
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Developing International Citizens 

Overview  
The International Citizen Service (ICS) offers once-in-a-lifetime opportunities, to Volunteers 
from the UK and developing countries, to make a difference in the world’s poorest 
communities. 

The project shared in this case study saw UK and in-country Volunteers live and work 
together effectively. They overcame their cultural differences and communication issues to 
make a positive difference and inspire a mindset shift towards citizenship. 

Challenge 
ICS has three main aims: development impact, personal development, and active 
citizenship. This is achieved by having Volunteers from the UK and developing countries 
undertake projects to make a positive impact in some of the poorest communities in the 
world. 

A nine-month ICS project involves preparation in the home country, a three-month overseas 
placement where UK and in-country Volunteers live and work together, and a further period 
of community development when Volunteers return home. Prior to the project, Volunteers do 
not know each other, but they need to work together as a team from day one in order to 
maximise their impact.  

Context for the Intervention 
One project focused on delivering a Programme of education in schools, with out-of-school 
youth, and community engagement events. The challenges of the in-country placement were 
complex:  

• Team roles lacked clarity, for example regarding personal responsibilities, trust and 
personal accountability. This was exacerbated by cultural diversity, such as 
differences in team members’ first language, cultural customs, and the meanings 
attributed to non-verbal communication 

• Leadership styles were not naturally aligned, although the in-country and UK team 
leaders needed to present a united front, win the ‘hearts and minds’ of the 
Volunteers, and deliver the organisation’s expectations around ethics, monitoring and 
evaluation 

• The location presented practical challenges. The team of 12 Volunteers lived with 
host families in smaller placement teams of four (two in-country and two UK 
Volunteers). Two placements teams were located within walking distance of each 
other whilst the third was half-an-hour away by taxi, closer to where the team leaders 
lived 

Beyond the in-country placement, once Volunteers returned to their homes, they needed to 
keep connected with each other while developing their citizenship skills and impacting their 
local communities.  
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Objectives for the Intervention 
The Psychologist’s objectives for this project were to: 

• Build a high performing team 

• Tackle specific issues around cultural difference 

• Support Volunteers’ personal development goals 

• Deliver targets set out by ICS for the project 

• Inspire citizenship so that each volunteer would carry out at least one action in their 
local community, within five months of returning home from the overseas placement 

Approach 
Applying Science 
The Business Psychology models applied included: 

• Tuckman’s model of team development 

Dr. Bruce Tuckman published his Forming Storming Norming Performing model in 
1965. He added a fifth stage, Adjourning, in the 1970s. Tuckman's model explains 
that as the team develops maturity, it increases its ability to perform effectively. 
Tuckman proposed that these phases were all necessary and inevitable in order for a 
team to grow, face up to challenges, tackle problems, find solutions, plan work, and 
deliver results (Tuckman, 1965) 

• The Hersey-Blanchard situational leadership model  

The Hersey-Blanchard Model characterises leadership style in terms of the amount of 
task behaviour and relationship behaviour that the leader provides to their followers. 
The fundamental principle of the situational leadership model is that there is no single 
"best" style of leadership. Effective leadership is task-relevant, and the most 
successful leaders are those who adapt their leadership style to the performance 
readiness (ability and willingness) of the individual or group they are attempting to 
lead or influence (Hersey & Blanchard, 1969) 

• A blended learning approach including training, coaching, observation and feedback, 
modelling, and peer learning methods evaluated through Kirkpatrick’s model. The 
model assesses increasing impact at four levels: reaction, learning, behaviour and 
results (Kirkpatrick, 1955) 

Business Psychology in Practice 
A core thread running throughout this project was the need to embrace difference and 
resolve conflict resulting from clashes of culture. 

During the in-country placement, every day counted to make an impact in the community. 
The team needed to ‘form’ (setting the stage for teamwork) and ‘storm’ (resolve conflict and 
tension) quickly, as the overseas placement was short.  

The Psychologist wanted to accelerate the typical pace taken to reach the ‘performing’ 
stage. This involved: 

• One-to-one conversations during in-country foundation training to understand 
Volunteers’ motivations 
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• Team bonding activities, to get to know each other and break down barriers of 
communication 

• A team development session at the end of the first week with trust-building activities, 
sharing of learnings and achievements, to transfer knowledge and improve 
performance 

Targets were broken down week-by-week and the Psychologist supported the team to 
develop their own performance charts to track progress.  

The team moved into norming, then performing, fairly quickly with a rhythm established of 
weekly placement team meetings from the first week. At the weekly meeting, topics included 
conflict resolution, and ‘who plays what role’ reviews. Additionally, the Psychologist 
conducted one-to-ones with Volunteers and fortnightly team bonding activities.  

