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Abstract:

Objectives: The research focuses on the importance and benefits of
volunteering in respite services for families with children in foster care and
families in crisis. The aim was to identify how volunteers perceive their
role, what benefits their activities have for the child, the parents and the
volunteers themselves.

Methods: Qualitative research was conducted through semi-structured
interviews with six volunteers working in the organization Navrat. The
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analysis of the interviews showed that volunteering brings children support,
experiences and individual attention, provides parents with space for rest
and regeneration and brings volunteers a sense of meaning and personal
enrichment. The research also pointed out the challenges that volunteers
experience in their activities.

Results and discussion: The research results were analysed through
open coding and subsequently interpreted in the form of thematic areas.
The research showed that volunteering has a positive impact on the
development of the child, supports their emotional stability and can also be
a support for the foster family. At the same time, the need for professional
guidance, supervision and accessible training for volunteers was identified.
The research points to the potential of volunteering as a complement to
professional services in the child and family care system and opens up space
for further research in this area.

Keywords: Volunteering; Social work with families; Substitute family care;
Volunteer-child relationship.

Introduction

Volunteering in the field of social work with families represents an important
form of support for vulnerable groups, particularly children growing up outside
their biological families. In Slovakia, a considerable number of children live in
alternative family care, whether through adoption or foster care. Compared to
institutional care, alternative family care providesa more stable and individualized
environment. However, many of these children face the consequences of past
adverse experiences, often carrying emotional wounds, trauma, or uncertainty
that influence their development and relationships.

The relevance of this topic is reinforced by the growing recognition of
volunteering as a complementary resource within the system of social services. In
social and legal practice, volunteer involvement is increasingly seen as a valuable
contribution, especially in areas where professional services may not fully meet
children’s and families’ needs. Volunteers can help create safe and trusting
relationships, support children’s emotional well-being, and offer practical relief
to parents or foster carers through respite care. Such contributions highlight
the unique position of volunteers in bridging formal support systems with the
everyday lives of families.
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Long-term and consistent volunteer engagement holds potential benefits not
only for children and families but also for the volunteers themselves. Building
relationships over time creates opportunities for mutual growth, personal
development, and deeper understanding. The motivation for this research also
stems from the co-author’s personal experience of long-term volunteering in
respite care. This practical involvement provided valuable insight into the daily
realities of foster care and demonstrated the tangible significance of voluntary
assistance for children and their caregivers.

Role of a Volunteer in Providing Respite Care in Alternative Family Care
within the NGO Navrat

“In working with young adolescents and adults, we use the help of volunteers the
most. Volunteers also helped as part of the relief service in 19 foster families and
families in crisis.” (Navrat, 2023, p.10). The civic association Navrat is dedicated,
among other areas, to substitute family care. The work of volunteers is an
irreplaceable part of the association’s work in helping children, families and young
people. Based on the mission and specific needs of the children they work with
at Navrat, long-term cooperation is very important. Volunteer help is needed in
various areas, and one of them is relief. This activity consists of relieving parents
from caring for children of preschool and school age. The implementation of the
relief service is preceded by getting to know and concluding an agreement with
the family. At the beginning of the meetings, at which a Navrat worker is also
present, the goals of assistance, deadlines, specifics of the child and family, and
meeting place are communicated and set. The relief service takes place directly in
foster families or families that have found themselves in a difficult life situation.
After building a relationship with the family and reaching an agreement with
them, the volunteer can take care of the children at home or go on a trip with
them. Under the supervision of a professional worker, the volunteer regularly and
long-term visits a specific family and helps with the child/children. At the first
meeting with the volunteer, the coordinator will introduce the activities of the
Navrat NGO and familiarize him with the specifics of the children and families
they work with. He will describe to the volunteer the activities where it is possible
to get involved. The volunteer is familiar with the entire process from signing the
contract to meeting the family and child. Volunteers who are interested in helping
in Névrat usually already know something about the activities of the association.
They are mostly people who already go there with the idea of helping children.
The prerequisite for this activity with children is to have experience with them.
The next step is training. Here, volunteers learn more about children, situations
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and reasons why they find themselves outside their biological family, they get to
know the specifics of these children and their manifestations. A very important
step is to prepare the volunteer for various situations with a child that may arise,
options for how to react, how to behave and, most importantly, to be helpful
to the child. The volunteer activity itself is preceded by the volunteer getting to
know the family and concluding an agreement with them. At the beginning,
a Return worker is also present at the meetings and the goals of assistance are

agreed, deadlines are agreed and the volunteer is more familiar with the specifics
of the child.

