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A Framework for Reciprocal Public
Benefit

Gonzalo Duarte

Over the past decade, global (also known as international) service learning
(GSL) has become a popular educational and cross-cultural endeavor, career
formation step, and expression of international solidarity for individuals
and institutions of all types (Lough, 2013). However, the rising number
of sponsoring, intermediary, and host community organizations (defined
below), all with inherent conflicts of interest, has attempted to meet this
demand without any common standards of practice in place. The result has
been a preponderance of organizations frequently serving the short-term
needs of their own participants at the expense of their counterparts in the
global South (Bortolin, 2011; Ngo, 2014; Tiessen & Huish, 2014). Few
organizations incorporate comprehensive standards of practice that result
in an intentional distribution of balanced or reciprocal benefits among all
stakeholders over the long term (Smith & Font, 2014). Furthermore, of
the disparate standards of practice in GSL that do exist, few originate in
the global South (Duarte, 2014). This suggests that the organizations situ-
ated in Africa, Asia, and Latin America are inadequately positioned and/
or resourced to manage the aspirations of visitors and host communities
alike, and that identified standards of practice may themselves be one-sided
(Nelson & Klak, 2012).

In any event, despite a prevailing awareness that good intentions alone
are not a legitimate threshold of entry into GSL, the absence of a clearly
articulated set of standards of practice has allowed discordant entities lack-
ing in qualification and competency, sustained sincerity, or operational eth-
ics to take hold (Simpson, 2004). Individuals, host communities, and the
reputation of the field itself have been damaged (Jefferess, 2012). By design
or default, the benefits of GSL are distributed disproportionately in favor of
the Northern participants, not to host communities (Butin, 2006). Under the
rubric of ‘mutual benefit,” neo-colonial patterns of political, economic, and
social behavior persist (Pluim & Jorgenson, 2012; Tiessen, 2012). There-
fore, a contemporary reciprocal public benefit framework that stimulates
researchers and practitioners to define, mark, and promote what constitutes
acceptable standards of practice is necessary (Sharpe & Dear, 2013).
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The objective of this chapter is to articulate a standard of practice frame-
work of use to sponsoring institutions, intermediary organizations, and host
community partners seeking to ensure that the benefits of GSL are intention-
ally and systematically designed and shared among stakeholders. It will be
of use to students, staff, and faculty in academic institutions; commercial
travel operators and bona fide intermediaries; leaders in faith-based mission
organizations; private individuals and service clubs; civic and host commu-
nity leaders; and funders, journalists, policy makers, and researchers. The
framework is an audit instrument against which individuals and organiza-
tions can assess and measure their own practices. Based on an organization’s
demonstrated adherence to the standards, it is a tool with which to make
decisions about participation, partnership, funding, and other areas.

Standards of practice are foundational principles and generally accepted
norms used for the basis of judgment and decision-making. They are pro-
fessional requirements that reflect acceptable ethical and practical behav-
iors within a particular field of work. When used in conjunction with other
resources, they are instrumental in determining the quality of expectations
for practitioners and the public. Standards of practice provide common con-
ceptual criteria against which performance is measured and improved.

The standards framework proposed in the Appendix of this chapter is
the result of a literature review of 145 sources, the examination of 21 exist-
ing standards templates, and 14 key informant interviews conducted by the
author in 2014. The production of the framework was the focus of a cap-
stone research report for his master’s in philanthropy and non-profit leader-
ship. It identifies six common standards of practice, each underlined with a
theory of change, and is presented in a user-friendly format (Duarte, 2014).
The research into standards of practice was stimulated by the author’s four-
teen years of experience as the owner and director of Compafieros Inc, a
social purpose business that operates service and learning programs and
community development projects involving sponsoring, intermediary, and
host community organizations in Canada, the United States, and Nicaragua.

