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Volunteering is one of the pillars that Red
Cross and its humanitarian mission rely
on. Millions of people collaborate with
the International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement by providing services
to people in vulnerable situations without
expecting any financial or material
benefit. 

During emergencies, they provide First
Aid assistance, carry out rescues from
collapsed buildings, drive ambulances,
conduct vaccination campaigns and
provide comfort to those in need.
Volunteering strengthens the resilience
of communities and broadens the scope
of humanitarian assistance. 

INTRODUCTION
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This short guide on volunteering in
emergency management aims to support
all International Federation of the Red
Cross and Red Crescent staff deployed
during an emergency, especially those
who must support NSs’ volunteer leaders
and/or those who have a leading role
coordinating volunteers directly due to the
needs of the mission. It may also be useful
for National Society staff and for those
leading teams of volunteers.

Who are these
guidelines for?
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MANAGING
VOLUNTEERS IN
EMERGENCIES

It contributes to community resilience.
Community volunteers have relevant
local knowledge and contacts.
It allows the rapid involvement of
highly trained personnel, the
participation of volunteers is cost-
effective, and it promotes local
participation in the community's own
recovery, among others.

The mobilization of volunteer assistance
during emergencies has multiple
advantages, including the following: 
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Different
volunteer profiles

Some of the most common profiles that
can be found among volunteers are the
following: 

Volunteers of any National Society form a
heterogeneous group, with different
backgrounds, knowledge, and
experiences. Efficient human resource
management requires that these
particularities of the different profiles are
taken into consideration.

Volunteers trained in disaster
management: They are specifically
trained volunteers with roles and
responsibilities relating to
emergencies. The development of
these installed capacities is an
important investment, and it is
unlikely that these trained persons
would be widely available throughout
the entire territory of National
Society’s coverage. For these same
reasons, these teams are usually
based at the regional or national
levels and are activated and deployed
depending on the scale and scope of
the emergency. 

General volunteers: They carry out
regular activities that are not
necessarily related to emergency
response.

Corporate volunteers: National
Societies can establish agreements
with organizations from the public or
private sector, or from the third sector
organizations, for collaboration in
certain scenarios and in relation to
certain activities. This can be a good
resource to consider, especially in
situations where the number of
planned activities exceeds local
response capacity.

They have a more generalized
presence on the field where National
Society conduct activities, so they can
be first responders, perform as focal
points at the local level, or conduct
quick needs assessments, etc.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Do not admit spontaneous
volunteering due to the lack of
personnel available to oversee this
type of volunteers.

Request and admit only volunteers
who have certain skills and
competencies (rescuers, health
professionals, people with specific
language skills, etc.)

Convene and accept spontaneous
volunteering without imposing
restrictions on their skills.

 It should be noted that managing this
type of volunteers involves a large
investment of resources. On one hand, it
requires personnel (staff or volunteers)
who can quickly provide them with
training, it is necessary to support them
during and after their activities, process
their information and evaluate their
profiles, among other requirements. On
the other hand, it must be considered
that these volunteers are not familiarized
with the institutional framework and the
ways of working with the Red Cross, so it
is necessary to evaluate what type of
tasks they are assigned to and how the
NS will support them during their work.

Spontaneous volunteering is a modality
that can be highly relevant during an
emergency. It refers to those who, while
not being formal members of the Red
Cross, feel empathetically moved to action
in the event of a disaster and express their
intention to assist with the tasks that are
being carried out.

The local National Society takes charge of
managing spontaneous volunteers and,
when this becomes necessary, the NS can
respond according to one of the following
options:

Spontaneous
volunteers
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This issue can generate concerns and
doubts in the community, so working
with a CEA approach is vital.
Communication with the community
must be clear and done through
appropriate channels.

A module is available through the
Volunteer Development Platform
(www.voluntariadocruzroja.org)  that
allows for the registration of people who
wish to support volunteer activities
during an emergency.   

