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Abstract 

This paper provides the first data on and analysis of overseas volunteering projects supported by the 

Conservative Party from 2007-2017. In 2007 David Cameron launched Project Umubano, a 

development volunteering project for Conservative Party members, taking place over two weeks in 

post-genocide Rwanda. Over the next decade, similar volunteering placements for Party members 

were organised in Sierra Leone, Burundi, Bangladesh and Bosnia and Herzegovina, amongst others, 

incorporating teaching, medical and legal assistance, parliamentary training and business support. 

By 2017, 39 parliamentarians and over 300 party members had participated in the Rwanda project 

alone. Wider research into impacts of overseas development volunteering on individuals suggests 

that it increases subsequent engagement with development and contributes to an enhanced sense 

of global citizenship. There is, however, no specific analysis of Party-supported volunteering. There is 

also no research which explores the impacts of this particular long-term engagement with overseas 

volunteering on participants and the Party more broadly. This paper begins to address this gap. It 

draws on interviews with 37 current and former UK Conservative Party MPs, Councillors and activists 

who have participated in overseas volunteering and participant observation conducted by the 

author during Project Umubano in August 2017. 

The paper provides the first data on volunteer motives and experiences, along with self-reported 

and triangulated data on the impacts of development volunteering. It suggests that volunteering 

provides useful evidence to support claims of Party ‘detoxification’ and modernisation, but also 

highlights the separation many volunteers expressed between their volunteer identity and their 

political Conservative identity. This suggests that though such Party managed programmes may be 

positively received by members, support cohort bonding and network building as well as significantly 

affecting future individual engagement with development, this will not necessarily translate into 

increased activism and engagement with international development in the political sphere following 

volunteers’ return.  

 

Introduction 

This paper explores a hitherto neglected aspect of Conservative Party activity which began under the 

leadership of David Cameron: Party-supported international development volunteering. Since 2007, 

over 300 volunteers, including MPs, staff, Prospective Party Candidates, Councillors, activists, and 
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their family and friends, have taken part in short volunteering trips designated as ‘overseas social 

action projects.’ The flagship project within this endeavour is Umubano, an annual visit to Rwanda 

comprising volunteering projects across a variety of sectors including health, education, business 

support and sports coaching. The Conservative Party’s engagement with international development 

is often cited as evidence of Party modernisation, part of an effort to ‘detoxify’ the image of what 

had come to be regarded by some as a ‘nasty party’ (Heppell and Seawright, 2012: 227). Project 

Umubano is identified by senior Party representatives as an important component in this process, 

but it has arguably had much wider and longer term consequences than anticipated for the Party 

and its engagement with development as an area of policy. This paper offers a unique insight into 

Party supported overseas volunteering, providing the first systematic research into the origins and 

impacts of Project Umubano. Presenting new empirical data based on interviews and participant 

observation, it seeks to answer three main questions: Why did senior Party figures establish and 

support Umubano; what are the main impacts of overseas volunteering as identified by organisers 

and volunteers; and what insight does this research offer into the basis for and future of 

Conservative Party engagement with international development? 

The paper proceeds in six main sections. The first summarises the current state of the literature on 

development volunteering. This will highlight three issues: the lack of research into political party 

supported volunteering; the significant impacts such volunteering is believed to have on individuals 

and sending organisations; and a tendency to rely on anecdotal and self-reported data to evidence 

these impacts. We then go on to review literature on Party modernisation to consider how 

engagement with development in general, and overseas volunteering more specifically, has been 

presented within a framework of changing Party identity, projected internally within the Party and 

externally to the UK public. Section three will briefly describe the range of activities carried out 

under Project Umubano, focusing particularly on volunteering in Rwanda, while section four sets out 

the data and methods used in this research. Sections five and six present the findings. Section five 

explores the aims of Umubano founders and organisers, considering how these were articulated in 

relation to a wider programme of Party modernisation and brand detoxification, linking the activity 

to narratives of party change discussed in section two. Section six draws out the impacts of 

Umubano on individuals and the Party, mindful of the shortcomings of volunteering research 

outlined in part one. The conclusion brings the different areas of analysis together, considering the 

implications of Umubano for Party identity and for Party engagement with international 

development.  

In summing up, we will argue that volunteering has been portrayed generally in negative terms by 

much of the UK media, and show that volunteers remain sceptical of whether it benefits theirs or 

the Party’s public image. We will also argue that volunteering experience is no guarantee that an 

individual will go on to support a significant role for the UK in international development or, more 

specifically, the totemic 0.7% of GNI allocation to overseas development assistance. This remains a 

divisive issue within the parliamentary party and wider membership, a situation which volunteering 

projects are unlikely to change. In final analysis, we suggest that Party-supported volunteering has 

two main legacies: it has facilitated the building and consolidation of networks within the Party 

focused on international development; and engendered varying levels of volunteer commitment to 

personal and national involvement in development. We find that these effects are tangible and 
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suggest that the potential of such activities in supporting shifts in party position warrant further 

research. 

 

1. Political Party supported overseas volunteering 

There is a dearth of literature considering what motivates political parties to encourage their 

members to engage in volunteering. However, If we consider the Conservative Party a ‘sending 

community’ – an institution, private enterprise or membership organisation encouraging 

volunteering – then there is literature elucidating the motives of other communities. The bulk of this 

literature focuses on companies with their employer-supported volunteering (ESV) initiatives. ESV 

activities are diverse and vary in size, function and cause, and span from brief one-off activities to 

more sustained engagement (Rochester et al. 2010). Rochester et al. explain that the motivation for 

encouraging ESV is, on the one hand, self-oriented as volunteering is thought to enhance corporate 

social responsibility, and the experience, skills and team-working ability of employees. On the other, 

ESV is assumed to contribute to the host organisation with specific kinds of expertise (for similar 

assessments, see Booth et al., 2009, de Gilder et al., 2005, Muthari et al., 2009, Sherraden et al., 

2008). ESV is also common in local authorities and they too assume that multiple benefits can be 

secured. Solihull, for example, pursues ESV to ‘give something personal back to the local community, 

improve the image of the local authority … whilst at the same time increasing the satisfaction of 

employees’ (Volunteering England, 2011: 2).  