Mid-way through the placement the Psychologist facilitated a team reflection session. This 
session focused on what had been achieved, and what was left to do, as well as an exercise 
around ‘appreciation’ to recognise personal development within the team.  

To ‘adjourn’ the team, the Psychologist concluded the placement period with a celebration 
event, where individuals shared what they were most proud of and what they had learned. 
They were awarded a personal certificate of appreciation. 

Leadership Evolution 
Drawing on Hersey-Blanchard’s model, a directive style was necessary for most Volunteers 
at the start of the placement. Life experience and maturity varied amongst the team with 
some at the very early stages of their career (about to embark on a university course after 
the placement) and others more experienced. As such and as the placement progressed, 
leaders needed to take a different approach for each volunteer.  

Some Volunteers welcomed a clear brief (by delegation), allowing them to plan their 
activities, only drawing on leaders’ support when necessary. Others needed more of a 
coaching approach to bring out their best.  

Using clear language, and speaking slowly, was really important when communicating with 
in-country Volunteers from various backgrounds, so that messages could be understood by 
all.  

To support personal development, leaders provided opportunities for the Volunteers to take 
on additional tasks. For example: attending an audit, engaging with a stakeholder, 
championing monitoring and evaluation activity. 

Supported Learning 
A range of learning methods were used to build Volunteer capability. For example, in the 
area of public speaking, an initial training session was delivered, with a manual, and 
Volunteers were observed in sessions and provided feedback on ‘what went well’ and how it 
would be ‘even better if…’ This direct intervention modelled expected performance and led 
to improved performance. 

Peer learning was also established; Volunteers would practise their sessions in front of 
others who would provide feedback. In these sessions, in-country and UK Volunteers 
worked together to further develop their skills in cross-cultural working. 

Due to the distance between the placement teams, and challenges of network connectivity in 
the rural villages, WhatsApp was used for Volunteers to communicate with each other 
throughout the day, sharing ideas. This communication continued after the Volunteers 
returned home, so they continued to share best practice. 
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Outcome 
ICS’s three main aims for the project were: development impact, personal development, and 
active citizenship. These aims were addressed successfully. 

Development Impact 
Qualitative and quantitative methods were used to measure the impact of the project. 
Targets were set by the organisation and broken down by team and placement team. Where 
forecasting indicated targets may be missed by one placement team, another was used to 
compensate. Overall, this ensured the performance expectations for the team as a whole 
were met.  

The results achieved were: 

• Over 1,000 students were educated on sexual health and reproductive rights (against 
a target of 720) 

• 84 young women were taught how to make a reusable sanitary pad 

• three new businesses were formed 

• Over 100 young people participated in a debate on topics such as teenage 
pregnancy, arranged marriage and road safety 

• Two intergenerational dialogues were held, to tackle the issue of gender-based 
violence 

• 350 people were tested for HIV (against target of 200) 

Informal feedback was captured throughout the placement, as well as during semi-structured 
interviews midway through and at the end of the placement. The local stakeholder said, “We 
appreciate the time accorded to us and the sensitisation has been very helpful, especially 
about how to begin a business… It has been so good... we hope we will be income 
generating as the CRANE group.” 

Personal Development 
A simple scaling method was used to assess Volunteers’ personal growth. 

For example: one Volunteer’s goal was to build confidence. She was asked to rate her 
confidence on a 10-point scale (1 = low, 10 = high) in the first session, again mid-way 
through the placement, and at the end. Through SMART action planning and weekly reviews 
of her progress, her confidence increased from 3/10 to 6/10 and finally, 8/10. 

Another positive impact of the team’s work was the progression of three in-country 
Volunteers into paid work. 

Team dynamics were fluid and measured through discussion during the project. Scores were 
not simply ‘low’ at the beginning and ‘high’ at the end, but qualitative feedback indicated that 
the approach taken to team development had delivered results. One volunteer said, “I’ve 
learned to be more accepting of different viewpoints and some things don’t bother me as 
much now.” 

In terms of the leader’s performance, a colleague held a focus group with the team midway 
through the placement to obtain feedback to inform the leader’s development plan. This led 
to more positive feedback at the end of the placement. 
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Active Citizenship 
The Action at Home phase of the project delivered results. The intention is for these to 
continue for some time. Initially however, these examples demonstrated the work was 
continuing. 

• One Volunteer undertook fundraising for a male mental health charity 

• One Volunteer campaigned for free menstruation products in her local school 
(transferring the issue addressed in the rural village back to her home community) 

• One Volunteer lobbied his MP about climate change 

• One leader continued to mentor aspiring women in business, to raise awareness of 
issues faced in the developing world, and to tackle poverty with a local homeless 
hostel 
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