The framework challenges the predominant tendency of GSL to achieve
mutual private benefit, as characterized by the uneven distribution of sepa-
rated and individualized benefits achieved through coordination or coopera-
tion (Blouin & Perry, 2009). In GSL, this implies an efficient divvying up
of roles and responsibilities based on access to resources and geographic
and logistical convenience. As an alternative, the framework introduces
reciprocal public benefir, which is characterized by a balanced distribution
of common or integrated benefits achieved through collaboration. In GSL,
this implies a comprehensive sharing of risks and rewards that requires a
bilateral integration of communication, design, decision-making, implemen-
tation, and evaluation steps, such as is found in the collective impact move-
ment (Kania & Kramer, 2011).

The reciprocal public benefit framework seeks to provoke further dia-
logue and research about the long-term objectives, roles, and responsibilities
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of all individuals and organizations engaged in GSL. Ultimately, the frame-
work may inform and inspire organizations committed to excellence in GSL
to identify, elevate, and adhere to an articulated and more widely held set of
standards of practice. By building upon extensive prior research and prac-
titioner experience, this reciprocal public benefit framework adds value to
the field by being comprehensive, accessible, measurable, and innovative.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

For the purposes of definition, sponsoring (sometimes called sending) orga-
nizations are typically formalized North American or European entities.
They encourage students, members, or clients (here collectively referred to
as participanis) possessing a wide range of motivations and expectations to
participate in global service learning activities as a means of achieving cer-
tain objectives. To help differentiate the activities, direct voluntary service
addressing an issue of importance to a host community may be referred
to as the ‘project,” while cross-cultural learning addressing interests of pri-
mary importance to the participant may be referred to as the ‘program.’ It
is important to note that for the participant, the project is just one aspect
of an entire program experience, the remainder involving the host fam-
ily, language learning, cultural exposure, excursion, reflection, and other
experiences. Examples of sponsoring organizations include study abroad,
alternative break, and service learning units in universities; mission and
solidarity-oriented churches; and community-based service organizations.
Intermediary (sometimes called third-party providers, in-country, or
cooperating) organizations are located in the North and/or South, and are
non-profit or for-profit facilitating entities with staff and supply providers
with their own blend of interests. They vary widely in their composition and
adherence to ethical practices and may be involved in advocating for, nego-
tiating between, and/or serving the needs of the sponsoring organization,
the host community, or both. Examples of intermediaries range from the
author’s small, focused, social purpose organization (i.e., Compafieros Inc)
to prominent cross-cultural exchange organizations (e.g., Canada World
Youth) to large commercial, travel, and voluntourism providers {e.g., Me
to We). ‘
Host community organizations (sometimes called receiving communi-
ties) are often informally identified groups of local leaders, volunteers, and/
or beneficiaries located in socio-economically challenged areas of Africa,
Asia, or Latin America. The individuals representing a host community may
be appointed, selected, elected, or naturally arising members of their com-
munity who are paid or volunteers. Sometimes, host community organiza-
tions may claim to be represented by a local committee, non-governmental
organization, or international agency. While some definitions of host com-
munity may extend to include all the people in the program supply chain
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(e.g., host families, interpreters), in this chapter’s framework, the host com-
munity organization refers to those people or entities primarily and directly
engaged with participants in a service and learning endeavor.

There are obvious, pre-existing, and systemic differences in political,
economic, and social access to the resources inherent to the relational
dynamic between the three parties. Beneath any sense of propriety lie
competing objectives and agenda-drivers that may or may not be cogni-
zant to all. This chapter seeks to identify standards of practice that could
balance the distribution of benefits between sponsoring, intermediary,
and host community organizations more intentionally. It does not seek to
define or impose the particulars around these relationships, but to outline
common standards that sponsoring, intermediary, and host communities
could aspire to implement in order to generate more integrated and just
results.