 

When it comes to literature considering the motives for individual volunteers, there is also a dearth 

of research that specifically focuses on members of political parties. However, there is a broad 

literature considering the motives behind international volunteering in general. A study by Rehberg 

(2005) illustrates well the different motivational factors that are commonly reported. Rehberg shows 

that the factors can be fitted into three different categories. The first with the heading ‘achieving 

something positive for others’ involves altruistic motives to help those perceived to be in need (p. 

113). The second category, ‘quest for the new’, includes motives such as experiencing new cultures, 

meeting new people and getting away from daily routines (p. 113). The third category, ‘quest for 

oneself’, involves both the development of a stronger CV and transferrable skills, and discovering or 

challenging one’s personal limits (p. 113)1. In addition to this, there is research ranking the 

importance of different types of motivations. Meneghini (2016), for example, suggests that 

motivations relating to the expression of altruistic and humanitarian values are more important than 

those relating to career enhancement. Both sending communities and individuals, then, report both 

self- and other-oriented motives for volunteering.  

 

Research on the impact of volunteering on volunteers is growing by the year, but consistent with the 

above paragraphs, this literature considers individuals and sending communities other than political 

parties and their members. For ESV, a recent review article broke down impacts into three 

categories: 1) personal outcomes, 2) work behaviour and 3) external perceptions (Rodell et al., 

2015). For personal outcomes, studies have found that volunteering can promote a sense of 

                                                           
1
 see further Bentall et al. 2010, Brown 2005, Chen and Chen 2011, Clark and Lewis 2017, Lough et al. 2009, 

Jones 2005, 2011, Sherraden et al. 2008, Sin 2009, Tiessen 2012, Vodopivec and Jaffe 2011. 
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accomplishment and personal growth (Booth et al., 2009, Caligiura et al., 2013, Mojza et al., 2011). 

Research on work behaviour indicates that volunteering may contribute to increases in core task 

performance and decreases in counterproductive behaviour (de Gilder et al., 2005, Jones, 2010, 

Rodell, 2013). Although more speculative, it may also be the case that a company’s reputation may 

be bettered by ESV (de Guilder et al., 2005). Beyond ESV literature, research suggest possible 

sending community impacts of international volunteering in terms of a more nuanced understanding 

of global issues and further support for development aid (Palacios, 2010, Plewes and Stuart, 2007, 

Sherraden et al., 2008).  

 

There is also literature on how individuals that have volunteered internationally are impacted by 

their experience. Much of this literature relies on self-reported data, typically based on interviews 

and/or questionnaires, and documents the perceived impact of volunteering. Volunteers often 

report personal, social and professional development, including of transferrable skills, with a 

resulting perception of improved employment prospects. Other reported impacts include an 

increased appreciation of other cultures, a heightened consciousness of the importance of global 

justice, and increased civic participation and commitment to international development (Bentall, 

2010, CIDA, 2005, Clark and Lewis, 2017, DfID, 2013, Jones, 2005, Lough et al., 2009, Machin, 2008, 

Tiessen and Heron, 2012). A section of this literature is more rigorous as it either uses a quasi-

experimental design or attempts to triangulate the impact on volunteers (Lough et al., 2014, 

Palacios, 2010, Ver Beek, 2006). Ver Beek (2006) analysed the impact of volunteering and found that 

some volunteers reported a substantial personal impact that had been translated into increased 

financial giving. Ver Beek, however, was able to cross verify those statements by interrogating 

donation records and found no substantial increase. In this case, then, triangulation contradicted the 

self-reported impact of volunteering. Palacios (2010) triangulated self-reported impact by briefly 

mentioning post-volunteering activities such as fund-raising involvement and employment at the 

host organisation that received the volunteers. For both sending communities and individual 

volunteers, then, this literature suggests – although not always in a methodologically rigorous 

manner – that many of the self-oriented motives are translated into concrete impacts.  

 

This brief review of volunteering literature clearly demonstrates that the sending community 

anticipates positive benefits for the individual and the organisation as a result of the volunteering 

activity. It also shows that the impacts of volunteering are difficult to measure and that there may be 

inconsistency between reported impacts and observable behaviour of former volunteers. These 

findings have implications for the ways we seek to understand and categorise motivations of the 

Conservative Party as a sending community, and for how we might seek to identify and evaluate 

different types of impact on both the volunteer and the Party. These will be discussed in sections 

four to six. To understand the motivation and expectations of this particular sending community we 

must first put the decision to establish Umubano into context. In the following section we will 

therefore briefly explore existing literature on how international development fits into a wider 

process of Conservative Party modernisation, focusing in particular on the tenure of David Cameron 

(2005-2016) but also acknowledging the legacy of Michael Howard’s engagement with development 

(November 2003-December 2005). 

 

2. International Development and Party modernisation 
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Byrne, Foster and Kerr argue, following Laclau (1996), that ‘modernisation has come to be imbued 

with such a variety of different meanings that it could be said to have acquired the status of an 

‘empty signifier’’ (2012: 18). In their assessment, claims to be carrying out Party modernisation are 

nevertheless a useful way for Party leaders to distance themselves and the Party under their 

leadership from previous iterations (2012: 21). Similarly, in reviewing changes to British 

Conservatism since 1945, Denham and O’Hara (2007) emphasise the lack of consensus among British 

Conservatives as to what ‘modernisation’, which they frequently place in inverted commas, means. 