For more information, contact the
Americas Regional Office – Volunteering
& Youth Development Regional
Coordination of the IFRC or go to
(www.volunteeringredcross.org/voluntar
iado-en-emergencias)
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voluntariado-en-emergencias
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Red Cross volunteers are treated in
exactly the same way as other
members of an affected population at
all times.
Volunteers receive a level of
preferential treatment in
circumstances in which the lack of this
treatment will otherwise prevent them
from continuing to volunteer and thus
stall in some way the humanitarian
work of the Red Cross.

breaking down the information, at a
minimum, by age, gender and how they
have been affected. With this information,
the modality of attending to these needs
should be planned, and, generally, it can
be classified into two main scenarios:

1.

2.

This issue can generate concerns and
doubts in the community, so working with
a CEA approach is vital. This type of
primary support for Red Cross volunteers
must be communicated to populations
and communities in a transparent and
timely manner.

Local Red Cross volunteers may be
affected by the emergency in the same
way as the communities in which they
work. Their needs must be addressed as
part of the Red Cross Duty of Care,
because they are the ones who carry out
emergency response tasks to attend to the
needs of the community. If they are not
supported, then it will not be possible for
them to continue their humanitarian work.

The first thing to do is carry out an
assessment of Red Cross volunteers
affected by the disaster,

Volunteers
affected by the
emergency
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Faced with specific needs in the field that
cannot be covered with the human talent
available in the local structure, a National
Society may request support from the
International Federation to obtain more
staff immediately. 

For cases like this, there are some
resources available that allow the rapid
deployment of personnel or volunteers to
carry out international missions.

This follows the protocols already
established by the competent units of the
International Federation that handle
operational matters and that may involve
the intervention of Rapid Response
Personnel or other systems of the
International Red Cross Movement. The
request must be made by the NS to the
respective Head of Cluster or to the
Federation Disaster Manager in the
country.

International
missions
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Additionally, all deployments and postings
to join the Rapid Response Personnel
must be previously approved by the
National Societies.



the IFRC's Global Voluntary Service Policy.
These mechanisms are very different from
paying stipends/per diem.

If there are financial resources to provide
stipends, then we can look at another
means of recruiting the people who are
willing to work with the Red Cross. In this
case, we need to check national
legislation, e.g., laws on short term interns
that receive stipends, local staff with
minimum wage with short contracts, daily
workers etc. These people are no longer
considered to be volunteers. This should
always be done in full transparency
(providing the same opportunities to all
volunteers to apply to such short
contract), recognizing the change of status
and guaranteeing the implications of that
(social security, taxes, etc.).

Since the launch of the Volunteering
Development Framework for the Americas
(VODFRA) and the results of the Analysis of
Volunteering and Youth Development in
the region, problems, and
counterproductive practices in relation to
the “payment” of per diem or stipends to
the volunteers of the National Societies
involved in various projects and the
negative consequences of making this
type of payments have been highlighted.

Providing stipends/per diem on a regular
basis to volunteers is not allowed
according to the Volunteer Service Policy
and recommendations on this topic, as it
causes more difficulties in volunteering
management and damages our efforts to
attract volunteers to help in our
humanitarian mission in a selfless way.

We need to ensure that whenever it is
necessary to mobilize volunteers to
locations far from home or for a long time,
they can be provided with
accommodation, transportation, and/or
food (depending on previously approved
mission expenses) on a case-by-case basis.
Whoever is managing volunteers must
guarantee that the conditions for carrying
out the tasks are covered. This can be
achieved by procuring accommodation,
transportation, etc. services from the
central or local level or by reimbursing
those pre-approved expenses incurred by
volunteers in accordance with 

Stipends
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Recognizes that it may be exploitative
to expect volunteers to work for long
periods of time.

Maintains a clear dividing line between
volunteer work and paid employment
for individuals. 

Is less likely to create confusion in local
communities about the meaning of
volunteering.

Means that the National Society is less
likely to face legal challenges under
national labour laws.

 Such an approach:

For further information about how to
manage this kind of cases, please contact
the Americas Regional Office –
Volunteering & Youth Development
Regional Coordination.
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All volunteers must have a clearly
designated focal point of reference,
responsible for their activities and well-
being. This person can be a volunteer or a
staff member with basic volunteer
management training, and ideally should
have prior experience in emergencies. The
appropriate level of supervision needed
will depend on the task assigned to
volunteers and their previous experience.

