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As stated before, things are not always milk and honey and eventually you will have to 
approach one colleague or a volunteer to explain that there are things that he should 
change about himself. When this will happen, it is good to have in mind the following 
tips and also to check the examples provided to you for seeing how different tough 
conversations can be approached. This will prevent turning a simple call for action into a 
conflict from which everyone will lose. Moreover, even if the next examples will refer to 
E.V.S. volunteers, the same approach can be just as effective in relation to the 
organisation’s staff or the local volunteers. 

Before you start! 

A matter of “perception” 

“A negative perception is seen as true until proven otherwise. It appears either 
because something is not happening properly or something appears not to be 
happening properly, but in any of the cases something must be done to change it.” 

Starting from this you can more easily approach volunteers or staff on delicate topics. 
You are not judging that something is happening but rather pointing that there is a 
general/personal “feeling” or “impression” that something is not right. By using 
“feeling” or “impression” you do not show a judgmental approach. Rather, you are 
bringing into discussion a matter of “perception” regarding one situation that should be 
handled, either because there is a real problem which needs to be fixed in a way or 
because a wrong perception of the real situation exists and should be corrected. Also, 
by approaching this from the matter of perception and offering to provide support in 
changing this perception, you have more chances of getting to the actual source of the 
problem, as the volunteer will not act in a defensive way, trying to excuse himself. This 
happens because in this way you are not positioning in two opposite sides but rather 
you are offering your support and you are showing you are ready to understand what is 
really the issue.  Examples of this will be analyzed in the following sections. 

 

 

2. Pre-conflict communication 
in E.V.S. 
How to deal with tough conversations or even conflicts? 
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The “iceberg” model 

Just as the only visible part of an iceberg is the tip, which is less than a third of all, what 
is visible from a problem or from a conflict can be just what surfaces while the causes 
can be deep under and invisible in the beginning. 

One example of this is the “Anger iceberg”, a representation of how anger or conflict 
represent just what shows up, while the causes, the ones that should be addressed, are 
not so obvious at a first look. When dealing with a conflict the point is not just to 
separate the parties involved and keep them separated or to make them promise that 
they will not fight. You must seek for what is the source or the cause of the conflict and 
try to solve that. 

In the same way, when dealing with the problems of a volunteer, it can be that he will 
not always tell you what is actually wrong. Sometimes even he is not really aware of 
what is bothering him. Your role is to get to the source of things and to make sure you 
fully understand the problem and the context. 

Approaching volunteers who are not getting involved in their activities  

Using the “perception” approach is one of the best ways to handle such a situation. For 

example, Alice is a volunteer who is not really involved in her activities. One way to 

address this could be as follows: 

“Hey Alice! I want to discuss with you about something! 

…. 

I am getting the feeling that there is a problem in the group regarding your 

involvement in the activities of the project, in a sense that the other volunteers are 

having the impression that you are not as involved as they are. Also, from your reports, Q!
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could observe that! you are not writing so much about your activities. This can be 
either because this is actually the situation or because there is a wrong perception 
about how much you are actually involved, but, in any of these cases, it is 
something that we should find a solution to. This is why I wanted to have this 

discussion with you, so that together we can first see what is really the situation and 

then make it better. It is not about judging what you are doing; it is about finding the 

source of this. Maybe it is something about your motivation, your inspiration in 
working with youngsters or just how “visible” you are while working, but in any of 

these cases it is important both for the project and also for you, personally, to find a 

way to improve things.”  

Why go for this approach? Here are several key aspects that we have taken into 

consideration: 

1. “I am getting the feeling that there is a problem in the group” – this starts the 

discussion in a way that you are not showing judgment, but perception; 

2. “I could observe that…” – to make things more clear and to emphasize the fact 

that this is not just the perception of others (as the volunteer can just say that the 

others have something against her), it is good to bring into discussion some 

other [ bjective aspects, which cannot be disputed. Again, you are talking about 

“observation”, not judgment; 

3. “This can be either because this is actually the situation or because there is a 
wrong perception about how much you are actually involved but, in any of 
these cases, it is something that we should find a solution to” – in this way 

you are showing that this is not a discussion for judging, but for finding solutions. 