They present it as a term which captures changes to the Party that are undertaken during periods of 

opposition, but caution that the precise ‘nature of modernisation’ varies in different opposition 

periods (2007: 167). Dommett (2015) seeks to develop the concept of modernisation further, 

focusing on macro, meso and micro level change but also arguing that change alone is not sufficient. 

Modernisation, she argues, must make a clear link between modern conditions and concrete change 

(2015: 250, emphasis added). International development is an area of policy which fits these criteria, 

and one where scholars of Conservatism have suggested that significant change to Party policy and 

to the attitudes of Conservative MPs can be observed (Heppell, Crines and Jeffery, 2017; Heppell and 

Lightfoot, 2012).  

By the mid-2000s the UK had established a leadership role in international development (see 

Beswick, forthcoming; Vines, 2011). This was underpinned by the growing size and reputation of the 

Department for International Development, and cemented by the decision to focus the coinciding 

UK presidencies of the G8 and the EU in 2005 on debt relief and poverty reduction. Africa featured 

strongly in speeches by Prime Minister Tony Blair and Chancellor Gordon Brown (Gallagher, 2013; 

Beswick, forthcoming), and the mass movements generated by the Make Poverty History campaign 

and Live8 events caught the imagination of the British public. These changes to the UK role in 

international development, and events including the Indian Ocean Boxing Day tsunami (2004), which 

led to an outpouring of public sympathy raising the profile of humanitarian and development 

assistance, meant that the Conservative Party could not afford to ignore these issues.  

Party engagement with international development began in earnest under Michael Howard. 

Reflecting on the response to the Boxing Day tsunami, Howard spoke of the generosity of British 

people (Howard, 2005a). He linked disaster response to values he identified with conservatism – 

charity, and compassion for those in need. In a keynote speech, ‘The Conservative approach to 

international development’, he suggested that the values necessary to tackle world poverty were 

also values directly linked to the Conservative Party: ‘Trusting free enterprise; upholding the rule of 

law; accepting our moral duty to help those less fortunate’ (Howard, 2005b). Howard echoed Labour 

commitments to work towards meeting the UN target of spending 0.7% of GNI on overseas 

development, promoting an increase of UK aid by 20% by 2008 (Howard, 2005b). He also, however, 

signalled divergence from Labour, calling for greater UK control over aid distributed through the EU, 

and for the tackling of waste and corruption. Under Howard, engagement with Africa through 

development was presented as a moral responsibility, fighting for ‘what we know is right’ (Howard, 

2005a), a choice rather than an obligation, and an issue of fairness. This mirrored the claims made by 

Blair in 2001, when he famously described ‘the state of Africa’ as a ‘scar on the conscience of the 

world’ (Guardian, 2001). 
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After succeeding Howard, Cameron continued to claim a connection between international 

development, global poverty reduction and Conservative values. He expressed both personal and 

Party commitment to a significant role for the UK in international development, including through a 

pledge to work towards the 0.7% aid spending target. He signalled a break with the Party past in the 

international arena, not least through meeting and praising South African leader Nelson Mandela, 

who Margaret Thatcher had previously described as a terrorist (see Beswick, forthcoming). Working 

closely with shadow Development Secretary Andrew Mitchell and Party Chairman Francis Maude, 

Cameron and his team also pursued policies designed to demonstrate a more compassionate side to 

the Party, and these are frequently cited a part of the modernisation effort. Engagement with 

international development was a significant part of this, often cited alongside same-sex marriage, 

environmental policy and attempts to increase diversity of Party election candidates (Dommett, 

2015: 262, 263; Heppell and Seawright, 2012: 227). Embracing the UK leadership role in 

international development established under Labour was a pragmatic strategy (Heppell and 

Lightfoot, 2012), but it also fit with Cameron’s claims to be developing ‘One World Conservatism’ 

and, closer to home, his aspirations for a ‘Big Society’. The Big Society was intended as a unifying 

theme for the 2010 election, again signalling a clear break with past party rhetoric. It emphasised 

communal action to address social challenges, and celebrated volunteering and engaged citizenship, 

referencing the social action projects undertaken by Conservative MPs in the UK and abroad. The Big 

Society concept was widely criticised and ultimately it failed to take root in the broader party or 

resonate with the electorate (Dorey and Garnett, 2012). It nevertheless provides further evidence of 

the embedding of international development, particularly through volunteering, in the Party under 

Cameron.  

Under Labour, particularly after 2005, international development became an area of significant 

strength for the UK, bringing influence and prestige on a global stage. Howard and Cameron worked 

to highlight links between a new approach to development and core Conservative values. In doing 

so, this plank of Party modernisation was rendered less vulnerable to retrenchment than others (see 

for example Carter and Clements on environmental policy, 2015). One important way in which 

engagement with international development was embedded within the Party, and a pool of future 

potential development advocates built, was through Party-supported volunteering projects. 

Modelled on the UK social action projects which underpinned Cameron’s vision of the Big Society, 

these were not risk free, but despite attracting criticism from press and some Party supporters they 

continue to this day. Their impact on the embedding of development support within the Party, in the 

face of significant challenges, is worthy of further exploration. 