The inclusion of a volunteer in this service is preceded by experience working
with children and the volunteer coordinator decides on this. The help consists in
spending free time with the child in a meaningful way, but it can also include, for
example, tutoring. In this way, the child's parent(s) can make time for themselves
and devote themselves to something other than the children, relax and gain new
strength. The volunteer goes to the child directly to the foster family that has
found itself in a difficult life situation. After agreement with the parents, they
devote themselves to the child and the agreed activity or they agree directly with
the child and come up with a program together. It is not exactly determined how
often they should meet, it is loosely derived from the activities and responsibilities
that the child has. These activities can be: tutoring, escorting and picking up from
school and clubs or games. Simply being a great friend or even an aunt/uncle,
an older sibling or even a grandmother or grandfather, a relationship that the
child lacks. Volunteers have the opportunity to participate in group supervision
every three months. For consultation and assistance with the child and possible
questions regarding the family and the child or other uncertainties, the volunteer
can contact Navrat and the worker who works with the family or another worker
at any time. Navrat offers its long-term volunteers the opportunity to perform an
internship under the supervision of a Navrat worker. As a thank you, volunteers
are invited to a Christmas cabbage soup or have the opportunity to attend
professional lectures on topics that could help them in their volunteer activities.
(Navrat, 2023).

The relationship between a volunteer and a child is different from the
relationship between, for example, a parent or teacher at school or other adults
in the life of a child in foster care. The volunteer can provide the child with a
caring and supportive approach, which can help the child as a stress prevention
tool or a tool to mitigate the consequences of a stressful situation. Social support
helps the child become resilient to stressful situations. A relationship with
a volunteer can help them cope better with stressful situations they may find
themselves in. Social support, which involves the volunteer's active involvement
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in the relationship, contributes to the creation of a friendly bond, trust, and other
aspects of relationship quality. If a child or adolescent finds support and empathy
in a volunteer during a stressful or challenging time, trust and emotional support
are gradually built. This new relationship then helps the child to apply similar
message patterns.

Every volunteer must have the prerequisites to be able to carry out volunteer
work. The main and important prerequisite for working with children is emotional
intelligence. According to Wilding, emotional intelligence (hereinafter referred
to as EQ) refers to the ability to recognize, understand and manage one's own
emotions, as well as the ability to empathize with and manage the emotions of
others. Here is why it is particularly important in this context of helping with
these children:

- Understanding trauma and emotional needs,

- Building trust, - Empathy and emotional support,

- Conflict resolution

- Supporting healthy emotional expression,

- Adapting to changing situations, - Supporting positive relationships,
- Supporting long-term emotional well-being. (In prohuman, 2010).

EQ is essential because it allows volunteers to navigate the complexities of
working with children in foster care, especially those who have experienced
trauma, uncertainty, and emotional difficulties. By understanding and managing
emotions — both their own and those of their children - volunteers can offer
the consistent, empathetic support that these children need to heal, grow, and
develop. (Brumovska, Seidova, 2010). Children who enter foster care often
suffer from various psychological deprivations or have health problems that are
associated with their development and early childhood, with the loss of their
biological family, unprocessed traumas, or trauma from being in an institutional
setting. The needs and development of these children may differ or be delayed
as a result of events that affected them at an early or older age. (Bubleovd, 2014).

THE IMPORTANCE, MOTIVATION AND CHALLENGES OF
VOLUNTEERING IN FOSTER CARE

The main motivational factors of volunteering include the desire for self-
realization, the opportunity to demonstrate one's abilities, the need to help and
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bring joy to others, the creation of interpersonal relationships, the meaningful
use of free time, the opportunity to establish new friendships and other aspects.
(Sulovd, 2015). The challenge in volunteering in the field of social work with
children in foster care can still be taboo topics, such as assistance and inclusion
of children from the Roma minority, support for socially disadvantaged families
living in poverty, low levels of education and the associated limited skills, or
communication barriers. Volunteering plays an important role in destigmatizing
these topics, while naturally contributing to the removal of barriers and the
reduction of prejudice (Budayova 2023, Budayova 2020). Another challenge for a
volunteer working with children in foster care may be how to balance and combine
the time devoted to this activity with their work and personal commitments and
to what extent the volunteer is willing to be mentally and physically committed
for a long time. (Brozmanova Gregorovd, 2011).

Volunteers may encounter envy, hostility or ingratitude - not only from the
employees of the organization in which they work, but also from the recipients
of volunteer assistance. It can also be demotivating for a volunteer if they do
not see positive results from their work, which can lead to a gradual loss of
meaning in their volunteer activities (Buzalova, 2024). A volunteer may be
confronted with health problems of the client or family they are helping, as
well as the social situation in which the family finds itself, and they may not be
prepared for such situations. This can take them by surprise, especially if they
are dealing with topics that are not directly related to helping the child. A typical
example is a situation where a parent or surrogate parent burdens a volunteer
with their personal or financial problems. Some volunteer activities can cause
sleep deprivation, fatigue, and gradual physical and mental exhaustion, which
can even lead to burnout (Sulova, 2015).