Also this closes the way so that the volunteer cannot say that this is not true in 

order to end the discussion. Even if he is in fact active in his job, the perception is 

there and we must find why this is happening and change it; 

4. “Maybe it is something about your motivation, your inspiration in working 
with youngsters or just how “visible” you are” – this shows that you have not 

already made a decision about the situation and that you are taking into 

consideration a lot of potential causes which you are willing to approach 

together. Also, it can be a beginning of a reflection process for the volunteer in 

order for him to understand the source of this problem; 

5. “it is important both for the project and also for you, personally” – like this 

you can emphasize the fact that you are not focused just on your own needs, to 
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have the project working in a good way, but also you are interested in the 

volunteer;  

The discussion can continue in various ways, like:  

Lack of motivation - in this situation you should try to 

understand what is motivating the volunteer, 

what were his/her initial expectations when 

joining the project and compare them with the 

project’s objectives and activities. Check if he 

actually knew what he was getting involved into 

and what other activities could be interesting for 

him. Also, try to find other similar topics that can help you adapt the activities in 

order to better suite the volunteer’s need and help him become motivated again. 

Check his/her CV and motivation letter that were submitted for applying to the 

project and relate also to the interests and the motivation mentioned there but 

also try to identify new ones. 

A general lack of interest from the volunteer! – in this situation the discussion should 

head towards two directions: the development opportunity that he/she has by 

participating in the project and the responsibilities that were assumed when 

joining the project. A way to approach this could be: 

“OK, from what you are telling me, I am getting the perception that this project 

is maybe not so interesting for you. Let’s not see it as a problem for a while 
and let’s think about the opportunity that you are provided with…” 

By mentioning that you will not start your solution-finding quest from the 

perception that the situation is a very problematic one you divert the discussion 

from a negative one to a constructive one. 

The discussion can continue, depending on the project, on the benefits that a 

participation in such a project may have, with examples for each situation. The 

most useful benefits that you refer to are connected to getting a job: the skills on 

communication, working in a team, working in an international environment, 

learning English, experimenting new fields of interest, can prove very useful and 

we have very good examples, it is not just that we are saying this to make anyone 
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feel confortable. You should refer to real stories about past volunteers whom 

the organization hosted who got a job in the country, who are now working in 

another country, who discovered working with children to be very enjoying even 

if they had no interest in this before, who are now very good in English even if 

they were without any skills before, etc. Related to working skills, do not forget to 

emphasize the fact that this experience can be very useful in the context of 

working abroad, not only referring to the added value to the Curriculum Vitae but 

also in actual skills, as this is a real experience where he can actually learn how 
it is to be in a foreign country and have a job. 

In this context, there are two important things to take into consideration. First, 

check his/her CV and motivation letter that were submitted for applying to the 

project and relate to the interests and the motivation mentioned there. Second, 

make sure to present the situation in such a way you can convince the volunteer 

that these benefits are totally real and not something you are inventing for them 

to feel confortable. Don’t forget to take into consideration that the first step for 
this is for you to believe and to be convinced that this opportunity is real in 

order to convince others also. 

On the other hand, the volunteer must clearly understand that he had the 

privilege of receiving an E.U. grant and this comes with a great 
responsibility, especially if you notice that the motivation described in his 

application is not fully reflecting the reality. The E.U. is paying money for the 

volunteer to develop himself and the local community and, by applying to this 

project and signing all the legal agreements, he took the responsibility of using 

this money in a proper way. Moreover, another European was denied this 

privilege because this was offered to him. In this situation it must be emphasized, 

also in connection to the benefits described before, that the only thing the 

volunteer can do at this point is to think about how to “restart” his experience 

and make the most of it. This will offer him increased opportunities for 
development and, very important, it will keep him away from paying any 
financial penalties for breaking the agreement.  

