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Background

This report is a product of a partnership 
between Children in Crossfire (CIC), 
Royal National Institute for Blind and 
Partially Sighted People in Northern 
Ireland (RNIB-NI) and the Gambian 
Organisation of the Visually Impaired 
(GOVI).  

GOVI (The Gambian Organisation for 
the Visually Impaired) is a CIC partner 
who work towards inclusive education 
practice for people who are blind and 
partially sighted.  In 2010, CIC and 
GOVI devised a project proposal to 
provide the necessary resources, 
teacher training and advocacy work 
needed to support a national 
programme to ensure that visually 
impaired children in The Gambia have 
the same educational opportunities as 
their peers. The programme proposal 
was approved for funding by the 
Department for International 
Development (DFID), and in April 2010, 
CIC, in partnership with GOVI, began a 
3 year programme titled ‘Integrating 
Visually Impaired Children into 
Mainstream Education’, with the RNIBNI 
offering technical advice and support.  
Subsequently, in 2011, CIC and RNIBNI 
signed a partner memorandum of 
understanding toward sharing 
respective values, skills and experience 
for the benefit of young visually impaired 
children in the Gambia.  

As part of this overall funding, it was a 
DFID requirement to include activities 
for building support for development 
within the UK.  A maximum of 5% of the 
overall funding could be used in this 
more local context.  Subsequently, a 
complimentary project known as VIVID: 
‘Visually Impaired Volunteers in 

International Development’ was 
developed. 
      The overall VIVID project idea 
originated from a focus group of blind 
and partially 
sighted young adults in Northern Ireland 
who expressed their wish to use their 
skills and experience in an overseas 
development context, but felt 
opportunities for this were greatly 
limited.  VIVID engaged 10 young adults 
and 4 sighted support workers on a 10 
week development education 
programme which culminated in an 
opportunity for a number of participants 
to visit the Gambia, where they would 
volunteer with GOVI. 
     Four participants, who have been 
given pseudonyms, were selected to 
participate in volunteering at GOVI for a 
period of 2-3 months each.  
All participants are partially sighted, with 
3 of them having albinism.  It was 
decided that they should visit the 
Gambia in pairs.  The first pair (Jack 
aged 21, and Sarah aged 27) were 
scheduled to travel to the Gambia on 
20th June 2012, and return home on 
21st August 2012.  This would entail a 
volunteering experience of nine weeks 
in total.  For the first week of their stay, 
Group 1 was accompanied by an 
RNIB-NI staff member (support worker 
1) who was partially sighted and an 
RNIB-NI support worker (support worker 
2) with full sight.   

     The intention was for the participants 
to work with GOVI to implement 
outreach projects in schools to highlight 
inclusive practice methods, whilst 
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providing visual awareness training to 
students and teachers.  However, there 
was not a planned, structured and 
timetabled programme prepared in 
advance of the visit.  Rather, GOVI 
agreed that the participants could base 
themselves at their offices, and work 
towards finding a role for themselves 
through their various outreach work.  
This, in itself, had implications for the 
participants; these implications are 
discussed in depth in the full VIVID 
report.  For example, participants found 
great difficulty with managing 
themselves and struggled to identify 
where they could situate themselves 
within GOVI’s outreach work.  As a 
result, significant findings emerged 
during Group 1’s visit which impacted 
the length of time one of the participants 
actually stayed, and subsequently on 
how the second visit was conducted.  
As well as finding it hard to adapt to 
working at GOVI, issues such as home 
sickness, feeling unwell and not feeling 
he was “cut out” for the experience, 
meant that Jack returned home after 3 
weeks.  Sarah, however, completed the 
full nine week programme, and 
managed to successfully find a role for 
herself at GOVI.  This is dealt with in 
depth in the full VIVID report.  

Due to findings that emerged from 
Group 1, it was decided that it was in 
the best interests of the second pair of 
participants to visit the Gambia, together 
with the Support Workers, for 4 weeks 
only in a more structured and directly 
supervised programme.  This 
programme was more focused on 

setting up inclusive sport equipment at 
GOVI, provided by RNIB-NI.  