Material and methods

Research Aim

The aim of the research was to identify the significance and benefits of
volunteering in social work with families. Specifically, we focused on the role of
volunteering in families with a child in alternative family care and in families
experiencing crisis and in need of support. Through interviews with volunteers
providing respite care, we explored the benefits of this activity for both the child
and the family.

60



KATARINA BUNDZELOVA, LUCIA LUDVIGH CINTULOVA, ANNA PAVLOVICOVA:

Benefits of Volunteering in Respite Care for Families with Children in Foster Care:
A Volunteer Perspective

Description of the Research Sample

The research sample consisted of volunteers who provide respite support
in families with children either in alternative family care or in families facing
crisis situations and requiring assistance. The volunteers regularly visited the
families and spent meaningful time with the children. Their activities included
doing homework, picking children up from school, or accompanying them to
extracurricular activities. This time was dedicated exclusively to the child,
offering focused attention while giving parents the opportunity to rest, take care
of their own needs, or regain strength. The activities were either agreed upon
with the parents or arranged directly between the volunteer and the child.

The participants were selected through purposive sampling, which is
commonly used in qualitative research. Purposive sampling operates on the basis
of defining relevant criteria important for the study (Hendl, 2016). The criteria
required that participants:

o had been involved in respite volunteering for at least one year,
. engaged with the child at least twice a month,
. and attended supervision sessions at the NGO Navrat.

The research sample consisted of six participants: five women and one man.
The predominance of women in the sample reflects the broader trend in Navrat,
where women are more frequently engaged in volunteering with families and
children. To ensure anonymity, participants are referred to by the codes P1, P2,
P3, P4, P5, and P6.

Research Questions
Main research question:

. What is the specific significance and benefit of volunteering in families
with children in alternative family care, when provided in the form of respite
services, from the perspective of volunteers?

Sub-questions:

. What benefits does the volunteer bring to the child?

o What benefits does the volunteer bring to the family?

. What are the benefits for the volunteer themselves in this activity?

o What has surprised or challenged the volunteer during this work?
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Methods of Data Collection and Data Analysis

We conducted qualitative research using the method of semi-structured
interviews. Interviews were carried out in person with six participants. Some of
them were already familiar to us, while others we met for the first time. The
participants expressed trust toward us, partly because the co-author of this
research had long-term personal experience with volunteering in respite care.
This contributed to the interviews being conducted in a pleasant and open
atmosphere. Participation was voluntary; participants were informed in advance
about the study and gave their consent.

For data analysis, we applied grounded theory methodology, specifically open
coding, to systematically analyze the interview transcripts.

Results

Length of volunteering in respite care:

P1: male, 8 years, P2: female, 4 years, P3: female, 4 years, P4: female, over 1
year, P5: female, over 1 year, P6: female, over 8 years

RQ: What are the benefits of volunteering for a child?

The analysis of volunteer perspectives highlights multiple ways in which
volunteers contribute to the well-being of children in alternative family care.
Volunteers often see themselves as role models, aiming to inspire positive
behaviors, encourage education, and help children develop useful skills such as
learning languages. At the same time, many describe their role as a friend or
buddy, creating a trusting relationship where children feel comfortable confiding
in them. This personal connection fosters closeness and emotional security.
Volunteers also emphasize providing acceptance, understanding, and emotional
support, offering a safe space to listen, respond to needs, and provide the support
that children may not receive elsewhere. Additionally, they assist children with
everyday problems, including schoolwork and life skills, combining practical
guidance with relational support. Overall, volunteers perceive their role as
multifaceted: by combining emotional support, guidance, and friendship, they
positively influence children’s development, confidence, and well-being. Their
long-term and consistent engagement helps establish meaningful relationships
that benefit children both emotionally and practically (table 1).
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Table 1 The Role and Function of the Volunteer in Relation to the Child

Code

Participants

)

Example Quotes

Role model

P6

“I would like to inspire them that some things can
be done differently... I would be very happy if they
realized that education is good and that learning
languages will one day be very useful”

Friend

P1, P2, P4,
P5, P6

P1: “Somewhere between a friend and a parent, a
child and an adult. The boys confide in me, and
that makes me happy”’P2: “A friend, I spend time
with her, I have time for her”P4: “My role... as his
big/little friend, buddy”P6: “I see myself as their
friend... they confide in me and I want them to
confide in me”

Acceptance,
understanding,
emotional sup-
port

P3, P4, P5,
P6

P3: “Support”P4: “I see myself as someone

who finds good qualities in them and supports
them”P5: “I don't see it as having to play a role...
rather I give them more acceptance and understan-
ding than they get at home”P6: “I try to listen and
respond to them. If they confide in me, I support
them. This is our time”

Support in every-
day problems

P2, P4, P5,
P6

P2: “We also study. We meet during the week and
study together”P4: “I help solve everyday, ordinary
problems in life and at school”P5: “Being there for
someone, and also learning things about myself
through shared time”P6: “They have problems
with schoolwork, so we did tutoring. Sometimes it
worked and brought results, sometimes not at all”

Research question: What is the benefit of a volunteer to the family?