No interest in sending the reports – in this situation the volunteer must clearly 

understand the purpose of the reports. These reports are created and submitted 

not for the fun of the organization or because we enjoy a bureaucratic process. 
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They are used first in order for the volunteer to have a reflection of what he is 

doing and how this is working for him, for insuring a good flow of the project and 

its evaluation.  One typical response in this case could be:  

“Alice, I can understand that these reports use up your time. On the other hand, 

they are a very good way in which you can reflect on what you have done and 

what you have learned by doing this. Also, think that at the end of the project 

you will have to write the volunteer’s report which is a mandatory part of the 

project and the way in which you justify the grant you have received. By having 

these reports, that will be a really easy task for you as you will just have to copy 

from these to the final one. Also, think that at the end of the project it will be 

really hard for you to remember all the things you have done. Does this make 

sense to you?“ 

If the volunteer is still not convinced about this, you can also refer more to the 

reporting and financial aspects: 

“Please understand the you are receiving a grant from the European Commission 

and that for this you must provide some documents to prove that you have used 

this grant accordingly to its destination. If there are no such documents then you 

are at risk of being asked for the money back and I’m sure you don’t want this. 

What we are doing here is a serious job with serious implications. If there is no 

proof of your activity how can you justify the amount and the support that you 

receive each month? Do you find this as a reasonable way of proving to the 

European Commission that the grant offered to you is used accordingly to its 

destination?”  

Some other problems related to the project – in this 

case, having in mind the “Iceberg model”, that 

what you “see” can have a more important 

invisible source, try to find which is this source 

and, together, solutions for the problems that 

exist. In this case a reverse role-play could be 

useful, asking the volunteer to imagine that he is the decision maker of the 

project and to take some decisions on how to handle the current situation. For 

example:  
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“Ok, I can observe that there are things which make you unhappy. So, in order to 

make an impression about what you need, I would like to ask you to imagine that 

you could take all the decisions about this project. How would you handle this 

situation?” 

While in this role-play, the facilitator should help the volunteer understand also 

which limitations exist. For example if the volunteer says that he would let each 

volunteer have his own apartment the facilitator must explain about the financial 

limitations: “Yes, this could be a way to solve things. But with the total budget, 

this would mean that you would have to cover the extra costs from your own 

pocket. Would you do this?”. 

In any case, all the feasible ideas with a potential to handle the situation, should 

be written down for future discussion with the management team of the project 

or the association. 

Money issues 

One of the issues that appear often in E.V.S. projects is 

the one related to the money that is allocated for the 

project costs. A typical question could be “Why am I 

not personally getting the whole amount allocated for 

organisational support and what are you doing with my 

money?”. 

The first thing you need to do when working with public money is to be transparent, 

and this applies to this case also. Still, financial aspects can be complicated sometimes 

and it is important for the volunteer to understand that in this situation the grant is not 

destined just to cover his personal expenses but also the organizational expenses which 

can be very high and which are not necessarily so visible. 

“Antonio, regarding the “Organisational support”, the first thing we should clarify is 

that this money is being offered by the European Commission to cover project costs 

and not just volunteer costs. Project costs include, of course, the costs related to your 

accommodation and food, but from these funds also other costs are supposed to be 

covered, costs which are necessary for the implementation of the project. For example 

the costs related to renting the office where you work, buying the office equipment, 
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computers, printers, cameras, costs for buying the things that get damaged while the 

volunteers are using them, cost for replacing, repairing and refurbishing different 

equipment or locations that you are using, transportation and so on. Also the salaries of 

the staff involved in working with you are covered by the project grant, as there is no 

other source of financing for this that the organization can use. And when talking about 

the staff, we don’t just refer to me, as your facilitator, we refer to mentors, language 

teachers, accounting, people doing the paperwork related to the project and to the 

organization. Also, we are not talking just about salaries; we are talking also about the 

taxes related to these, which are not at all negligible. 

So don’t think just in terms of costs directly related to you.” 

If necessary, you can also offer a practical example:  

“For example, when you are buying something from the supermarket, you are not 

paying just the raw materials. If you are buying bread, you are not paying just for the 

flour and the water.  You are paying for the energy that is needed to bake it, you are 

paying for the salary of the baker, for the car transporting the bread to the supermarket, 

for the supermarket building, for which the costs are divided to each article they sell, for 

the cashiers, for the accountants and so on. It is the same with the project costs, they 

are not just for accommodation and food.” 