3. International Social Action: Project Umubano (2007-2017) 

Project Umubano was established in 2007, under the leadership of David Cameron. Perhaps 

reflecting the high regard in which the Project is held within the Party, many individuals claim to 

have been involved in founding Umubano. There was however consensus among our interviewees 

and across the documents produced by the Party that Andrew Mitchell MP, then Shadow Secretary 

of State for International Development, was the key figure behind the establishment of this overseas 

social action project. Umubano was supported by then Party Chairman Francis Maude MP (May 

2005-July 2007), and later a successor Baroness Sayeeda Warsi (May 2010-September 2012). 

Umubano is a Kinyarwanda word which translates as friendship or co-operation. The first Project 
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Umubano trip to Rwanda involved Conservative Party MPs, Councillors, staff and activists. Over the 

subsequent 10 years over 300 Party members would participate in a range of projects during visits 

lasting from 10 days to three weeks. Project organisers undertook fundraising with Party donors to 

facilitate the trips, but volunteers also paid towards their own costs, typically contributing £1500-

£2000 each.  

The portfolio of projects in which volunteers participated ranged across sectors, reflecting their 

areas of professional expertise and their skills. Medics supported health programmes, working in 

rural clinics and city hospitals, providing training and practising in disciplines including General 

Practice, dentistry, orthopaedic surgery, psychiatry, obstetrics and public health. Participants with 

business experience developed training for entrepreneurs, covering basic accounting, business plan 

development and marketing. Lawyers worked with Rwandan counterparts and trainees, media and 

communications specialists worked with the local press, and parliamentary staff supported their 

opposite numbers by running capacity building workshops on developing skills in scrutiny and 

accountability. In the early years, the Project also included some construction work, supporting 

development of a Community Centre and later a cricket ground. Volunteers have delivered sports 

coaching, particularly in cricket, at schools, community centres and refugee camps as well as with 

the Rwandan national men’s and women’s teams. Beyond these activities, the bulk of the volunteers 

participated in Education programmes, working with Rwandan teachers to improve their English 

following the Government’s decision to switch from using French to English as the language of 

instruction. 

Volunteers lived in groups in basic accommodation, divided between locations in the capital and 

rural areas but coming together for communal activities. Alongside the volunteering activities, 

organisers incorporated trips and experiences designed to introduce participants to the events of 

the 1994 Rwandan genocide. This included visits to memorials, both Western style formal memorial 

experiences such as that at Gisozi and sites where bodies of genocide victims had been preserved in 

situ, as well as group viewings of films about the genocide and meeting with genocide survivors, 

hearing their accounts of 1994 and its aftermath. Finally, the trips often also incorporated cultural 

events, such as performances of Rwandan traditional dance, and volunteers organise small group 

trips to visit markets and tourist attractions, including the Akagera National Park and mountain 

gorillas. These trips were short but intense, often providing volunteers’ first experiences of Africa, of 

volunteering overseas, and of visiting a country which had experienced genocide within living 

memory.  

It is important to recognise that Project Umubano is not the only overseas social action project set 

up and supported by the Party. Since the first Rwanda trip in 2007, smaller group trips to Burundi, 

Sierra Leone and Tanzania have been undertaken under the Umubano banner. In 2009, Baroness 

Warsi and former Party leader William Hague also established Project Maja, which has organised 

visits to Bangladesh, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Greece and Turkey. The changing location of Project Maja 

reflects its different goals to Umubano. Maja supports groups, mainly comprising MPs and MEPs, 

including representatives from other centre-right European parties in recent years, to witness 

conditions in a country, community or sector, to engage with people living in difficult conditions, for 

example homeless communities in Athens or Syrian children in refugee camps in Turkey, and to 

distribute humanitarian items or participate in building and refurbishing facilities. It therefore 
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focuses on exposure and sensitisation. It is not based on long-term engagement with one location or 

using volunteer skills to contribute to development to the same degree as Umubano. 

Project Umubano in Rwanda therefore sits within a wider portfolio of overseas social action 

undertaken by the Conservative Party. It is however particularly important, and valuable from a 

research perspective, given its status as the first of its kind, the decade-long engagement it spawned, 

and the number of Party members involved, which is significantly more than have participated in the 

other trips.  

 

4. Methods and data 

For the reasons above, the research has focused primarily on Umubano Rwanda. In seeking to 

understand the motives of Umubano founders and volunteers, and the impacts of volunteering on 

the Party and volunteers, we have relied on three main sources of evidence. First, between April and 

November 2017 we conducted 37 interviews, either face to face or via telephone, with former 

participants in Party-supported overseas social action projects. These are alumni of Projects 

Umubano and Maja, with most having participated in more than one trip. The interviewees included 

18 current or former MPs, five current or former Councillors, three members of the House of Lords 

and two MEPs. Secondly, participant observation was conducted by one of the researchers, Danielle 

Beswick, during the August 2017 Project Umubano visit to Rwanda, in which she participated as an 

English tutor for Rwandan school-based mentors.2 Her involvement as a volunteer included 

attending pre-departure briefing events at Conservative Headquarters and a post-volunteering 

reunion at the 2017 Party Conference in Manchester. This provided opportunities to speak with 

other volunteers before, during and after the visit, including engaging with those who had not 

previously been interviewed. Participants were made aware of the researcher’s presence, in writing, 

in advance of the trip. No data from this trip is attributed to any individual without their express 

written permission. The final category of evidence supporting this project is existing reports and 

materials, including: Umubano annual reports; accounts published by volunteers reflecting on their 

experiences, mostly in Party affiliated outlets (e.g. Conservative Home website) and local/trade 

media; Hansard records of debate contributions by volunteers; and publicly available Parliamentary 

voting and select committee attendance records. The project underwent full ethical review via the 

University of Birmingham social sciences ethical review committee and all interviewees were offered 

the option of remaining anonymous and informed of their right to withdraw at any time from the 

research. 