Question asked in the interview: How do you perceive your role and task in
relation to the child's family?

Category: The role and task of a volunteer in relation to the child's family.

Volunteers perceive their role in relation to the child’s family as multifaceted,
combining practical support, emotional care, and clear boundaries. One of
their primary contributions is providing relief and support to parents, allowing
them time to rest or attend to personal matters while volunteers focus on the
child. Volunteers also emphasize spending quality time with the child, including
tutoring and supporting their overall development, which is appreciated by both
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the child and the family. Maintaining professionalism and setting boundaries
is another key aspect, as volunteers recognize the importance of preventing
unrealistic expectations and ensuring a respectful, clearly defined role. Finally,
volunteers highlight the importance of emotional support and a child-focused
relationship, offering care, attention, and a stable presence for the child (table2).

Table 2 Role and Function of the Volunteer in Relation to the Family

Code Participants | Example Quotes

(P)
Relief/support | P1, P2, P3, | P1: “Just relief and rest for parents, clearing their
for parents P6 head”P2: “Pure relief, helping her with the little

one when she needs to take care of something”’P3:
“Parents transferred their duties onto me... you
need to set boundaries, time, and help to avoid being
exploited. The relationship should be mutually re-
spectful”’P6: “We focus on the children to relieve the
parents. During this time, they can attend to other
activities or rest.”

Quality time P1,P4,P5, [PI: “Quality time, tutoring”P4: “I spend meaningful
with child / P6 time with their child”P5: “Sometimes the grand-
tutoring / child mother asks me to help, for example with tutoring
development or sending something via EduPage. She appreciates
the attention I give the child”P6: “We tutored the
children; there were obstacles, but I hope we helped
at least a little”
Professionalism | P1, P3, P5, | P1: “Just relief”P3: “Parents tried to transfer more
and boundaries | P6 duties than agreed. Now I maintain professional
distance, set clear boundaries, no friendship”P5: “I
am here for the child, not the family; I don't consider
their expectations. The grandmother is open and
respectful”’P6: “Sometimes the mother shares things
outside the respite service. I know it’s not my respon-
sibility, and we focus on the boys first.”
Emotional P3,P4,P6 | P4: “Their child has someone who loves them and
support & spends time with them”P3: “The relationship with
child-focused the family must be mutually respectful. The volunteer
relationship is a huge support, not a servant. Children confide in

us, and I like to support them emotionally”P6: “We
have built a relationship over the years; we are here
for the children”

64




KATARINA BUNDZELOVA, LUCIA LUDVIGH CINTULOVA, ANNA PAVLOVICOVA:

Benefits of Volunteering in Respite Care for Families with Children in Foster Care:
A Volunteer Perspective

Research question: What is the benefit for the volunteer in this activity?

Question asked in the interview: What does volunteering give you, in what
sense does it fullfill you?

Category: Benefit of volunteering for the volunteer.

Volunteers reported multiple personal benefits from their engagement in
respite care. Many highlighted skill development, noting that volunteering
allowed them to learn new practical skills, apply knowledge from professional
training, and develop creativity and problem-solving abilities in working with
children. Volunteers also emphasized positive emotions, internal fulfillment, and
altruism, expressing that helping children brings joy, satisfaction, and a sense
of personal growth. They experienced emotional rewards from seeing children
happy, contributing meaningfully to their lives, and being appreciated for their
efforts. In addition, volunteering facilitated social connections and networking,
providing opportunities to meet other volunteers, social workers, parents, and
professionals from related fields. These interactions were seen as enriching and
created lasting relationships, giving volunteers a sense of belonging within a
supportive community (table 3).

Table 3 Benefits of Volunteering for the Volunteer

Code Participants | Example Quotes

(P)
Skill develop- | P1, P3, P5, P1: “I learned new skills in other areas. What we lear-
ment P6 ned in trainings can be applied with all age groups”’P3:

“I became creative again with children”P5: “I see it as
giving help, and it teaches me about myself — how I
react, what I say, how I behave in different situations
with a child”Pé: “I study social work and write about
children. Volunteering has given me a lot through
professional training, and I hope to work with children
professionally in the future”
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Code Participants | Example Quotes

(P)
Positive emo- | P2, P3,P4, | P2: “Volunteering gives me a good feeling when I
tions, internal | P5, P6 can help. It doesn’t tire me; it gives me joy spending
fulfillment time with L and sharing experiences at home”P3: “I
and growth, remembered many childhood games, played with the
altruism children, and it gave me the most when they were

happy”P4: “It feels good to help others, not just myself
or my family. I enjoy spending regular time with chil-
dren I chose to visit”P5: “I see this as giving help”P6:
“I study social work and hope to work with children
professionally in the future”

Social co- P1,P3,P6 | Pl: “Beneficial relationships for both sides; I met
nnections and many people from different circles”P3: “I met amazing
networking volunteers and social workers and traveled a lot for

workshops”P6: “I met many interesting people from
different professions — psychology students, volun-
teers, parents, psychologists, and social workers. These
are lifelong connections. I feel part of this network”

Research question: What surprised or caught the volunteer off guard during
this activity?