Group 2 participants were made up of 2 
males, Mark and John both aged 21.  
They were scheduled to travel to the 
Gambia on October 9th 2012 and return 
on November 6th 2012.   Mark 
completed the 4 week programme.  
However, John decided to withdraw and 
return home after 2 weeks.  His decision 
to return home was consistent with 
Jack’s experience, where he faced 
being unwell, missed home, and found it 
hard to settle.

It is envisaged that the findings and 
recommendations from VIVID will inform 
how CIC prepare and engage 
participants in volunteering in the future, 
and we hope this might resonate to 
other volunteering sending 
organisations.  We acknowledge that 
this project is small-scale, and cannot 
be considered representative of the 
overall population of those who are blind 
and partially sighted.  Nevertheless, we 
believe our findings can be considered 
an adequate sample to allow for us to 
learn from our experience, and make 
recommendations to other sending 
organisations who wish to engage 
people who are blind or partially sighted. 

Data Collection

Due to the exploratory nature of this 
project, and given the fact that it is a 
pilot, it was necessary to gather data 
from a range of methods.  
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Qualitative questionnaires, 
semi-structured interviews, and data 
that emerged from Skype calls and 
emails were all drawn upon to inform 
the findings.
    
Aims

Overall, the aims of the in depth VIVID 
report were to:
1. report on the immediate and direct 
impact on participants during their 
volunteer experience highlighting 
significant challenges and 
considerations
2. report on participant plans to transfer 
their learning into engaging in 
development education and a 
development action initiative on their 
immediate return
3. make recommendations for practice 
for CIC and other sending organisations 
for engaging blind and partially sighted 
people in volunteering and development 

For the purpose of this executive 
summary, snapshots of key verbatim 
findings will be presented in relation to 
aim 1 above. This is intended to 
highlight some of the experiences, 
thoughts and feelings of the 
participants. Recommendations in 
relation to aim 3 will also be presented 
in this summary. 

Volunteers Selection Process

The VIVID report highlighted the 
importance to have a thorough selection 
process for recruiting volunteers.  This 
finding emerged from considerations 
that led to Jack and John withdrawing 
from the project, such as their struggle 
and inability to adapt to the Gambian 
way of life.  
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Jack himself stated that: 
“I really don’t know if I was cut out for 
this”.  John claimed that “the right 
people need to be selected to go, and 
they need to be assertive and 
independent.  In the training we need to 
hear more of the realities of life in the 
Gambia, and not just focus so much on 
the positives.  We need to know the 
likelihood of getting really sick and 
hating it”.  

Support Worker 1 further explained:
“I would question how ready the young 
people were for this experience.  I think 
the application stage, for engaging the 
young people in the volunteer trip, 
should have had a clearer and more 
structured selection process.  I think this 
is something both RNIB-NI and CIC 
have to learn from.  Also, maybe the 
age group we send out should be 
slightly older…maybe more for young 
people in their mid twenties.  I think they 
need to have life experience here (at 
home) of independent living, and not 
just a student living in digs”.

When Sarah returned home, she also 
referred to the importance of a strict 
selection process. She explained:
“I think this process needs to be a lot 
better, as it wasn’t given very much 



thought at all with our trip.  I mean if you 
ask any young person if they would like 
to volunteer in Africa, they will 
immediately say yes, as it might seem 
like a great experience they could have, 
but I think it takes a lot more than an 
initial desire to visit another country.  
I think there are certain traits a person 
needs to have and it would be 
important to have some sort of measure 
to assess these traits.  Self awareness 
is definitely an important trait and I am 
sure this could be somehow measured 
in a written response form.  Also self 
esteem and confidence levels would 
also need measured as these are so 
important to have if you want to 
volunteer in a developing country.  You 
would also need to have a sense of 
peoples’ home life here to see if they 
are independent or if they rely on people 
here.  It is so important to have a sense 
of independence if you are going to 
volunteer.  It might also be an idea to 
then send people to a one-on-one kind 
of interview with a counselor to further 
explore if this is the right time for them 
to take on this experience.  People 
should then have to do an intensive 
workshop where they face the realities 
of what it can be like volunteering 
abroad. 