The following sections present our findings on motivations for setting up overseas volunteering 

projects and the impacts that these have had, on individuals and on the Party more widely. These 

sections draw heavily on the interviews conducted with founders and participants, as well as 

participant observation carried out during the 2017 Umubano project trip to Rwanda.  

 

                                                           
2
 School Based Mentors are teachers who are deemed to have a good level of English and, as a result, given the 

additional task of supporting their colleagues in developing their English language skills and developing English 
language teaching materials for use with their students.  
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5. Why did the Party support overseas social action? 

Our interviewees included two former Party Chairmen (Maude and Warsi), the primary architect of 

Umubano (Mitchell), individuals who had organised and led Umubano trips between 2007 and 2017, 

including Stephen Crabb MP and Jeremy Lefroy MP, as well as others who had led project teams 

(e.g. business, parliamentary support) within those trips. There was a high degree of consistency 

among interviewee responses when we queried the reasons for establishing Umubano in 2007, and 

continuing it over the subsequent decade. The responses can be categorised in three separate but 

linked aims: lending credence to claims of Party modernisation and detoxifying the Conservative 

brand; getting ‘development DNA’ into the Party through exposure and first-hand experience; and, 

through this personal exposure and engagement, creating a cohort of long-term ‘development 

champions’. We will address each of these in turn. 

Party modernisation 

As discussed earlier, under the leadership of David Cameron from 2005, the Conservative Party had 

embarked upon a programme of modernisation and rebranding, seeking to improve their image with 

potential voters and compete with Labour. A restatement of the commitment to international 

development, which Michael Howard had first signalled during his tenure as Party leader (2003-

2005), was part of a strategy to demonstrate “compassionate Conservatism”. This sat alongside 

other shifts in Conservative positions on climate change, increasing diversity of Party candidates and 

gay marriage as evidence of a commitment to change. Indeed, reflecting a determination to 

transform voter perceptions of the Party, Cameron’s slogan during his leadership campaign, 

following election defeats under Howard, Ian Duncan Smith, William Hague and John Major was 

‘Change to Win.’  

Maude and Warsi both describe social action as providing concrete evidence of this Party change 

and commitment. Maude suggested that Umubano helped show the electorate that the Party was 

engaged with issues that the British public, particularly younger voters, cared about and that they 

expected a prospective governing party to be concerned with.3 Following the widespread public - 

particularly youth - engagement with the Make Poverty History campaign in 2005, any Party seeking 

to appeal to a new generation of voters needed to set out its position, and speak credibly, on 

international development. Mitchell noted that Labour had hitherto dominated the discussion on 

development in Parliament and in public discourse; development was not regarded as Conservative 

‘territory.’4 Umubano, along with the development of what he referred to as ‘an authentically centre 

right view on development’, which differed from that of Labour, was presented by Mitchell as being 

crucial to establishing the Conservative Party’s ‘permission to be heard’ on development.5 Stephen 

Crabb MP described Umubano as playing an important role in achieving this aim. It signalled a 

genuine commitment to international development, showing that the Party was ‘not merely paying 

lip service to a popular policy position.’6 It also generated a group of individual Party members who 

                                                           
3
 Author interview with Francis Maude at Conservative Party Conference, Manchester, 02/10/17. 

4
 Author interview with Rt Hon Andrew Mitchell MP, former Secretary of State for International Development 

(2010-12) and founder of Project Umubano, Sutton Coldfield, 21/04/17 
5
 Author interview with Rt Hon Andrew Mitchell MP, former Secretary of State for International Development 

(2010-12) and founder of Project Umubano, Sutton Coldfield, 21/04/17  
6
 Author interview with Stephen Crabb MP, former organiser of Project Umubano, London, 17/07/17 
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could credibly claim to have witnessed development in action and the everyday challenges facing 

those living in a specific state, Rwanda, which had a resonance in public imagination due to the 1994 

genocide, but was less burdened by British historical - imperial - engagement than, say, Zimbabwe or 

Kenya. 

 

Building Party members’ exposure to and experience of development 

Mitchell described his primary aim in establishing Umubano as ‘getting some development DNA into 

the Party.’7 This specific phrasing was echoed by Crabb8 and Maude9, as well as other MPs including 

Matt Warman10 and Mark Pawsey11, which is indicative of how this characterisation has travelled 

and been adopted by those involved as organisers and as volunteers. According to Mitchell, 

Umubano was a success because it had established ‘a core of people who had been to a poor 

country, formed their own views about what worked and what didn’t work in international 

development, and brought to the Conservative Party humanity, expertise and understanding of 

development issues.’12 This characterisation of overseas volunteering as something which would 

both sensitise individuals to development and, through individual exposure, have a cumulative, 

wider impact on the Party was also reflected in other project data. Baroness Hodgson, in written 

communication,13 expressed the view that Project Umubano had ‘played a very valuable role in 

educating many people in the Conservative Party about international development.’ Similarly, a 

former Parliamentary Candidate suggested that ‘being on Project Umubano is the equivalent of 

some people actually having been to school, in terms of being able to debate on this issue.’14  