Question asked in the interview:

Is there anything that surprised or caught you off guard as a volunteer, were
you not prepared for?

Category: Unexpected or surprising situations during this activity.

Volunteers in respite care encounter a range of challenging and emotionally
demanding situations. Many reported facing unexpected or difficult situations
with children, such as acute incidents in public, managing children’s emotional
responses, or coping with unrealistic expectations they set for themselves.
Some volunteers experienced inappropriate or unethical behavior from parents,
including requests for financial help, added responsibilities, or disrespectful
interactions, which could create tension and uncertainty. These experiences
contributed to a significant emotional burden and required internal processing,
as volunteers reflected on difficult realities such as neglect, insufficient parental
support, and dysfunctional family dynamics. Finally, volunteers emphasized
the importance of recognizing the limits of their role and establishing clear
boundaries, maintaining focus on the child’s needs rather than attempting to
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resolve broader family issues. Overall, while volunteering provides meaningful
engagement, it also demands careful navigation of unexpected situations,
ethical challenges, and emotional stress, highlighting the necessity of defined
responsibilities and professional boundaries to ensure effective and sustainable
support (table 4).

Table 4 Challenges and Difficult Situations Experienced by Volunteers

volunteer
role and
boundaries
of responsi-
bility

Code Participants | Example Quotes
(P)

Unexpected | P1, P4, P5, P6 | P1: “Acute situations that cannot be prepared for, e.g.,

and challen- stealing in a store. I also set unrealistic goals with the

ging situa- children that I couldn’t meet”P4: “P feels awkward wal-

tions with king with me when friends ask who I am and who they

children are with”P5: “Seeing how things don’t work at home or
school”P6: “Seeing how things can go wrong when fa-
mily problems are not addressed in time or at all, when
people have given up and don’t see a way back.”

Inappropria- | P2, P3 P2: “Requests from the child’s mother, e.g., asking

te or unethi- for money or help finding a job during a financial

cal behavior crisis”P3: “Disrespect and exploitation by the parent,

by parents adding tasks and responsibilities. Expected support
but did not receive it. During tutoring, the mother
interrupted shouting that we should focus on stu-
dying”’Pé6: “In the past, the mother’s communication
was distant and directive; if I did not respond as expec-
ted, she showed it. Fortunately, this has improved.”

Emotional | P5, P6 P5: “It’s about how I internally process what I see — sad

burden and things, a child neglected by parents, receiving very

internal little support or understanding”P6: “Seeing how the

processing family doesn’t function, how the parent has almost

of reality given up. Delayed problem-solving can affect other
relationships and shows how dysfunctional relationshi-
ps have become”

Limits of the | P2, P3, P4, P6 | P2: “I am here for the child, not for the mother”P3:

“Surprised by exploitation and the gradual addition of
tasks”P4: “An adopted younger sibling was jealous; it’s
not my place to explain, it’s for the parents to han-
dle”P6: “We are primarily here for the child and their
interests, not to solve family issues. Time with the child
should not be mixed with parental concerns.”
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Discussion

Research Question: What is the benefit of a volunteer for the child?
Role and function of the volunteer in relation to the child

Participants perceived their role in relation to the child primarily through
personal contact, creating a safe relationship, and being present in everyday
situations. They often identified with the role of a friend, someone close whom
the child can confide in, as well as with the role of a role model or support in
learning and solving practical problems. An important dimension was also
emotional support, acceptance, and understanding, which volunteers considered
a key contribution of their work.

These findings align with the research by Hruskova (2017), who identified that
volunteers serve mainly as relational support for children - representing a stable,
non-judgmental person who listens, accompanies, and supports them. Similar to

our research, her respondents emphasized trust and the safe space provided to
children.

The volunteer’s presence in the child’s life can also be viewed through a
mentoring approach. According to Brumovska and Seidlova Malkova (2010),
volunteers create a long-term and trusting relationship with the child, which can
positively influence their self-acceptance, social skills, and emotional stability.
Such a relationship is based on closeness, regularity, and mutual trust, consistent
with our findings, where participants repeatedly described their role as a “friend,”
“buddy,” or support in everyday situations.