I think it is important to be really direct 
and open at this stage and not try to 
play down the realities of what it is like 
in a developing country.  During our 
pre-departure training, we were half 
prepared for hardships but then on the 
other hand we were told it would be rare 
to face such hardships.  I mean it is a 
high chance that you will get very sick, 

get worms, hate the food, get scares 
about having malaria, get really bad 
diarrhea, and that’s before you even 
have to get used to a whole other way 
of life and completely different culture.  
It is important that people are aware that 
it is likely that these things will happen, 
and then they need to be prepared to 
cope with it and the steps they need to 
take to manage being so sick.  I think if 
people can complete this whole process 
and then at the end of it say that they 
still really want to volunteer, then they 
are right for the project, and after all that 
they should then start their 
pre-departure training”.

Support Worker 2 added;

“We just need to learn from this to get it 
right the next time… it is also great and 
important the young people with visual 
impairments have an opportunity to 
volunteer,   So we need a rigorous 
selection…and the proper training 
before the visit.  I think both CIC and 
RNIB-NI have learned a lot, and it is 
important that we reflect and talk to 
other organisations so we can get it 
better”.

At this point it is considered important to 
give the reader a snapshot of how CIC 
conducted the pre-departure training.  
CIC conducted 4 pre-departure training 
sessions with the 4 participants and 2 
RNIB-NI support workers.  2 training 
days were held on the 27th and 28th 
March 2012, and the other 2 held on the 
28th and 31st May 2012. Training 
sessions were rooted in development 
education, and focused on exploring 
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participant motivations for 
volunteering, their perceptions of 
development, culture shock and 
strategies for coping in stressful 
situations.   Throughout the training, 
participants also conducted a risk 
assessment together with CIC and 
RNIB-NI.  The everyday practicalities of 
living in the Gambia were also 
considered.

Nevertheless, Support Worker 1 stated:
 “Overall, the young people and the 
support workers found the CIC 
pre-departure training extremely 
beneficial, but I think more could have 
been done to better prepare the 
participants.  CIC did a lot of work on 
perceptions of development and 
cultures etc, but I think the young 
people would have actually needed to 
get in depth training on how to manage 
stress, and to recognise when their 
stress levels are rising so they can stop 
it escalating”.

Jack, however stated:
“I really don’t know what else you could 
have done in the training to prepare 
us…I am not sure if any amount of 
training can prepare you for the shock.  
The shock is going to happen and I 
don’t know what more could be done to 
prepare people for that.  Before I went, I 
just thought that this would be a big 
adventure and a great opportunity, and 
thought I could do it no problem.  I really 
wanted to go, but then it turned from this 
adventure I had in my head to a big 
shock…I just thought it would have 

been great, but it was a weird shock for 
me”.

Travel Arrangements
It was found that carefully planned travel 
arrangements are essential to meet the 
needs of people who are blind or 
partially sighted. Indeed, the participants 
underwent an extremely long journey 
involving indirect flights from Belfast to 
Madrid to Banjul.  In an email from the 
Gambia, 

Support Worker 1 wrote, 
‘regarding the flight home we would like 
it to be changed to a direct flight as the 
changes are too difficult in Banjul and 
Madrid. Had we not been travelling with 
a fully sighted person we would have 
experienced extreme difficulty with the 
changes’.   This point was raised again 
during an interview conducted with 

Support Worker 1 when she returned 
home. As she stated:
“I think getting the travel arrangements 
right for people with a visual impairment 
is vital.  The journey needs to be 
arranged well in advance with the dates 
to be known as early as possible.  Also 
the journey needs to be the easiest as 
possible, i.e. direct flights”.

Jack, at an interview on return home 
stated: 
“I started off really positive but the jour-
ney out was too much.  The airports at 
Madrid and Gatwick are massive and I 
am not used to that, and felt really out of 
my depth.  I was so glad to finally get on 
the flight to the Gambia, but it was 3am 
before we finally arrived there…and this 
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really stressed me out”.  

Health and Safety Issues
During the interview, Support Worker 1 
also referred to the hotel in relation to 
safety issues.  She stated:
“Also, when we arrived, the hotel was 
not suitable for people with a visual 
impairment. I know CIC was likely trying 
to stick to a budget, but the hotel was 
quite dangerous with a staff member 
and a young person receiving electric 
shocks from the taps.  I would not 
recommend using this hotel again”. 

Group 1 participants only stayed at the 
hotel for the first week.  They were then 
moved to a compound where they were 
hosted by a local Gambian family.  
However issues in relation to health and 
safety were also apparent here.