RECOMMENDED FRAMEWORK

The predominant behavioral standard for sponsoring, intermediary, and
host community organizations engaged in GSL is mutual private benefit
(Duarte, 2014). That is, each entity assumes roles and responsibilities along
geographically convenient and logistical lines that achieve, in the best-case
scenario, agreed-upon program and project priorities (Sharpe & Dear,
2013). However, since the roles and responsibilities tend to be divided effi-
ciently, as opposed to devised collectively, each party derives benefit mostly
of their own making and attributed with their own meaning. Furthermore,
while the mutual private benefit model appears to be win-win (participants
gain a service learning experience, host communities gain project outcomes),
the arrangement nevertheless contains a structural imbalance in the quan-
tity and quality of the experience lived by the participants and community
members (Duarte, 2014).

While the term ‘mutual benefit’ sounds acceptable, benefits remain priva-
tized and perniciously reinforce pre-existing power differentials between
the sponsor and host entities. This accounts for the stubborn presence of
neo-colonial attitudes despite efforts to mitigate them (Pluim & Jorgen-
son, 2012). Regardless of the level of care paid to the implementation of
these endeavors, they are unlikely to yield the broad transformations to
which they vaguely refer promotionally. This is because sponsors and their
participants have access to more resources with which they can multiply
their share of long-term benefits, while hosts have access to fewer material
resources, which tend to give only short-term benefits. Without standards
of practice that deliberately harness the sponsors’ exponential power and
unleash conditions for the expansion of the hosts’ power through built-in
flexing mechanisms, GSL will continue to have temporary and segregating
effects (see Figure 17.1).
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Figure 17.1 Mutual Private Benefit—The Predominant Behavioral Standard in GSL
Source: Duarte, G. (2014). Good to Go: Standards of Practice in Global Service Learning

In practical terms, when organizations use a coordinated or cooperative
approach to GSL, they produce qualitatively different benefits for the indi-
viduals involved. For example, sponsored participants frequently have unre-
stricted access to international travel and opportunities to visit notable local
destinations inaccessible to their host community counterparts. They are
often immersed in a hospitable community or family where food, language,
and rituals are shared. They ate able to explore and satisfy a desire to learn
and serve; meet informative and inspiring guest speakers; are provoked
to consider their identity and place in the world; and may leverage their
experience into personal branding, academic credit, and career-enhancing
reputational value (Tiessen, 2012). At its full potential, the participant may
be transformed by the realization that they arrived with the persona of a
giver, but departed with the character of a receiver. If they critically question
the political, economic, and social structures that allowed such a surprising
change of expectations, they can elect to exercise their citizenship and rotate
their knowledge, skills, and values toward profound questions of power and
privilege and the nature of charity, service, solidarity, and justice locally and
globally (Andreotti, 2006). These meaningful and tangible benefits are more
likely to be achieved with deliberate and extended reflection (Kiely, 2004;
Myles, 2013)

On the other hand, as opposed to being expansive, many claim that
the host community members’ benefits are limited by errors of omission
or design (Jefferess, 2012; Simpson, 2004). In the author’s experience, for
example, not all organizations prepare host communities for the influx of
foreign participants to the same degree that the participants are prepared to
encounter the host community and its culture. Neither are host community
members necessarily included in language acquisition lessons, excursions
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to significant sites in their own country, training or reflection, or uplifted
into positions of leadership. As well, among Nicaragua’s largely unregy-
lated GSL environment, anecdotal comparisons suggest that large discrep-
ancies exist between sponsoring, intermediary, and host organizations with
regard to working conditions, financial remuneration, transparency, and
accountability.

Furthermore, while the host community member might share with the
sponsored participant a deep sense of satisfaction at having served and
learned alongside another, and perhaps even increased their reputational
value through the GSL process, the host community member may live under
political, economic, and social structures that inhibit him/her from ques-
tioning structures of power and privilege or the nature of charity, service,
solidarity, and justice. Although these obsetvations cannot be homogenized
across the sector, these examples propose that differences exist in the way
the GSL experience may or may not be pivoted; particularly, that the North-
ern person’s benefit may be expansive, while the Southern person’s benefit
may be limited.