In any case, you should assure the volunteer that the way in which money is spent is 

subject of auditing both from the National Agency and the national anti-fraud 

institutions, so there is no way that we could just take the money and put it in our 

pockets. People of the organization don’t receive the money personally, the money is 

being received by the organization and there are strict rules by which this money can be 

spent, not just imposed by the European Commission but also by the laws on 

accounting.   

Embarrassing situations 

There are several embarrassing situations you can meet during an E.V.S. stage, which 

can be difficult to approach. For this, given the fact that there is no easy way to discuss 

these issues, here is a good way to start your discussion. For example: 

“Hey Pavel, there is something I would like to talk to you about. It is very delicate 

matter and there is no confortable way of addressing this. Or at least I couldn’t find one 
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(smile). Before we go on with this discussion, I would like to ask you to trust that the 

reason I initiated this conversation is to insure a good experience for you here and not 

to put you in some delicate situation. Can I have your trust on this? (Smile) 

…” 

After you will get a reply on this, you can directly start to address the issue. For example 

if the other volunteers complain that Pavel is not taking a shower as often as he 

should, you could continue like this: 

“Some of your colleagues found it difficult to come to you so they addressed me about 

the fact that they would find it more confortable if you showered more often. I know this 

is not a pleasant thing to hear, also I am not the most confortable with this. Besides, I 

don’t know if this is really the situation or if it is just that the deodorant that you are 

using is not working for you type of skin or it is a medical issue or something else. But 

this is the perception and we should do something about it. This is why I wanted to 

have this discussion with you, to try to find out what should be improved. Again, I know 

that this is not the most confortable discussion and sorry for putting you in this situation, 

but, at least from my experience, it is better to have it 

than to ignore it.” 

One other problem can be the outfit or any other 
habits of the volunteer, which are not suitable for the 

activities that he/she is involved in. The discussion 

could continue like: 

“I don’t want to offend you or limit your choices in style 

as I also feel that freedom of expression is an important aspect of our life, but I would 

like to let you know that I got some remarks that your choice in outfit for the activities 

could be a little offensive for some of the teachers you are working with. I am perfectly 

aware that this is your style but, in the given circumstances, it is important to take into 

consideration the opinion of our beneficiaries, as a bad relation with them could harm 

the project and the activities in which you are involved. This is why I am turning to you 

to try to find a way to handle this so that neither you nor the teachers would feel 

offended (or: Do you think we could find a solution to this?)”. 

Further discussion could go like “This discussion is not about repressing your 
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individuality, it is just about finding a way to express yourself while respecting the 

cultural vision of the ones we are working with” or “The thing that I would like you to 

know is that there is a fine line which we have to take into consideration between the 

right to express yourself and other’s needs to feel 

confortable in working together”. 

Working with different cultures means also that 

sometimes these issues create problems or 

confrontations within the group. For example, if it is 

brought to your knowledge that one of the volunteers 
is pushing the others into following different 
religious or other cultural approaches, you should 

explain clearly that we are an organization working independently from religious or 

other cultural interference, for example: 

“Johan, there are two things that I would like to clarify about the complaints of your 

colleagues. First, we totally support freedom of expression and the right of each 

volunteer to believe and to act according to his/her culture. Still, this means that we are 

also respecting the same rights of the other volunteer and this means that neither we, 

nor you, can force anyone in acting according to our beliefs and values.  And this takes 

me to the second thing which I wanted to address you about: the fine line that we have 

to take into consideration between the right to express yourself and other’s needs to 

feel confortable in working together. This means that as people respect your right in this 

matter you should also respect theirs on having different views than yours.” 