During his interview, Jack explained:
“The stairs in the accommodation are 
the worst ever stairs for someone with a 
visual impairment.  I nearly fell down 
them every single day.  If you miss your 
step you would fall right over them as 
there is no barrier.  They are really 
dangerous”.  

Support Worker 1 stated:
“For people with a visual impairment, 
the accommodation has a very 
dangerous staircase, uneven ground 
outside, poorly lit, and steps down into 
every room.  I am worried about the 
young people’s health and safety, and 
feel that the agent CIC sent to organise 
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the accommodation did in no way 
consider the needs of these young 
people who are partially sighted.  Also, 
even though they are partially sighted, 
because they have albinism, the sun 
affects their eyes since they do not have 
enough pigment to adjust to the strong 
sun light, and then this extra stress 
would set off movement of the eyes, and 
maybe it is just too much to expect the 
young people to cope with everything 
without a guide.  I think a CIC member 
should have gone to check out 
everything for the young people instead 
of relying on an agent, and CIC should 
have consulted much more with the 
RNIB-NI regarding access.  There are 
health and safety issues for blind and 
partially sighted people when walking 
around Banjul”.

As stated below, Sarah also refers to 
health and safety issues in her first 
questionnaire:
‘I found the roads crazy and I found it 
difficult to navigate my way round when 
walking. There are so many obstacles.  
I'm used to being independent and find 
this a little hard.  I find myself worrying 
about my personal safety a lot more 
than I would at home.  I feel more on 
guard.  I would not go into town alone 
for both these reasons’. 

Jack also referred to safety issues 
during his interview when he returned 
home:



“The roads are mad.  It is just far too 
scary for a person with a visual 
impairment to be walking about.  They 
drive as if they are escaping a robbery.  
It’s really mad driving”.  

Due to such concerns, CIC realised that 
it was important to intervene and 
employ a guide for the participants (see 
in depth VIVID report for further details).  
Although it might seem that employing a 
guide was an obvious requirement that 
CIC should have been able to predict, it 
must be stressed that we in no way 
considered this essential prior to the 
participants arriving in the Gambia.  
Further, RNIB-NI also failed to predict 
that this might have been vital.  This 
might be due to the fact that the 
participants are partially sighted, and 
can usually function with a level of 
independence at home.  However, given 
the safety issues addressed above, it 
was only when the participants were 
in-country that we realised they had a 
specific need for a guide, and we 
therefore did not hesitate to ensure a 
guide was employed for the remainder 
of their volunteering experience.  

Mentoring/Support/Achievements

Sarah, who successfully completed the 
full nine week programme emphasised 
the importance of mentoring and 
support from CIC during her time in the 
Gambia.  In her questionnaire she 
stated that ‘the Skype calls with CIC are 
great.  It gives me a time to reflect what 
has happened, and helps me identify 
progress which I sometimes don't see 
when in the middle of it all.  I find this 
energises me for the work ahead. 
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 It’s also good to be able to talk through 
ideas and get some feedback.  This 
helps me focus.  I have felt listened to 
and understood. I'm a talker, so if some-
thing is annoying me I need to talk 
about it and then I can see how I can 
make progression’

Overall, during her time in the Gambia, 
Sarah achieved a great deal.  
Examples of her successes include:

- Drawing up a role description and 
setting up an interview for the Guide 
position

- Extending GOVI’s outreach work to the 
National Society of Albinos (NASA) in 
the Gambia, drawing up a Memorandum 
of Understanding between both partners

- Helping NASA work towards achieving 
charitable status Elaborating on her 
work with NASA and GOVI, 

Sarah, in her questionnaire stated:

‘I have been working on the 
memorandum of understanding (MOU) 
between NASA and GOVI.  The two 
organisations have had a meeting which 
went very well.  GOVI have agreed to 
include people with albinism in their 
programmes, and two children will be 
involved in their Integrated Education 
Project this year.  I have been doing a 
lot with NASA.  We are getting ready to 
apply for charitable status, and have 
some new members who are very 
focused and more able to split work with 
me.  