For many volunteers, Umubano was their first experience of visiting a developing country. The 

project provided an opportunity to learn about development with a group of like-minded individuals 

in a Party-supported, ‘safe’ environment. For many of our interviewees and those who participated 

in the 2017 trip to Rwanda, this Party support with logistics and its authorisation of the activity was a 

key factor in their decision to participate. As one interviewee put it: ‘If something is endorsed by an 

organisation you are close to, and already have a relationship with, then a lot of barriers are already 

removed.’15 Maria Caulfield MP related a similar story to others who had participated, telling us that 

she had wanted to volunteer overseas for many years but never found the time, and that she had 

been deterred by the task of researching options and organising an experience she would consider 

worthwhile and a good use of her particular skills (as a trained nurse).16 The Party supported 

opportunity that Umubano represented served to negate many of these typical excuses that 

individuals had used for not volunteering. As another interviewee put it, Umubano was like a 
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 Author interview with Matthew Warman MP, House of Commons, London, 7 November 2017. 
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 Author interview with Mark Pawsey MP, Rugby, 31 August 2017 
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 Author interview with Rt Hon Andrew Mitchell MP, former Secretary of State for International Development 
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 Personal communication from Baroness Fiona Hodgson, 11 July 2017. 
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 Author interview with Will Goodhand, former Conservative Parliamentary Candidate, London, 27 July 2017.  
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‘package holiday…all we had to do was show up.’17 By creating an opportunity and doing much of 

the “leg-work”, Umubano allowed participants to experience volunteering overseas and witness 

development challenges and responses for themselves, albeit in a carefully managed and highly-

conditioned way. This allowed the organisers to work towards their third aim, building a cohort of  

“development champions”. 

 

Build a cohort of development champions 

Both Andrew Mitchell MP and Stephen Crabb MP talked about their intention to create a cohort of 

‘development champions’ and ‘development defenders.’ The characterisation of this group as both 

champions and defenders suggests a proactive and reactive element to their role post volunteering, 

advocating for development but also responding robustly to those who would prefer a reduced UK 

role in development. Discussing David Cameron’s support for Umubano, Crabb described his 

prescience in recognising that being a supporter of a significant role for the UK in global development 

was ‘easy’ in 2005, when Make Poverty History and the high profile of aid and development made it a 

popular position, but that this position would eventually come under increased scrutiny and attack 

from both within and outside the party.18 Crabb argued that personal experiences of volunteers on 

the overseas social action projects would ‘provide a bulwark, for when being a defender of aid would 

not be so easy as it was in 2005 or 2007.’19 This argument, that exposure to development through 

overseas social action changes the perspective of individuals and thus has a wider Party effect, was 

also repeated during other interviews. Damian Hinds MP20 and Tobias Ellwood MP21 both suggested – 

independently of each other – that to understand the impact on the Party you could simply ‘multiply 

up’ the effect on individuals. As Hinds put it, creating a small but significant, and highly committed, 

cohort of members and MPs who will defend development is a key legacy of Umubano,22 and our 

interviews suggest this is also true of Project Maja.23 Many of our interviewees had spoken publicly 

about their volunteering experience and how it affected their views on development, as well as 

drawing on this experience to add weight to their contributions to debates in Parliament and their 

writings/presentations for Party fora. This can be seen in, for example, Pauline Latham’s engagement 

writing for Conservative Home (2014)24, and Desmond Swayne’s involvement in multiple Party 

Conference fringe events with a development focus in 2017.25  

The establishment of Umubano was clearly rooted in the desire to change perceptions of the Party 

amongst potential voters and to attract a new generation of members. Our interviews however 
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suggest that the aims broadened from this quickly, and that the architects of overseas social action 

took care to ensure that the engagement was more than photo opportunities and a gimmick. They 

describe an intention to create a lasting legacy and shift in attitude within the Party building on 

individual experiences. The question that this raises, then, is how successful Umubano was in 

meeting these aims. More broadly than this, what were the actual impacts of Umubano on the Party 

and individuals, both self-reported and, perhaps more challenging, independently observable? This 

is the set of issues to which we now turn. 

 

6. Impacts of Project Umubano  

Personal impact 

Volunteers overwhelmingly described their time with Umbano and Maja as a hugely transformative 

personal experience. Councillor Toni Bradnum described it as ‘life enhancing’26 and Andrew Mitchell 

MP used the phrase ‘life-changing’ in his briefings to prospective and actual volunteers, whilst Andrew 

Jones MP characterised it as ‘hugely enjoyable.’27 Volunteers often spoke of the challenging 

experience of being, as Stephen Crabb MP put it, ‘out of the comfort zone’28. This links with the desire 

for a personal challenge and adventure, which motivated many to volunteer in the first place. This is 

not to say that volunteering was always enjoyable, many interviewees described difficult living 

conditions experienced, particularly for those based outside the capital, and, in the early years, some 

also recalled feeling unprepared for the tasks they had been assigned. Lord Maude described his 

experience speaking to a large Party Conference audiences as being of little use when facing a class of 

sixty in Rwanda on the education project, describing it as both ‘terrifying’ and ‘scary’29. Even for 

experienced individuals drawing on long career experience, providing training and helping skills 

development in an unfamiliar environment, without the backup of staff and resources, can be 

daunting. Volunteering thus has the effect of reducing hierarchies which may normally exist between, 

for example, MPs, Party grandees and young activists, with implications for network-forming which 

will be discussed further below. 