It is important that all volunteers are
briefed before they start work and are
regularly updated on the changing nature
of the emergency, any hazards, and any
changes in policies and procedures by the
National Society. They must also be
allowed the opportunity to ask questions
during or after such briefing sessions and
to say if they do not feel that they are
appropriately trained and supported to
meet expectations.

Leadership,
briefing and
wellbeing
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A debriefing session must be held at the
end of any activity with those volunteers
who participated, where they can give
feedback and talk about any disruptive
situations that might have taken place
during their work. This is also a good
opportunity to present the results of their
voluntary actions, thank them for their
commitment and recognize their work.

At the same time, a debriefing session
must also be held when finalizing the
emergency response operation. At that
moment, further information about the
results of the volunteering work can be
provided, and those involved in those
activities should be recognized.

Debriefing:
Outcome reports,
volunteer
appreciation and
recognition
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SUPPORTING 
VOLUNTEERS
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Volunteers work in many different settings
and it is important that they are aware of
their local security situation in order to
stay safe, minimizing the risks they face
and increasing their capacities to provide
humanitarian services at all times. In this
context, considering the policy on
voluntary service of the International
Federation, the Duty of Care is not an
optional component; it is an obligation for
all National Societies and the International
Federation.

Other points that must be covered are
training volunteers in personal and
operational security matters and
providing them with the necessary
elements so that they can be easily
identifiable as members of the Red Cross
while on the field. These elements are
part of the Safer Access Framework.

The role of volunteers in emergency
situations is increasingly complex. In the
emergency setting, staff and volunteers
are exposed to trauma, loss and
devastation, injury, and even death. Given
this risk, it is imperative that all people
who carry out voluntary activities have
appropriate insurance coverage, according
to the activity they carry out and the risks
associated with it.

Insurance
coverage and
operational safety
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Mental health and psychosocial support
needs must be constantly monitored
during emergency operations. They also
must be evaluated at the end of such
operations and followed up afterwards.
Some consequences on the mental health
of volunteers who intervene in an
emergency can manifest themselves
months or years after the end of their
activity.

The National Society must have a MHPSS
plan. Those services may be delivered by
their own staff or volunteers, or external
actors with whom agreements are
established for this purpose.

Mental health and
psychosocial
support: Support
supporters
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FINAL 
WORDS

Volunteering is a key element to carry out
the tasks included in response plans that
aim to meet the humanitarian needs of
communities affected by an emergency. 

When volunteering management is carried
out efficiently, these operations can be a
growth opportunity for the National
Society. When management does not work
this way, it can be detrimental to the
structure of the National Society, the
reputation of the Red Cross, or even have
adverse legal and economic consequences.
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CHECKLIST PRIOR TO
ANY ACTIVITY
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The following checklist is included to keep a quick check on
the minimum elements to take into account in a volunteer
activity in emergency contexts. This list is not exhaustive
and could be modified to suit the specific needs of a
particular operation.

All volunteers have an insurance coverage.

Food and accommodation are provided (where applicable).

Visibility elements are provided allowing volunteers to be
easily identified as members of the Red Cross Red Crescent
Movement.

Personal Protective Equipment are provided in accordance
with the context.

Volunteering focal point is clearly identified.

A briefing session is carried out prior to the start of the
activity. 

A schedule that allows sufficient rest for volunteers is
established.

A debriefing and closing session is carried out after the
activity.

MHPSS needs are assessed and, when applicable, they are
referred to the corresponding team.

Volunteering recognition is carried out.

Volunteers give feedback on the activities they carried out
and that data is collected by the volunteering focal point.

A correct record is made of the activity, volunteers’
participation, outcomes, and any incident that might have
occurred.



Contact
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IGNACIO LARRONDO

Volunteering in Emergency Officer
ignacio.larrondo@ifrc.org
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ANDRÉS MORALES

Volunteering & Youth Development
Regional Coordinator
andres.morales@ifrc.org
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