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Abstract 

Contemporary civil societies have witnessed enormous growth in the number and activities 

of voluntary agencies. Acting with or without support of the government these agencies 

have come to play an important role in the realm of socio- humanist development of the 

civil societies. 
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Voluntary  action is the life and blood of democracy . They have a better knack of 

communicating with the beneficiaries .However , the present administration of these 

agencies is becoming more bureaucratic i.e.more legalistic than result oriented .  

Voluntary Agencies have a long history of active involvement in the promotion of human 

welfare and wellbeing .Voluntary agencies came into existence spontaneously, voluntarily 

and without any compulsion of control  to fulfill the particular needs of some groups of 

people. These agencies are flexible and possess the  virtues of human service with 

dedication.Voluntary  action is the soul of  democracy as this medium secures  the active 

involvement of the people from policy making to implementation of social services.It is 

life and blood of democracy. Their program covers a diverse range of functions and 

embracing in human welfare.The programs of of voluntary organisation include the strictly 

professional, specialised and Technical organisation, broadly based Association of persons 

or groups organised for a particular purpose e.g. information and service activities, 

educational institutions and associations, social welfare organisation, religious groups, 

women's organisation, youth groups, children's Council, trade unions, family planning 

associations. Many Voluntary Organisations at National level are linked with international 

Federation or Association. 

 A voluntary agency, therefore,may be defined as an organisation that is administered by 

an autonomous body which holds meetings, collects  funds for its support and expansion 

with or without field workers in conducting a program directed primarily in furthering the 

social welfare by providing social welfare services for advancing research or legislation 

for social welfare or by a combination of these activities. Generally,voluntary agencies or  

social welfare organisations deal with the Non statutory services of general social welfare 

for children, women, handicapped and other vulnerable/disadvantaged groups in the 

society. 

 Voluntary Agencies are functioning in almost all countries of the world. In some 

countries, voluntary Agencies have played an important role in stimulating and initiating 
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the development of social service, while in other countries they have given  leadership in 

promoting the establishment and progressive extension of government responsibilities. In 

some countries these agencies carry major responsibilities as an extended arm of the 

government  and may provide  other social services available to the people. For example, 

the voluntary agencies in India have played a significant role as the problems are so large 

that it is not possible for the government alone to tackle it. The main object of Land 

Development/ Reforms in India is to organise/ reorganise the material and human 

resources in such a way as to improve the socio-economic living conditions of the people 

to the maximum at a given time. The voluntary agencies, particularly related to land 

reforms, have  been supplementing the efforts of the government.  

 In India voluntary action by individuals, communities and organisations has existed from 

ancient days. India developed a unique tradition of social work through the inbuilt 

mechanism of providing security to the members through the joint family system/ kinship 

and other supporting social structures. The role of the state has certainly been changing in 

the past; from indifference to benevolent interest depending upon the interest of the 

individual rulers. For instance, Emperor Ashoka organised a group of volunteers called 

‘Gopas’  for social welfare work.During the Gupta period, the state had established 

workshops for the amelioration and training of handicapped persons. During the Mughal 

period, the state had  separate departments to supervise charity and endowment  to the 

poor. Community support rather than state benevolence was the mainstay of voluntary 

agencies throughout the centuries preceding independence. Whether the case was an 

individual in distress or an emergency caused by famine, the voluntary agencies were first 

to initiate  social services.  The voluntary system has been influenced by the economic 

structure of ‘Jajmani and Zamindari system and by the religious values of Karma and 

Dharma. During the British period, some eminent political leaders set up a network of 

voluntary agencies mostly geared towards removing the social disabilities and barriers to 

development. These Agencies became more active during the Gandhian era. 

During 19th century  Christian missionaries began their socio-religious reformation and 

welfare work for removing evils of Hindu society,viz., child marriage,  polygamy, female 

infanticide, sati,etc. Indian religious and social reformers also established a number of 

welfare institutions to revitalize the then existing religious and social setup. Most of the 

Institutions were set up on religious base such as Brahmo Samaj, the Prathna Sabha, the 

Sarvajanik Sabha,the Anjuman-e-Islam and the Ramkrishna Mission.A new thought 

during1880-1900 gave birth to voluntary agencies on secular ethos like Servants of 

People’s Society, Women's Organisations.etc. The pioneering effort of Mahatma Gandhi 

strengthened and revitalized voluntary agencies. 

After independence, the government attached great importance to voluntary efforts.The 

First Five Year Plan stated that a major responsibility for organising activities in different 

fields of social welfare , like welfare of women and children, social education , community 

organization, etc, falls naturally on voluntary agencies. These private agencies have for 

long been working in their own humble way, without state aid towards their stated  

objective with their own leadership,organizations and resources. Any plan for the social 

and economic generation of the country should have taken into account the services 

rendered by these private agencies and the state should give them the maximum 

corporation in strengthening their efforts. 
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 The voluntary organisations are nearer to people and get better response from them in the 

implementation of programmes than  official agencies and that is why they are in a better 

position to render effective service.By and large, they have a better knack of 

communicating with the  beneficiaries than members of official agencies.This of course, is 

a natural manifestation of the ancient civilization of India, which has attached the greatest 

importance to the participation of the people in decision making. The mobilization of 

energies and resources of the beneficiaries themselves is the key factor in increasing the 

Welfare and self-reliance. People's participation through voluntary agencies in promotion 

of social welfare means involvement of people in the process of social welfare voluntarily 

and willingly. Such participation cannot be forced. People's involvement can be issued to 

the participation of the beneficiaries in decision making,implementation, monitoring and 

evaluation of the programs carried out by the voluntary agencies. This will lead to the solid 

foundation in the promotion of social welfare service and the people would become self-

reliant rather than  dependent solely on the help from the government. Work of voluntary 

organisations and Citizens participation are two sides of the same coin. voluntary 

organisations provide the framework for citizens participation. without effective citizens 

participation the organisation would only be empty forms. 