If one of the volunteers addresses the others, usually of opposite gender, in an 
uncomfortable way or even gets involved in uncomfortable physical contact, this 

issue could be addressed like: 

“Hey Vincent, I would like to talk to you about your colleague Sara. I know that you 

have a good relation with her and from what she tells me she also has a very good 

working experience with you. On the other hand, she was a little bit uncomfortable 

coming to you with an issue and this is why she asked me. Apparently, she feels that the 

way you address her is not very enjoyable for her and makes her feel uncomfortable. I 

know you probably didn’t realize that, but could I please ask you to take this into 

consideration for the future and avoid doing the same?” 
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Also, in general, after these more delicate discussions are over, if they were started from 

what the other volunteers were complaining about, it is good to make sure that there 

are no hard feelings because of this. You should properly restate the fact that the only 

reason for which the discussion took place was in order to make things better and not 

embarrass anyone. For example, a good ending could be: 

“Now, about Sara, I know that your next meeting with her could be a little awkward 

after the conversation we just had. But don’t stress too much on the topic or be 

resentful. She came in good faith, trying to solve this thing that was an issue for her, not 

to embarrass you or because she had something personal against you. Yes, maybe you 

preferred that she came directly to you but please understand also her perspective, that 

she wasn’t very confortable to approach this topic in a face to face conversation as she 

was a little embarrassed of the situation, and I think we could understand her, no?” 

Volunteers not following the agreed plan 

It is not uncommon that, even after understanding the problem and being given full 

support to solve it, the volunteer will not do much in that direction. First, it is important 

for you to keep an open mind as there is a good possibility that the volunteer showed 

good faith but the decisions you took together are simply not the right ones, they were 

impossible to be put to practice or don’t have the foreseen 

impact. This is why the tone of discussion you set from the 

beginning should not be one showing that you are directly 

blaming the volunteer but should rather be one showing that 

you are willing to offer further support as, in the end, this is part 

of your responsibility. 

A very important thing to have on your mind is the importance 

of the action plan that you should create after a decision is 

taken. By having this plan you can anytime refer to it to prove 

to the volunteer the he is not respecting his part of the 

problem-solving agreement. For this it is useful to bring the 

situation to the attention of the volunteer as soon as you see 

that the steps are not taken and one way to approach this could be: 

“- Hey Kevin, I would like to have a private discussion with you about the things we 

agreed on last time. [-Ok!]. - Listen, Kevin, as you remember, we had a discussion about 
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…, when we also made a plan to improve things. Do you remember this paper where 

we wrote the steps? [- Yes! Of course! I am doing it!] – I am not saying that you are not 

doing it but I notice that there is no visible improvement as, until now I … (e.g. still get 

complaints from the others, still see no activity that you are involved into )…. Let’s go 

through this plan once again, see what you managed to do and if there is maybe 

something we need to change about it to make it more effective, as until now the 

effects are not so visible.” 

This should be continued by a step-by-step check of each responsibility that the 

volunteer had and it will give you the opportunity to question him about what he did 

and, what he didn’t do and why and what is the impact that these improvements are 

having. This way you have the opportunity to make the necessary changes. If you have 

any objective proof showing that actually the volunteer did not do his part of the 

agreement keep it at hand, as including it into discussion can save unnecessary debate 

on what was actually done or not. 

If you see that actually too little was done by the volunteer in order to achieve what was 

planned, then you should refer to the responsibilities of him regarding the project, like: 

“- So, Kevin, as it can be observed, you didn’t quite stick to your part of the agreement. 

I don’t know why this has happened, could you tell me?”  

This gives the opportunity to the volunteer to reflect a little on the reasons for which 

things are the way they are. After getting his/her feedback and maybe even making 

some changes to the plan, you should emphasize once again the responsibility and the 

seriousness of this: 

“Ok Kevin, we will try it again! But this time I want you to understand better the 

importance of what we are doing and the level of seriousness you have to dedicate to 

this. Do you see this as a serious thing that you really have to change? [-Yes!] – Ok, I am 

very glad we are on the same page. Because I would really not want things to escalate 

and to discuss about the negative things that could happen if you still show no sign of 

improvement. Your experience here is not about this, so let’s not reach that point, Ok? 

[-Ok] For next week I want YOU to come and tell me what improvements you made, 

because this will show me how motivated you are to make things better! What do you 

say? [- Ok!] Perfect, I’m waiting for your call by next Friday! [- Ok!] Don’t forget! ” 