The importance of a volunteer’s presence for the child is further confirmed by
the Students for Children program in Hungary, which highlighted that volunteers
act as trusted individuals providing children with a safe space, attention, and
emotional support (Kulcsar et al., 2020). These findings directly correspond
to our participants’ statements. Volunteers perceived themselves as “friends,”
“support,” or “someone who listens and understands.” Many reported that their
role involves creating a trusting relationship where the child can open up, feel
accepted, and safe. In addition to emotional contact, participants supported
children in learning, addressed everyday problems, and helped them find
positive directions - significantly contributing to their stability, self-confidence,
and development.
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Research Question: What is the benefit of a volunteer for the family?
Role and function of the volunteer in relation to the child’s family

Findings showed that volunteer activities provide families in alternative
care primarily with practical as well as emotional support. Participants viewed
relieving parents as a major benefit, taking responsibility for the child during
certain periods, allowing parents to engage in their own activities, rest, or handle
essential matters. This form of support aligns with findings from the Home-Start
program (2024), where parental support was identified as a key factor reducing
stress and psychological burden.

Several volunteers also provided practical assistance through tutoring and
spending meaningful time with the child, positively influencing the family
atmosphere. As noted in Strong Communities for Children (2020), regular
supportive contact with a trusted adult outside the family can significantly
contribute to the stability, wellbeing, and functionality of the family environment,
particularly for families facing higher stress or special needs.

Participants also highlighted the importance of establishing professional
boundaries between the volunteer and the parent. When expectations and the
scope of support were not clearly defined, volunteers could experience overload
or misunderstandings in their relationships. This aligns with Brumovska and
Seidlova Malkova (2010), who emphasize the importance of clearly defined
rules, boundaries, and professional communication when managing volunteers,
especially when working with vulnerable families.

Additionally, emotional support for the family is often indirectly provided
through the volunteer’s relationship with the child. Parents often appreciate
that someone is dedicating time and genuine interest to their child, which
can strengthen their trust in both the community and the volunteer program.
Brozmanova Gregorova (2024) notes that building trust in community
relationships is key for developing a positive social environment for families
involved in alternative care.

Finally, some responses highlighted the diversity of parental expectations,
which can pose a challenge for effective collaboration. In this regard, Fico
(2014) recommends providing guidance and methodological support to foster
parents, helping them understand the role of volunteers and establish realistic
expectations for their involvement in family life.
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Research Question: What is the benefit of volunteering for the volunteer?
Benefits of volunteer work for the volunteer

Volunteering with children in foster care proved to be a significant benefit
not only for the families and children but also for the volunteers themselves.
Participants in our research reported that this activity enriches them on multiple
levels — professional, emotional, and social.

One of the main aspects highlighted was skills development. Volunteers
described learning new communication techniques, gaining experience with
children of different ages, and improving their ability to respond in challenging
situations. As Brozmanova Gregorovd (2012) notes, volunteering can serve as
a space to acquire practical skills that can be applied in both professional and
personal life.

According to Radkova (2024), volunteer work also leads to personal growth,
increasing sensitivity to others’ problems and fostering empathy, regardless of
age or professional background. A key element of the volunteer experience was
also positive emotions, personal fulfillment, and growth. Volunteers described
the joy of interacting with children, spending meaningful time, and reflecting
on their own values and attitudes. International studies (e.g., Piliavin & Siegl,
2015) confirm that regular volunteering positively affects psychological well-
being, often leading to lower stress levels and higher life satisfaction. Several
participants also emphasized the altruistic aspect of their involvement - the
desire to help others without expecting anything in return.

Volunteers also highlighted the importance of social connections and
networking. Participation in the volunteer community provided opportunities
to meet people from different fields — professionals, parents, other volunteers —
and build new interpersonal relationships. According to Radkova (2024), these
networks are among the most valuable outcomes of volunteering, as they foster
interdisciplinary and community connections.

Research Question: What surprised or challenged the volunteer in this
activity?

Unexpected or surprising situations during volunteering

Findings indicated several moments that surprised volunteers or for which
they were not fully prepared. These included unexpected situations with children,
unethical or inappropriate behavior from parents, as well as emotional stress and
unclear boundaries regarding their role. Participants described specific situations
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that caused uncertainty or required them to process difficult realities internally.

In this context, we agree with Matousek (2003) that working with families
in challenging life situations requires considering the emotional impact on
the helper and clearly defining their competencies. Volunteers also encounter
sensitive topics that require professional support.

We also align with Brumovska and Seidlova Malkova (2010), who note that
mentoring - as a specific form of volunteer activity, including the activities of our
participants — places high demands on the emotional readiness of volunteers and
can cause uncertainty in the relationship with the child. Their research showed
that without quality supervision and a clear framework, volunteers may feel
frustrated or even terminate their activities prematurely.