Is this the best we can do? Probably not. By integrating the theory and
practice of experiential education and international development, the ambi-
tious citizenship aims of sponsoring, intermediary, and host community
entities can come closer to fruition under another framework. The differ-
ence lies in the presence of a clearly articulated theory of change attached to
specific standards of practice and a governing mindset of reciprocal public
benefit.

Reciprocal is defined here as the sharing of a process to produce benefits
of common value. Reciprocal benefit in GSL implies that sponsoring, inter-
mediary, and host community entities undertake a comprehensive process
that shares the risks and rewards that come from a multilateral integration
of design, decision-making, implementation, and evaluation steps (Dear,
2012). Reciprocal GSL requires not coordination or cooperation, but col-
laboration (see Table 17.1). It aims to effectively create a learning and ser-
vice experience that deliberately increases the host organization’s pool of
benefits that may be leveraged into medium- or long-term advantage. It is
this characteristic that distinguishes it most from mutual benefit.

The principles behind reciprocal benefit harken back to one of service
learning’s pioneers (Sigmon, 1979), who demanded that it meet three prin-
ciples: that those being served control the service; that those being served
become better able to serve; and that those who learn have control over
their learning. Reciprocal benefit also builds on the principle of ownership;
that is, to have ownership of something, one must have the right to control
it, the right to benefit from it, and the right to wield the first two rights for
further benefit (Bowman, 2009, as cited in Young, 2009). Reciprocal GSL
will not change the global, political, and economic conditions that advan-
tage sponsors and disadvantage hosts in the first place, nor will it eliminate
all the practical inequalities inherent to mutual benefit. But formulating
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Table 17.1  Comparison of Coordination, Cooperation, and Collaboration

Criteria Coordination Cooperation Collaboration
Relationship Independent Independent Interdependent
Trust/Time Low/Short Medium/Medium High/Long
Process/Product Product Product/Process Process, Product
Resource Segregated Allocated Pooled

Decisions Separate Majority Consensus
Objectives Singular Mutual Reciprocal
Knowledge Transmitted one way Exchanged two ways Generated new ways

Accountability Own organization  Both organizations  All stakeholders
Risk/Reward  Low/Low Medium/Medium High/High

Source: Duarte, G. (2014). Good to Go: Standards of Practice in Global Service Learning

GSL along lines of collaboration and shared control and ownership can, at
a minimum, mitigate the tendency for sponsors to exploit, however inad-
vertently, the hosts. At its best, this can produce useful and transferable
capacity-building outcomes for host communities. Unlike mutual benefits,
which accrue privately and exclusively to individuals on a one-time basis,
reciprocal benefit focuses on producing public and unrestricted benefits that
build upon continuing commitment (see Figure 17.2).

A distinguishing feature of reciprocal public benefit is the role of the inter-
mediary. By this, the author does not mean a commercial travel or tourist
agency, nor staff seconded from other duties in the sponsoring organization,
or in-country individuals of goodwill drawn from other activities to fulfill
a perfunctory go-between role. One arguable premise of the framework is
that an effective intermediary located in the host community country that is
staffed by competent, networked, and resourced nationals with local knowl-
edge, skills, and values, can play a catalytic role in facilitating the distribu-
tion of benefits with more likelihood of success than a sponsoring and host
organization could achieve independently at a distance from one another
{(Mdee & Emmott, 2008). The intermediary can merge agendas and mitigate
the opaque tendencies of the Northern entity to overpower the Southern
one and increase the capacity of stakeholders to assume responsibility for
perceiving, thinking, and acting as equals in the design, decision-making,
implementation, and evaluation of GSL (Hartman & Kiely, 2014).

