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Abstract 

The welfare state retrenchment in the Netherlands leads to shifts in the nature of the 
responsibilities attributed to, and perceived by, volunteers and their organizations in social care. In 
this paper I aim to explore how conceptions of justice affect our sensitivity in the type of normative 
questions we raise concerning volunteer practices and how these conceptions structure the 
reflections of volunteers and volunteer coordinators on dilemma’s in practice. I will use this exercise 
to formulate attention points concerning the responsibilization of voluntary work due to welfare 
state retrenchment. 
First, I develop a framework on justice and volunteer practices, building on the German social 
philosopher Honneth. My premise is that voluntary work can be understood as work centered upon 
the moral worth of the freedom of the volunteer. In his book Das Recht der Freiheit (2011), Honneth 
articulates three conceptions of freedom and their corresponding conceptions of justice in modern 
Western thinking: negative freedom connected to social contract theories, reflexive freedom 
connected to conditions for self-determination, and social freedom connected to the need for 
mutual recognition and reconciliation of the aims of different subjects. I argue that these three 
conceptions can be translated into three perspectives on the ultimate aim of voluntary work, namely 
as the matching of demand and supply, fostering the self-development and authenticity of the 
volunteer and the promotion of meaningful relationships. I will discuss each perspective, focusing on 
the normative sensitivities implied in each perspective. 
Second, I apply this framework to the findings of eight focus groups conducted in 2017-2018 among 
volunteers (4) and volunteer coordinators (4) of 14 Dutch social volunteering organizations. These 
focus groups were conducted as part of a larger study into the way volunteer practices were 
affected by the ‘decentralisations’ in 2015 in the wake of the turn to a ‘participation society’. The 
larger study showed that most departments of the volunteer organizations face a growing demand 
for volunteers as well as more complex situations. In the focus groups, volunteers and volunteer 
coordinators discussed the concerns and dilemma’s they noticed as a consequence of this shift. Both 
coordinators and volunteers see new responsibilities as part of their role, but they have different 
sensitivities and responses when it comes to responding to the needs of the clients and those of the 
volunteers.  
I will conclude with some attention points that follow from the increasing responsibilization of 
voluntary work, and reflect upon the merits and limits of understandings of justice as a lens on the 
interpretations and judgements of volunteers. 
 