Similarly, Brozmanova Gregorova et al. (2012) highlight that volunteers in
Slovakia often lack sufficient support systems, which may leave them unprepared
when faced with unexpected situations. This underscores the need for clearly
defined boundaries between volunteer assistance and professional intervention.
Radkova (2024) a Buzalova (2025) also points out the risk of emotional overload,
especially when volunteers are unprepared to manage pressure, moral dilemmas,
or family demands. Some participants in this study confirmed such experiences,
noting instances of disrespect, boundary violations, or unrealistic expectations
from parents.

Recommendations for practice

Volunteering in families with children in foster care brings several benefits,
but also requires systematic support and sensitive leadership. Based on research
findings, we offer several suggestions that could contribute to strengthening and
improving the quality of this form of assistance. As support for volunteers, we
perceive it as beneficial to offer the opportunity to participate in professional
training focused on better understanding children in foster care - especially their
experiences, behavior and specific needs resulting from a difficult life situation.

The content of the training could be practically focused to provide volunteers
with greater confidence in their helping role, without the ambition to replace
experts. The regularity of the training could be adapted to the current needs of
the volunteers and the nature of cooperation with a specific family.

The participants' statements also revealed the need for supervision as a form of

71



REVIEW OF THEOLOGY, SOCIAL SCIENCES AND SACRED ART
DUBLIN: ISBCRTI, Quarterly, Year 2026, Vol. 7, Number 1

professional and emotional support. Supervision could be available to volunteers
at least once every two months, either in a group or individual form. Its content
should respond to specific challenges that volunteers experience in contact with
children, while creating space for sharing and strengthening their motivation and
mutual belonging. Volunteers perceive the coordinator as an important source of
information and support, which indicates that his presence and availability have
a significant place for them.

The role of the coordinator is essential, especially in terms of orientation and
support of volunteers in various situations. In this context, the coordination of
volunteers can be seen as an important aspect of the volunteer program. Given
that the volunteer's help is primarily focused on the child, but also indirectly
affects the atmosphere in the family, it could be beneficial to focus attention on
parents' awareness of the importance, possibilities and limits of volunteer help
(Tomanek et al., 2024). This awareness can be implemented through information
materials, short videos or online webinars in cooperation with non-governmental
organizations. Such steps could contribute to better acceptance of volunteers in
families and reduce misunderstandings.

Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the multifaceted role and impact of
volunteering in foster care and alternative family settings. Volunteers are
perceived as essential contributors to the emotional, social, and practical
well-being of children and their families. Their role extends beyond mere
supervision; it encompasses mentoring, friendship, emotional support, and
guidance in everyday challenges. The study confirms prior research (Buzalova,
2024; Brumovska & Seidlova Maélkova, 2010; Kulcsar et al., 2020) showing that
volunteers serve as stable, trustworthy figures who create a safe environment for
children, enhancing their self-confidence, emotional stability, and social skills.

For families, volunteering provides critical relief and practical support. Parents
benefit from periods of respite, knowing their children are engaged in meaningful
activities with a caring adult. Volunteers often supplement professional services
by providing tutoring, emotional support, and social engagement, which
positively affects family dynamics and overall well-being. The results align with
findings from programs like Home-Start (2024) and Strong Communities for
Children (2020), which emphasize that volunteer involvement enhances family
functioning and reduces parental stress.
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The study also highlights that volunteers gain significant personal and
professional benefits. They develop new skills, experience personal growth,
foster empathy, and build social networks. Volunteering provides opportunities
for reflection, altruistic satisfaction, and emotional fulfillment, supporting prior
findings on the psychological and social advantages of volunteer engagement
(Brozmanova Gregorova, 2012; Radkova, 2024; Piliavin & Siegl, 2015).

However, the research underscores the importance of clearly defined
boundaries and professional support. Volunteers occasionally encounter
unexpected challenges, such as children’s difficult behavior, inappropriate
requests from parents, or emotional strain. Without proper supervision,
training, and established limits, these situations can lead to stress or frustration,
confirming insights from Matousek (2003) and Brumovska & Seidlova Malkova
(2010).

Authors Contributions statement

All authors contributed equally to the preparation of this paper, including the
implementation of the research on which it is based. Their roles were identical
and encompassed the development of theoretical concepts, design of the research,
conducting the study, qualitative data analysis, and writing of the manuscript.

Ethical aspects and conflict of interest

The authors have no conflict of interest to declare

References
[1] A. Brozmanové Gregorova, Dobrovolnictvo - ked pomoc bavi a zdbava pomdha, SEVT, a.s. pre Urad viddy
Slovenskej republiky, Bratislava, 2011, 52 p.

[2] A. Brozmanovéa Gregorova et al., Dobrovolnictvo na Slovensku - vyskumné reflexie, Iuventa - Slovensky
institiut mlddeZe, Bratislava, 2012, 209 p.

[3] A. Brozmanova Gregorova et al., Dobrovolnictvo mlddeze na Slovensku — aktudlny stav a trendy, Platforma
dobrovolnickych centier a organizdcii, Stupava, 2018, 148 p.