For example, instead of unquestionably coordinating the oblique desires
of sponsors or host communities, proactive local intermediaries employ-
ing a criteria-based approach to ‘Standard 1: Organizational alignment of
mission with capacity and cooperation’ (see Appendix) can initiate asset
mapping, convene stakeholders, craft common agendas, identify con-
flicting goals and budget limitations, facilitate decision-making and
problem-solving, outline appropriate logistical and cultural methods, and
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Figure 17.2  Reciprocal Public Benefit—An Alternative Behavioral Standard in GSL
Source: Duarte, G. (2014). Good to Go: Standards of Practice in Global Service Learning

critically draft and revise written agreements. By action-planning with clear
inputs, activities, outcomes, and success indicators, the local intermediary
creates a common vision among stakeholders and reveals assumptions, links
cause and effect, and starts not with what is being done by one, but with
what everyone wants to achieve (Center for Theory of Change, 2014). This
role shifts the local intermediary from a utilitarian private service provider
to a multi-disciplinary public transformation manager.

The standards framework presented in the Appendix of this chapter uses
the reciprocal public benefit approach to build on the audit instruments and
assessment tools found in the existing standards of practice. The framework
facilitates sponsor, intermediary, and host organizations enacting six com-
mon standards more collaboratively and effectively. Ideally, the framework
demonstrates how the six common standards of practice can be constructed
to produce citizen-building benefits for sponsoring entities and their partici-
pants and capacity-building benefits for intermediary and host entities. These
models may be used as an instrument against which individuals and orga-
nizations assess and measure their own and other organizations’ practices.

By their nature, the standards provoke legitimate questions about the
unique nature of each partnership and the cultural contexts in which they
operate. Therefore, these six standards are not prescriptive. User-adapted
applications are certain to produce intended as well as unintended conse-
quences. The promise of these practices exists not in their replication, but
in their use and incremental improvement according to the rights, capaci-
ties, and context of all parties (d’Arlach, Sanchez, & Feuer, 2009; Lough,
McBride, Sherraden, & O’Hara, 2011).

Although the application details of the standards may vary, the principle of
reciprocal public benefit may be considered consistent and transferable. It is an
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ethical, pedagogical, and developmental approach to the production of citizen-
and capacity-building benefits of common value. As an integrated communi-
cation, design, decision-making, implementation, and evaluation process, it
pools resources and claims interdependence and collaboration as a viable path
toward collective impact {Kania 8 Kramer, 2011). At this juncture of its evo-
lution, this principle and its characteristics are needed broadly in GSL.

CONCLUSION

A mix of historical factors and opportunities has contributed to the rise of
global service learning and propelled it to involve a significant number of enti-
ties around the world. However, this field of practice has suffered from the
absence of standards of practice that demand qualification and competency,
sustained sincerity, and operational ethics. Despite good intentions, the bene-
fits of GSL continue to be distributed disproportionately in favor of the spon-
sor and participant under the predominant model of mutual private benefit.

This chapter used research results from 145 sources of information, 21
standard-setting documents, and 14 key informant interviews to arrive at a
set of six common standards of practice underlined by a theoretical model
of change and logic (Duarte, 2014). By critically considering the roles of
the sponsot, intermediary, and host community organizations, this work
advances reciprocal public benefit as an integrated method for achieving
collective impact in GSL. This impact is focused on building a sense of local
and global citizenship and on building the capacity and agency of individu-
als and communities in both sponsoring and host nations.

Given that the experiences, resources, and aspirations of sponsor, interme-
diary, and host communities is anything but homogenous in Africa, Asia, and
Latin America, the results of the research underlying this framework could not
be applied universally. However, the identification of the six common standards
and the distinction between the predominant habit of mutual private benefit
and the more ambitious practice of reciprocal public benefit offers both com-
mon ground and flexibility for stakeholders seeking an integrated approach.

It is hoped this accessible and innovative reciprocal public benefit frame-
work offers valuable direction to organizations committed to excellence
in GSL and elevates more widely the accepted standards of practice. The
author hopes that it may also serve to provoke further dialogue and research
about the long-term objectives, roles, and responsibilities of all individu-
als and organizations engaged in the complex effort of connecting people’s
curiosity with the problems and potential of their local and global worlds.

APPENDIX

A Global Service Learning Framework for Reciprocal Public Benefit
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