For some volunteers the experience has fuelled a long-term commitment to specific causes and 

projects. Pauline Latham MP told us that Umubano, along with a self-organised project in Uganda, had 

sparked a deep interest in international development, fuelling a desire to become more involved and 

informed, which had in turn led to her roles on the International Development Select Committee and 

numerous APPGs30. This long-term commitment reflects a dominant view in volunteering literature, 

which often reports impacts in terms of increased engagement with international development issues 

(Bentall et al., 2010, Lough et al., 2009). This literature includes two contrasting impacts, the first 

being that negative stereotypes – e.g. where poverty is a consequence of a lazy predisposition – are 

reinforced (Sin, 2009). The second is one where volunteering may contribute to increased 

engagement with development issues, but through an ahistorical and non-political discourse 

                                                           
26

 Personal communication with author, 18 July 2017. 
27

 Author telephone interview with Andrew Jones MP, 12 May 2017. 
28

 Author interview with Stephen Crabb MP, former organiser of Project Umubano, London, 17/07/17 
29

 Author interview with Francis Maude at Conservative Party Conference, Manchester, 02/10/17. 
30

 Author interview with Pauline Latham MP, member of the House of Commons International Development 
Select Committee (2010-2015, 2015-17, 2017-ongoing), Derby, 14/07/17.  
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neglecting historical and contemporary structures that may perpetuate inequality (Mostafanezhad, 

2014). Our respondents did not reinforce negative stereotypes, but they also did not reflect 

extensively on wider structural action such as global redistribution or restructuring of trade relations. 

The sustained engagement observed among several volunteers is instead best described as one of 

aiming to empower within existing structures. Adrian Veale described his ongoing commitment, along 

with Jeremy Lefroy MP, Andrew Jones MP and Councillor David Millican, to support an orphanage in 

Burundi.31 Since Burundi’s removal from the Umubano trip schedule, partly due to security concerns, 

this commitment has included undertaking additional visits to Burundi independent of and in addition 

to volunteering with Umubano in Rwanda. Veale and former Parliamentary Candidate Will Goodhand 

have also become trustees of a charity based in Rwanda, Survivors Fund (SURF), which requires year 

round engagement. Many veteran volunteers we spoke to during and after the August 2017 visit to 

Rwanda continued to devote significant time and energy to fundraising or sourcing materials for the 

schools, charities, health centres and clinics that they have visited through volunteering, and to 

helping secure support to transport them to the social action sites. The personal impact is therefore 

not confined to a 2-week period in country.  

 

Developing networks and lasting bonds 

Stephen Crabb MP suggests that Umubano has created friendships and networks which run deep32, 

and this was reflected in almost all of our interviews and interactions with volunteers. This may be 

partly due to the effect of volunteering on usually quite rigid hierarchies within Parties. Geoffrey 

Clifton-Brown MP put it succinctly: ‘the real benefit of these projects is when someone has a 

paintbrush or a spade, or whatever, everybody is equal...it brings everybody together in a team-

working atmosphere.’33 This was echoed by Suella Fernandes MP who described how ‘going through 

new experiences together’ [gives you a] ‘unique bond.’34 MP volunteers mentioned mainly other MPs 

when asked who they had kept in touch with. An interesting exception to this was former Under 

Secretary of State for International Development, Sir Stephen O’Brien, who held the position of United 

Nations Under Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator (2015-

17). Reflecting on the Ebola crisis in West Africa, he described how his experience with Umubano in 

Sierra Leone, particularly meetings with government representatives and visits to health projects, had 

provided a useful background and set of personal connections which he used to facilitate response to 

the Ebola crisis.35 We find parallels to O’Brien’s experience and subsequent use of personal 

connections in volunteering literature. McBride et al. (2010) suggest that volunteering can strengthen 

international social capital – the set of contacts made and the level of communication with these – 

which can be used to coordinate future projects and generate resources for host communities. 
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 Author interview with Adrian Veale, Umubano volunteer and trustee of Survivors Fund Rwanda, 13 May 
2017; author interview with Councillor David Millican, Ealing, London, 10 May 2017; author telephone 
interview with Jeremy Lefroy MP, 30 June 2017; author telephone interview with Andrew Jones MP, 12 May 
2017. 
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 Author interview with Stephen Crabb MP, former organiser of Project Umubano, London, 17/07/17 
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 Author telephone interview with Geoffrey Clifton-Brown MP, 17 July 2017. 
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 Author interview with Suella Fernandes MP, House of Commons, 25 October 2017. 
35

 Author telephone interview with Stephen O’Brien, former UK Undersecretary of State for International 
Development (2010-12), United Nations Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency 
Relief Coordinator (2015-17), 13 July 2017. 
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O’Brien’s account of how the response to the Ebola crisis was facilitated is a good example of how the 

accumulation of social capital generated crucial resources for the host community and beyond.  

Beyond the Party-based networks and bonds forged through volunteering, when conducting the 

interviews and speaking with volunteers on the 2017 Rwanda trip we were struck by how many had 

brought partners, parents, children and friends with them over the years.36 Some of these were not 

Party members and had continued to volunteer even when their original contact was no longer able to 

do so. Volunteers expressed a clear desire to share the experience, for these close friends and family 

members to also ‘see’ volunteering and development in action, it was not enough to simply tell them 

about it or to show photos. This suggests there is something very special and important about 

physically being there, which may explain why so many volunteers maintain connections with each 

other beyond their time on the projects.  

 

Evidence from Parliament and Select Committee engagement 

Beyond individual testimonies, a more objective way in which impact of overseas social action on 

volunteers can be estimated is to look at attendance rates of members of the International 

Development Select Committee. Over the past ten years, those committee members that had 

partaken in overseas social action projects had an average attendance rate of 77.6% whereas those 

not partaking had an average rate of 51.7%.37 The strong correlation between an increased 

attendance rate and overseas volunteering is a good indication of a sustained impact in the form of 

engagement with development issues. Pauline Latham MP explained during her interview that the 

projects have fuelled a desire to become more involved and informed38, and from looking at the 

attendance rates, this appears to be the case for other volunteers.  

