volunteering
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in the Czech Republic, and some of them also shared their experiences abroad (e.g., in North
America, Africa, Asia, Australia, and New Zealand).

Volunteering, according to some research participants, is a way of understanding different per-
spectives, traditions, and values, which can foster mutual understanding and tolerance: ‘It changed
my worldview, and it was really like a totally striking experience that I started to appreciate, I don’t
know, the warmth, some food that I have, and just having somewhere to go to the toilet and ... this
was really one of the things for me that changed just a little bit those values, what to appreciate
more’

Social motivation also includes a desire to actively participate in the community and contribute
to its well-being. This form of motivation is associated with an internal drive to participate in
collective efforts that can lead to positive change. Motivated by a desire to get involved, volunteers
may engage in various projects, organise events, or participate in local issues: ‘Because I started
out caring about the neighbourhood and trying to develop myself and the neighbourhood in
elementary school in Parliament, I've kind of continued to do that’

Volunteering is proving to be a key way to develop a variety of skills that are not only relevant
in different areas of life but also essential for career progression and success. The skills acquired
range from soft skills such as teamwork, organisational skills, communication, active listening,
and presentation skills to cultural competence and the ability to work effectively with different
people. In addition, volunteers will learn transferable professional skills such as basic first aid,
outdoor survival skills, basic computer skills, and an understanding of basic legal principles.
This hands-on experience not only reinforces these skills, but shapes volunteers into capable
individuals equipped with a versatile repertoire of skills, which greatly enhances their future em-
ployability. Many volunteers recognise the value of this experience and strategically include it on
their CVs, demonstrating not only their competence but also their commitment, dedication, and
ethical values — qualities that are increasingly valued in today’s professional environment. This
proactive approach allows candidates to tell compelling stories and give concrete examples during
interviews.

The overwhelmingly positive response from employers underlines the impact of volunteering on
candidates’ employability. Employers often rate this engagement favourably and consider it a key
factor in selecting candidates for jobs: ‘Every time I come to an interview, the person just has
the CV printed there. I always see that they’re putting something on there, and they usually have
volunteering underlined, for example, or they have something on there.

Moreover, volunteering offers pertinent professional exposure and cultivates specialised skills
aligned with the field of study, such as pedagogy, medicine, psychology, and more. This diverse
skill set equips volunteers with hands-on experience, enhancing their comprehension of specific
sectors and facilitating growth in areas they find personally enriching and significant. Engag-
ing in volunteer work provides opportunities to interact with professionals, receive constructive
feedback, and foster self-knowledge and self-reflection: T'm still wondering, like self-reflection
actually, in the style of, yeah, there’s always some feedback coming in and stuff, if you kind of
like work and just decide on the basis of that how to go on, what to go into, what not to go into.
This multifaceted engagement contributes not only to skill acquisition but also to the holistic
development of individuals in their chosen professional domains.



14 Carilas +
2034 elveritas

Volunteering proves highly efficacious for cultivating social bonds and broadening personal and
professional networks. Those involved in volunteer activities emphasise that this type of com-
mitment not only leads to new acquaintances but also fosters enduring friendships grounded in
a shared commitment to altruism.

One of the key elements of social interaction in a volunteer setting is the opportunity to meet
people from different age groups and life experiences: “‘Whenever you’re in a company and you
have just, you know, a plethora of different people, there’s always someone special.

This allows volunteer participants to gain a varied perspective on the world and build relationships
with individuals who bring diverse perspectives and values: T'm just realising now that I still
mention that maybe when I'm talking to those, whether it’s with those people or with the staff,
that and like that educates me so much like that’

The variety of interpersonal relationships fosters openness, tolerance, and a heightened under-
standing of diverse life situations. Furthermore, active participation in volunteer work is instru-
mental in broadening professional networks. Participants not only establish connections amongst
themselves but also forge relationships with individuals associated with organisations that en-
dorse volunteer activities. Such networking can substantially impact career advancement and job
prospects: ‘It just so happened that where I was volunteering, then maybe they called me up and
said they had a vacancy for a tutor, and just like, I would have it as a paid position, so I wouldn’t
have to volunteer there anymore’

The contacts made can serve as valuable sources of information, support in professional growth,
and create opportunities for further volunteering or work projects: “The contacts that one gets
through that, which, whether they then either focus on the topic that the person is also focusing
on, or they just create like a network of people that they can contact in some way when they need
something, or when they are then maybe looking for that job or something like that’
Volunteering transcends altruism: it involves establishing connections with individuals engaged
in analogous subjects, sharing akin interests and values. These newly cultivated networks
subsequently offer support and expert guidance.

