
INTERNATIONAL 
VOLUNTEERING GUIDE
Many MMU students choose 
to do volunteering abroad. 
This can be fulfilling, impactful 
and exciting as well as scary, 
risky and complicated! The 
following guidance should 
help students who are thinking 
about taking on the challenge.

What can we do
Here at The Union we do not advertise or 
endorse any volunteering opportunities that take 
place abroad. This is because although some 
organisations incorporate British volunteers 
in incredible and effective voluntary action 
abroad there are also many projects that can 
harm the communities they take place in and 
leave volunteers feeling misled or disappointed. 
We are dedicated to ensuring that we only 
recommend fulfilling and ethical volunteering 
to our students and therefore we do not share 
specific opportunities abroad as we do not have 
capacity to vet all of these before we share them 
with MMU students.

If you are hoping to do some international 
volunteering, we recommend doing thorough 
research before making any choices, to ensure 
your volunteering is the best it can be. The 
first step is to read this guidance! You can also 
pop in to chat to the volunteering team in Your 
Opportunities at The Union or drop us an email 
at volunteering@mmu.ac.uk

What first?
We recommend that you try out some 
volunteering closer to home before planning 
to go abroad. Maybe you can volunteer with 
an animal charity in the UK if you would like to 
go abroad on conservation projects, or try out 
teaching English as a second language in Greater 
Manchester instead of doing this in another 
country first. This will give you a chance to gain 
the skills and experience which make you a great 
volunteer and to test out the activity you’d like to 
do before you’re 100s of miles away from home!

Volunteering in the UK can be just as inspiring, 
life-changing and worthwhile as going abroad. 
You could volunteer on longer projects such 
as Full Time Volunteering in the UK to get the 
same immersive feel, or with people who have 
recently moved to the UK in order to learn 
more about other cultures as you may hope to 
by volunteering abroad. As an MMU student, 
if you volunteer in the UK you can find great 
opportunities on our Volunteering Portal and 
access support and guidance throughout your 
volunteering journey from The Union. 

What to consider when choosing an 
opportunity
If you have thought about all the UK-based 
options and still feel that volunteering abroad is 
for you, now is a good time to think about where 
you want to go and what you’d like to do. 

Here are some things to consider:

Location: When picking a location you should 
think about whether you want to go to an English 
speaking country or not, whether you will be able 

to adjust to the culture in your country of choice 
and how long or expensive the travel is to get 
there. It is also important that you understand 
the politics and any safety concerns in a country 
before you travel there. You can read government 
recommendations for travel online to find out 
more. Think about your physical safety, but also 
any laws and societal attitudes (eg. on gender 
or sexuality) which may affect your choice of 
country. If an organisation offers projects in lots 
of countries make sure you feel sure that they 
have a deep connection to communities in each 
place, and ask them why they have chosen these 
multiple locations; what is their specialism? It 
seems to be most beneficial to volunteer for 
around four weeks so that you have time to 
acclimatise and learn what you need before 
getting stuck in. 

Suitability of Role: If you have an idea of what 
you would like to do, consider whether you have 
the desired skills to take on that role or need 
to do some learning first. Remember that no 
organisation should be asking you to carry out 
an activity abroad that you wouldn’t be qualified 
to do in this country (eg. teaching or building). If 
the opportunity requires this it would be wise to 
steer clear!

Support and Clarity: Ensure that you have access 
to a clear role description for the volunteering 
position with contact details and exact timings: 
how long will you be volunteering per day? Do 
you get days off? Try to find volunteer reviews 
posted outside of the organisation’s own website 
to get an unbiased view. You should expect to 
receive any training necessary and some of this 
may take place before you leave the UK. Make 
sure you’re comfortable that you will be well-
prepared!
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Effects on Local Workforce: Many organisations 
and individuals have raised concerns about the 
effect of volunteer programmes on the local 
workforce. We recommend choosing a volunteer 
opportunity where your own individual skills are 
being used, so that you supplement the work 
of local people instead of replacing it. Does the 
organisation work with local groups to include 
them in the work being done?

Ethical Organisations: Does the organisation 
have a policy about ethical volunteering and 
tourism? Great sign if they do! We recommend 
using an organisation who is a not-for-profit or 
social enterprise instead of a company who are 
making a profit off the projects they run. We are 
one of many organisations who would advise 
against volunteering with children abroad or 
‘orphanage volunteering’ due to concerns about 
children’s wellbeing and their attachments to 
volunteers who move on after a few weeks. 
Please read more about these concerns from 
Rethink Orphanages.

Cost: As well as paying for your travel and daily 
costs many projects will require you to fundraise 
for project fees, accommodation or volunteer 
support. It is important to find an organisation 
that are clear and transparent about where this 
cash goes. Be wary if a lot of these fees seem 
to be going back into the organisation instead 
of towards your experience or the community/
project. When agreeing to fees please remember 
that The Union are unable to offer any funds 
towards your volunteering or support you to 
fundraise in The Union. However, you may find 
the information in our Fundraising Guide useful. 
Fundraising can be a lot of fun, if you start 

thinking about it far enough in advance...way 
before exams!

Before you go
For many countries you will need a visa to travel 
into and volunteer in that country. The cost and 
complexity of different visa systems are so varied 
it is worth looking at Entry Requirements online 
when you choose a country. Typically, you will 
need to apply for your visa 1-2 months before 
you leave, but it could be earlier. Make sure to 
check!

You will also need to make sure that your 
passport is in date for the whole time you could 
possibly be away from home. If not provided by 
the organisation, you may also require travel 
insurance and your GP should be able to let you 
know whether you need any vaccinations.

When you’re back
Most reputable organisations should have 
support for you after you return from your 
volunteering in order to give feedback and further 
your impact. Do make the most of this and tell 
them all about how your experience was. If 
you want to tell us your story or follow up your 
experience with some volunteering in the UK we 
would love it if you got in touch! 

If you have any more questions or want to let 
us know how your volunteering went come 
in to chat to the volunteering team at Your 
Opportunities in The Union or drop us an email at 
volunteering@mmu.ac.uk

Whatever you choose we hope you experience 
fulfilling and successful volunteering!

Further Support from externals
As an international student, you may have 
visa restrictions that affect your right to work 
in paid or voluntary roles, read more: https://
www2.mmu.ac.uk/international/student-
life/employment/during-studies/ or email 
international@mmu.ac.uk for advice.

University of Manchester have extra advice on 
volunteering abroad.

For more in-depth guidance on choosing your 
volunteering read the International Volunteering 
briefing by Tourism Concern.

https://rethinkorphanages.org
mailto:https://www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice?subject=
https://www2.mmu.ac.uk/international/student-life/employment/during-studies/
https://www2.mmu.ac.uk/international/student-life/employment/during-studies/
https://www2.mmu.ac.uk/international/student-life/employment/during-studies/
mailto:international%40mmu.ac.uk?subject=
http://www.volunteers.manchester.ac.uk/volunteer-community-engagement/international-volunteering/find-your-own-international-volunteering/
https://www.tourismconcern.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/International-Volunteering-Report-web2.pdf
https://www.tourismconcern.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/International-Volunteering-Report-web2.pdf