[4] T. Brumovska, G. Malkova Seidlova, Mentoring: vychova k profesiondlne vedenému dobrovolnictvi, Portal,
Praha, 2010, 153 p.

[5] V. Bubleova et al., Zdkladni informace o ndhradni rodinné péci, Stiedisko ndhradni rodinné péce, o. s.,
Praha, 2014, 104 p.

[6] Z. Budayova, Slovak catholic charity and volunteering in a time of armed conflict, in: Transformational
processes on the social and humanitarian sphere of modern Ukraine in the conditions of war: challenges,

73



REVIEW OF THEOLOGY, SOCIAL SCIENCES AND SACRED ART
DUBLIN: ISBCRTI, Quarterly, Year 2026, Vol. 7, Number 1

problems and prospects, Verbum RuZomberok, Katolicka univerzita v Ruzomberku, 2023, pp. 79-84.

[7] Z. Budayova, Field social work versus community work in Roma social communities, Free Mind of Child
Scotland, London, 2020, pp. 89-104.

[8] S. Buzalova etal., The Impact of Labelling on Roma Integrity, Clinical Social Work and Health Intervention,
vol. 16, no. 1-2, pp. 10-20, 2025.

[9] S. Buzalova et al., Mental Health and work-life Balance among Workers in Social Services, Clinical Social
Work and Health Intervention, vol. 15, no. 5, pp. 6-15, 2024.

[10] M. Fico, Vyskum v oblasti ndhradnej rodinnej starostlivosti so zameranim na pestiinsku starostlivost pre
tazko umiestnitelné deti, [Online]. [cit. 2025-03-25]. Available from: https://www.upsvr.gov.sk/
buxus/docs/ESF_podpora_pestunskej_starostlivosti_pre_tazko_umiestnitelne_deti.pdf

[11] S.M. Havercamp, S. Reiss, A comprehensive assessment of human strivings: Test-retest reliability and
validity of the Reiss Profile, Journal of Personality Assessment, 2003, 10 p. [Online]. [cit. 2025-03-
25].  Available from: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/10590269_A_Comprehensive_
Assessment_of_Human_Strivings_Test-Retest_Reliability_and_Validity_of_the_Reiss_Profile

[12] J. Hendl, Kvalitativni vyzkum, Zdkladni teorie, metody a aplikace, Portal, Praha, 2016, 437 p.

[13] P. Hruskova, Role dobrovolnika v socializdcii dietata pri socidlnej prdci so socidlne ohrozenou rodinou,
[Online]. [cit. 2025-03-25]. Available from: https://theses.cz/id/q52zhf/

[14] G. Kulcsar, J. Zeller, B. Korinek, Students for Children: A volunteer programme-model for universities
for the support of children in foster care, International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies,
[Online]. [cit. 2025-07-25]. Available from: https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/ijcyfs/2020-v11-n4-
ijcyfs05881/1075756ar/

[15] O. Matousek, Metody fizeni socidlni prdce, Portal, Praha, 2003, 384 p.

[16] Navrat, o. z., Vyrocnd sprava 2023, Névrat, o. z., Bratislava, 2023. [Online]. [cit. 2025-07-23]. Available
from: https://www.navrat.sk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Navrat_komplet_VS_sprava_UZ_
poznamky_31122023.pdf

[17] J.A. Piliavin, E. Seigl, Health and well-being consequenses of formal volunteering, [Online]. [cit. 2025-
03-15]. Available from: https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2015-47040-024

[18] L. Radkova, Socidlna prdca v trefom sektore, Vysoka $kola zdravotnictva a socialnej prace sv. Alzbety, n.
o., Bratislava, 2024, 97 p.

[19] M. Sulovd, Dobrovolnictvo ako spésob sebarealizdcie mladého ¢loveka, Verbum, Ruzomberok, 2015, 198 p.

[20] TFI Family Services, Make a Difference: Get Involved with a Foster Care Organization, [Online]. [cit.
2025-07-25]. Available from: https:/tfifamily.org/make-a-difference-get-involved-with-a-foster-
care-organization/

[21] P. Tomanek et al., Impacts of the Coronavirus Pandemic on Social Problems and Poverty of the Elderly
in Slovakia, The Person and the Challenges: the journal of theology, education, canon law and social
studies inspired by Pope John Paul II, vol. 14, no. 2, pp. 131-146, 2024.

[22] Act No. 36/2005 Z. z. o rodine v zneni neskorsich predpisov.

[23] Act No. 305/2005 Z. z. o socidlnoprdvnej ochrane deti a o socidlnej kuratele v zneni neskorsich zmien a
doplnkov.

[24] Act No. 406/2011 Z. z. o dobrovolnictve a o zmene a doplneni niektorych zdkonov.

74