Volunteering plays a key role in promoting social responsibility and sustainability by encourag-
ing civic participation and building strong community links. Involving students in volunteering
activities acts as a catalyst for their transformation into advocates for sustainable social change:
‘Volunteers do things that either nobody wants to do, or there are few people who can do them,
so whether it’s caring for the elderly and so on, there’s a definite benefit to society, and also when
someone volunteers, they develop themselves and are more valuable to society’

In addition to providing practical help, volunteering also provides a platform for discussion and
awareness of current social issues. Students who engage in volunteer projects not only help make
decisions about specific actions but also become active members of the community who are aware
of the needs of their surroundings and willing to contribute to the positive transformation of their
neighbourhood: ‘For me, sustainability has always been a lot like on that social level, and from
that point of view, I've always tried to develop the society around me in some way and to look
for solutions to different things, and I think that by developing, by doing it out of goodwill, it can
contribute a lot to making the system more sustainable’



Carilas " 14
elveritas T

Participation and decision-making are thus intrinsically linked to volunteering. Participants
in volunteer activities are actively involved in decision-making in the projects they are part of.
Through a democratic process, they decide on the priorities and goals of their volunteer efforts.
This participation not only fosters a sense of ownership but also shapes volunteer activities to be
as relevant as possible to the needs of the community. Overall, volunteering creates a space not
only for community empowerment and sustainability but also for active participation and deci-
sion-making; making individuals not only witnesses but also creators of positive social change. At
the same time, some perceive that volunteering is a bigger part of the world than it seems: ‘And
yet actually nowadays, if you just look at the news or whatever, everything is so pessimistic, and it
depends on which parts of the world, but just that people maybe like look at themselves and they
don’t want to help themselves like that and stuff like that. But at the same time, there are actually
a lot of volunteers, but you don’t know because if they don’t have a volunteer card, you can't tell if
it’s like a paid position or just standing there, or where it came from, so I guess it opened up like
a perspective that there are actually a lot of volunteers and that maybe the world is not as bad as
it looks at first glance’

Volunteering is instrumental in cultivating a global mindset, serving as a potent catalyst for soci-
etal change. Participants often emphasise its transformative power, highlighting how volunteering
influences opinions and contributes to positive social shifts. This experience not only alters par-
ticipants’ worldviews but also impacts their value systems and perceptions of the world, fostering
open-mindedness: ‘I don’t know like it opened my eyes, and it opened my eyes that I am more
like so open, that an awful lot of people I find in the Czech Republic have such like closed minds
maybe to certain just minorities and even the majority let’s say’

Crucial to this transformation is the promotion of intercultural understanding and diversity with-
in volunteer projects. Exposure to different cultures enhances understanding and appreciation
for diversity. Volunteering exposes students to global challenges, prompting critical thinking and
problem-solving skills. This hands-on experience broadens horizons, encouraging reflection on
personal actions’” potential global impact.

Volunteering serves as a vehicle for developing critical thinking skills, challenging participants to
reflect on their actions’ broader societal context: “That it just gave me a lot of critical thinking as
well! This acquired ability to critically examine information becomes an invaluable tool applicable
in personal and professional life. Beyond an act of solidarity, volunteering emerges as a strategic
approach to open new perspectives and cultivate global thinking.

According to the research participants, universities should strive to raise awareness of volunteer-
ing and its benefits as part of their third role, setting an example themselves through a proactive
approach, for example, in the community. At the same time, they should work to increase the
societal recognition of volunteering. Volunteering can be perceived as a way to cultivate not only
the learners but the whole society: ‘(...) the university should awaken in those people that it's not
just like when a person comes in as an empty vessel, I pour something into it, then he gets out
and he’s going to do something, so somehow cultivate it in those people somehow like in a clever
subliminal way, ideally with his education (...)) The statement points to universities as centres
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of education, whose aim is not ‘only’ to prepare students for their future careers, which is in line
with the concept of lifelong learning.

Volunteering serves as a catalyst for personal development, exposing learners to diverse experi-
ences and unforeseen challenges. This exposure cultivates resilience, adaptability, and a broader
worldview, positively impacting self-awareness, values, and social responsibility. However, it is
crucial to acknowledge potential risks associated with volunteering, especially among university
students. Strain on mental and physical health, the delicate balance between volunteer commit-
ments and academic/personal life, and the risk of burnout are significant considerations. Notably,
volunteering may not be universally suitable, given varying attitudes, skills, and life situations.
The study emphasises volunteering as a substantial contributor to career development, offering
a spectrum of skills, from soft to professional, enhancing employability. Hands-on experiences
strategically included on a CV or resume positively influences employers. Nevertheless, caution
is warranted against overemphasising volunteering, risking burnout, or neglecting other dimen-
sions of personal and professional growth. Moreover, not all volunteer experiences may align
seamlessly with career goals.