I have helped set up an email address, 
facebook account, NASA logo, letter 
headings, referral forms for children to 
be included in GOVI outreach work, and 
an information leaflet on albinism. I also 
plan on helping them open a bank 
account’.
     For an in depth account of Sarah’s 
volunteering experience including 
challenges and achievements, see the 
full VIVID report. In short, however, 
Sarah’s overall experience highlights 
that it is possible for blind and partially 
sighted people to have a successful 
volunteering experience. Since returning 
home, Sarah has been instrumental in 
the ongoing activities associated with 
VIVID, and particularly wishes to 
advocate for other blind and partially 
sighted people to have opportunities to 
volunteer.

As she puts it:
“I really think Children in Crossfire is on 
to something here. It is a big thing to 
send people with a visual impairment to 
volunteer in a developing country. I 
really got a positive feeling from 
Children in Crossfire that you were not 
afraid to try this out and give us a fair 
chance. I have worked as a volunteer 
with organisations here at home, and 
you can just sense that they are 
cautious because of my visual 
impairment. I never felt that with 
Children in Crossfire, and this was 
actually a big step to volunteer in the 
Gambia. I really think you are brave and 
can set standards for other 
organisations. If Children in Crossfire 
can do this is a developing context, then 
so can others. I really want to help in 
informing how Children in Crossfire 
continue with this” (Sarah, VIVID 
Participant).

VIVID Recommendations

- Participants should have access to the 
quickest and most accessible flights to 
arrive at their destination
- A guide should be employed prior to 
the participants arriving in-country, and 
participants should be provided with 
torches so they can have sufficient 
vision when there is a lack of electricity
- During pre-departure training 
participants should be made aware that 
even though they can function with a 
level of independence at home, this 
might not be the case in a less 
developed context where issues of 
health and safety and strong direct 
sunlight might impact upon their ability 
to cope as they do at home. Participants 
should be thoroughly prepared for this.
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- During pre-departure training, 
participants should be given the space 
to consider thoroughly their 
accommodation set up.  Even though 
participants might wish to live 
independently, they should be made 
aware that this might not actually be in 
their best interests, and living within a 
supportive family structure might be a 
better option for them.  The important 
thing is for the participants to be given 
the space to understand and explore 
how their needs in a developing context 
might differ greatly from their needs at 
home.  Subsequently, the participants, 
themselves will then be in a position to 
make an informed choice about their 
preferred living arrangements



- Ideally, various types of volunteering 
opportunities should be offered.  It 
seems that 2 distinct types of volunteer 
experiences have emerged from these 
findings.  The first, as Sarah highlights, 
involves partnership work with people in 
the developing country, to learn about 
their needs and eventually find a role in 
assisting the partner organisation to 
meet their aims and objectives.  The 
second involves a shorter term 
structured placement agreed with the 
partner 

- An appropriate selection process 
should be designed and implemented 
for each clearly defined type of 
volunteering experience.  This might 
involve a process from questionnaire 
completion, to a one-on-one session, to 
an intensive workshop for interested 
participants to explore the challenges of 
volunteering in a developing context 
(see in depth VIVID report).  
The process should be informed by 
participants who have previously 
volunteered in a developing context, 
and who know firsthand what is required 
to complete a successful programme.  
Further, this overall process should not 
be considered as pre-departure training, 
but rather a pre-requisite to being 
selected to progress to the 
pre-departure stage

- A volunteer person specification should 
be developed in collaboration with all 
partners concerned, including the skills, 
experience and other personal traits that 
are necessary for each type of 
volunteering role.
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- CIC’s approach to pre-departure 
training should be reconsidered and 
redeveloped to meet the different types 
of volunteering experience.  Training 
should also address the emotional, 
physical and psychological 
resilience of the participants.  Although 
CIC attempted to address these in 
pre-departure training by drawing on 
relevant drama therapy techniques, it is 
recommended that CIC staff members 
attend relevant training courses for 
sending organisations conducted by 
Comhlámh, and become a signatory to 
their code of good practice.

- CIC should consider linking with larger 
sending organisations should they wish 
to further engage blind and partially 
sighted people in volunteering.

- CIC should share the findings with 
other volunteer sending organisations in 
order for these organisations to further 
add recommendations for CIC, whilst all 
working collaboratively to build the 
capacity of the sector to engage blind 
and partially sighted people in 
volunteering.
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