It has been observed and documented in the plan documents that  results of programs and 

policies are most successful and meaningful if the potential beneficiaries take part in the 

design and implementation through the forum of voluntary organisation. For example, if 

uncollected garbage draws  flies, or drains become clogged and overflow or if the 

pathways become ankle deep mud sloughs  in the rainy season ,they would not wait for 

intervention by the government rather they would prefer to do something to control the 

situation themselves. 

The most important critique of our  planning, however, is that it does not  involve the 

targeted groups which makes it difficult to understand the needs of common people.It is 

very difficult for people to let their views be known individually. And, planners find it 

difficult to appreciate their needs. People's participation through voluntary agencies can 

rectify planning errors by making it possible for clients to point out to planners, policy 

makers and administrators what will work and what will not .For example,if the rural 

people participate through various voluntary social welfare agencies in the process of 

planning ,the disparity between the urban and rural social welfare can be removed.If things 

are left only to the specialist ,they would ignore the demands of the masses . The higher 

status experts, thus, set the framework of discussion and carry it through categories 

meaningful to themselves but often incomprehensible to the ordinary, poor and lowly 

educated layman . 

The involvement of the beneficiaries in socio economic development or national 

reconstruction is dependent to a great extent upon their enlightenment.This can take place 

when voluntary agencies interpret and explain the issues and problems of administration to 

the public e.g.,Family Planning Association of India with its branches in all the States has 

been quite active in the population education programme of the public. The voluntary 

agencies are also trying to help by creating awareness among the  people  to imbibe and 

inculcate an attitude towards adoption of new methods, by arranging for the people  

services and opportunities to acquire new knowledge and techniques and by acting as a 

mediator between the people and the official machinery to interpret the problems and 

needs of the one to the other in order to develop better appreciation of each other. 
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 The voluntary Agencies are autonomous in their functioning and are not bound by well 

defined laws and regulations which are difficult to change. This gives the voluntary 

agencies an opportunity to experiment with a given program and adjust it according to the 

environmental conditions; social, economic and political.The autonomous character of 

voluntary agencies provide them flexibility to adopt their program according to the needs 

and aspirations of the people. We know that the best structure can come up only in a 

congenial soil. The problems of the people differ from area to area and hence it is difficult 

to solve the problems for all the areas with the same solutions. The voluntary organisation 

can experiment with different models in different areas  and adopt and develop the best for 

the area for a given time and dimension as the models of development are bound to change 

with the time and circumstances. 

 They involve people in policy formulation and implementation of the programs. This 

encourages the local potential leaders to develop as agents of socio-economic change and 

the people are not dependent on the initiative of the government and they take the initiative 

and believe in self help rather than help from outside. 

 It is very difficult to provide all the social services to the people through the government 

as it is very costly and rigid .The voluntary agency can positively exploit and use the 

energies of the people for the development of the country. Energy of the people  unused , 

cannot be preserved. This unusual energy is like the unused  water resources flowing down 

the Himalayas that is not only wasted like those rivers, but also like the river water that 

take with them the top soil of Himalayan region causing permanent losses in soil erosion, 

cause permanent damage to the human spirit and well being of the community.  

Social legislation should be designed to invest the life of everyone with purpose and with 

the means and opportunities for the fulfillment of hopes and aspirations of the citizens in 

the light of our constitution. Many laws relating to women, children, etc. have become 

outdated. Voluntary Agencies must bring this to the notice of the legislators. Besides, it is 

easy to enact good laws but the problem is to ensure their compliance. Voluntary Agencies 

can help in generating public opinion in favour of good laws. Social legislation not 

supported by awakened and informed public opinion cannot be effectively enforced. 

Public Opinion,according to Abraham Lincoln, is everything with public sentiment, 

nothing can fail, without it nothing can succeed. consequently, he who holds public 

opinion goes deeper than he who enacts laws aur pronounces decisions. 

 The problems of development are so vast  that it is difficult to solve these problems with 

the efforts of government machinery alone. There is a need to share this responsibility  and 

the voluntary sector which possesses immense potential can take up this burden. The 

governments have been trying to bring about socio-economic revolution but the progress 

has been halted because of the non availability of needed resources. Thus, there is a need 

for a voluntary sector to supplement the efforts of the government. The working group 

appointed  by the Planning Commission remarked that the country’s social and  economic 

problems are so vast and multifarious that the Government's administrative machinery 

alone cannot tackle them. The establishment of a self-reliant  society  implies progressive 

curtailment of people's dependence on Government. From time immemorial voluntary 

agencies in our country have played a significant part in promoting people's welfare. 
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To conclude it may be said that voluntary agencies may act as a potent catalyst of social 

change in any society , particularly in a plural highly stratified socio-economic structure 

like India. The need of the hour therefore is to ensure protection and promotion of positive 

and productive Voluntary agencies as it can act as a bridge between policymakers and the 

needs of the people at large. 
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