Volunteering emerges as a powerful force in cultivating social bonds and expanding personal
and professional networks, fostering openness, tolerance, and a nuanced worldview. Networking
opportunities can lead to valuable connections and support in various aspects of life. Yet, there is
a cautionary note about individuals engaging solely for networking purposes, potentially diluting
the altruistic essence of volunteering. Overreliance on networks for career advancement may lead
to unfulfilled expectations.

The research underscores volunteering as a cornerstone for promoting social responsibility and
sustainability, empowering individuals to contribute to positive social change. The democratic
decision-making approach within volunteer projects aligns initiatives with community needs. Nev-
ertheless, risks such as ‘voluntourism’ or superficial engagement may arise, where personal growth
might overshadow genuine community impact, leading to conflicts within volunteer groups.
Volunteering plays a pivotal role in fostering a global mindset, exposing participants to diverse
cultures and global challenges, enhancing critical thinking skills. However, a potential risk lies
in volunteers adopting a ‘saviour complex’ or oversimplifying global issues. Ensuring that vol-
unteering leads to informed perspectives, rather than reinforcing stereotypes, becomes a critical
challenge.

The study emphasises the essential role of universities in fostering awareness and recognition of vol-
unteering. Universities setting an example through proactive community engagement aligns with
the concept of lifelong learning. However, potential drawbacks, such as undue pressure on students
to volunteer, may lead to superficial or insincere participation. Challenges in measuring and stand-
ardising the impact of volunteering on academic and personal growth also need consideration.

In conclusion, while volunteering offers multifaceted benefits, it is essential to navigate potential
pitfalls. Universities can play a pivotal role in striking a balance, encouraging thoughtful and mean-
ingful engagement. Recognising the nuanced interplay of pros and cons ensures that volunteering
remains a powerful tool for holistic student development, social impact, and global awareness.
Theresearch paper by R. H. Scottand E. van Etten explores the alignment of sustainability principles
with tertiary sciences students’ environmental volunteering. This aligns with our acknowledgment
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of volunteering as vital for promoting social responsibility and sustainability. Both studies recog-
nise the potential drawbacks, such as voluntourism or superficial engagement, and the need for
careful evaluation of the impact of volunteering on academic and personal growth. While our
study emphasises the role of universities in fostering awareness and recognition of volunteering,
their research paper specifically addresses the need for evaluating environmental volunteering as
part of an integrated programme of Work-Integrated Learning. This aligns with our emphasis on
universities playing a pivotal role in encouraging thoughtful and meaningful engagement, while
also acknowledging the potential drawbacks, such as undue pressure on students and challenges
in measuring impact.

Julia Peric’s*' study specificallyfocuses on the Volunteering Programme of the Graduate Programme
in Entrepreneurship. The study emphasises the role of socially conscious students in effecting
positive change in their environment through active participation in community development.
This aligns with our acknowledgment of volunteering as a tool for fostering social responsibility
and sustainability. Both studies underscore the importance of universities in cultivating a sense of
responsibility and promoting societal interests through value systems.

Volunteering catalyses social responsibility and sustainability, engaging students in community
decision-making and positive social change. This experience broadens global perspectives and
develops cross-cultural understanding and critical thinking skills. In essence, volunteering proves
to be a transformational journey that shapes individuals and society at various levels.

Research reveals that volunteering contributes significantly to students’ personal development
and promotes their adaptability, problem-solving skills, and broader worldview. It transcends
academic boundaries and provides enriching insights into relationships, friendships, and career
paths. Meeting beneficiaries from marginalised groups breaks down social barriers and fosters
a deeper understanding of diverse perspectives.

The multifaceted benefits of volunteering include health, social, cultural, sporting, environmen-
tal, and spiritual activities, contributing to personal growth and opening new horizons across
geographical boundaries.

Volunteering is an effective means of promoting social responsibility and sustainability, making
students advocates for sustainable social change and active participants in community deci-
sion-making.

In the professional field, volunteering provides students with a versatile set of skills and enhances
their employability. It serves as an opportunity to make formal and informal contacts, fostering
lasting friendships and professional links beyond the immediate volunteering environment.

Our research highlights the key role of universities in promoting and recognising the value of
volunteering. It highlights the need for universities to actively raise awareness and set an example
as traditional centres of wisdom operating beyond traditional career preparation.

Our study highlights the profound impact of volunteering by university students, showing it not
only as an activity but as a pathway that shapes socially responsible and globally aware active
people.

21 Julia Peric, Student volunteering, citation: 3-14.
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