In addition, the overseas experiences have often been brought up in Parliamentary debates to 

undergird volunteers’ statements on development and aid. When Pauline Latham MP spoke in favour 

of the 0.7% target in Parliament, she explained: ‘I was one of those people who went on 

Project Umubano with the Secretary of State, and we saw so many things that impressed us’ (HC Deb, 

1 July 2010). Drawing on this experience, she discussed the importance of the 0.7% target and argued 

aid money must be spent well to reduce differences in life expectancy between developed and 

developing countries. Similarly, Robert Halfon MP stated in Parliament: ‘I also went on 

Project Umubano—twice—and learnt a lot about the genocide [in Rwanda]’ going on to argue that 

‘the question is not about cutting aid to Rwanda, but about targeting it carefully’ (HC Deb, 19 

November 2012). Volunteering in overseas social action projects provide a sense of legitimacy and 

authority to speak on aid and development issues. This is something that Mark Pawsey, MP 
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 These included but are not limited to Andrew Mitchell, Pauline Latham, Desmond Swayne, Stephen Crabb, 
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articulated when interviewed: ‘I’m able to be more authoritative and more sympathetic [when 

challenged about issues like climate change and development] than I would have been if I hadn’t 

taken part in Umubano.’39 Former Parliamentary candidate Will Goodhand suggested that ‘being on 

Project Umubano is the equivalent of some people actually having been to school, in terms of being 

able to debate on this issue.’40 Similarly, Krystal Miller, reflecting on her role as Mayor at a genocide 

awareness day told us: ‘I was able to speak from the heart, and from my own experience, which I 

hope made it more meaningful.’41 This is consistent with the broader volunteering literature. Returned 

volunteers often share their experiences in both formal and informal settings, including to raise 

awareness and influence decision-making (Bentall et al., 2010, DfID, 2013). The social action projects 

thus have an impact in terms of increasing engagement with development issues, including via Select 

Committee work or debate participation, and are seen as conferring increased legitimacy on these 

engagements. 

Impact on the Party 

 

Building exposure and shifting perspectives 

Lord Maude confirmed that Umubano had the impacts they had hoped for: ‘getting people exposed to 

life outside the comfort zone…you come back and you understand it in a completely different way’.42 

This conclusion was supported by the interviews conducted and our review of the documentary 

evidence available. Andrew Mitchell MP similarly told us that the aim had been met, Umubano had 

established: ‘a core of people who had been to a poor country, formed their own views about what 

worked, and what didn’t work in international development, and brought to the Conservative Party 

humanity, expertise and understanding of development issues.’ It is important to note here that there 

is respect for a spectrum of views on aid and development. There is no suggestion that exposure to 

development challenges and experience of volunteering would automatically convert aid sceptics. It 

should however provide experience and perspective, and the founders and organisers of the project 

believe this has been achieved.  

Both Andrew Mitchell MP and Stephen Crabb MP talked about the intention to create a cohort of 

‘development champions’ and ‘development defenders.’ Both noted that being a supporter of a 

significant role for the UK in global development was ‘easy’ in 2005, when Make Poverty History and 

the high profile of aid and development made it a popular position. Crabb noted that when 

establishing and supporting Umubano, David Cameron had been conscious of the popularity of aid as 

an issue, but also mindful that this support was not universal in the Party or the country. The overseas 

social action projects provided a ‘bulwark for when being defender of aid would not be so easy as it 

was in 2005 or 2007.’ Crabb again invoked the physical and emotional aspects of volunteering 
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experience, saying that he saw the aim of Umubano as creating ‘a cohort of people who had tasted it, 

had lived and breathed it, and would be champions for this area of policy.’43 

This argument that exposure changes the perspective of individuals was supported by Damian Hinds 

MP and Tobias Ellwood MP when interviewed, both of whom suggested – independently of each 

other – that to understand the impact on the Party you could simply ‘multiply up’ the effect on 

individuals. As another interviewee put it, creating a small but significant, and highly committed, 

cohort of members and MPs is a key legacy of Umubano and Maja and this is perhaps best evidenced 

by volunteers’ views on UK aid spending and the 0.7% GNI target. 

 

Support for the 0.7% GNI aid target 

As previously mentioned, Andrew Mitchell MP argues that the social action projects were meant to 

‘get some DNA into the Conservative Party on development’ and many respondents confirmed that 

this DNA has been translated into broad support for international development issues and the 0.7% of 

gross national income spending target on aid. When debating the Official Development Target Bill in 

Parliament, Mitchell made reference to project Umubano, and Sir Desmond Swayne MP stated the 

following: ‘I feel it is important at this moment to put on the record the work of my right hon. Friend 

[Mitchell]. The growth in consensus [on the 0.7% target] across the House, particularly on the 

Conservative Benches, is undoubtedly a result of the work he did in opposition with respect to Project 

Umubano and the work he did as Secretary of State’ (HC Deb, 12 September 2014). We find tentative 

support for Swayne’s statement in volunteering literature: ‘Global awareness among returning 

volunteers and sending organizations could … encourage support for development aid’ (Sherraden et 

al., 2008: 411). However, the picture of support for aid is complicated; volunteers are not universally 

supportive of aid spending at its current levels, or necessarily convinced that UK aid is well spent. 

Andrew Mitchell’s drive during his tenure as DfID Secretary to instill a ‘value for money’ and 

transparency agenda means that DfID spending is amongst the most transparent and accountable of 

any UK government department. This also perhaps means that spending identified as problematic 

receives greater scrutiny in Parliament and press than might be seen in, for example, Defence or 

Education spending. 

The mixed support for UK aid spending and varying confidence in how it is spent was reflected in our 

interviews for this research, but most agree that the experience of volunteering makes individuals 

more willing to support development, including through scandals and despite pressure from some 

Party members and sections of the media. Jeremy Lefroy MP suggests that it ‘helped to consolidate 

the Conservative Party’s approach towards international development, and support for UN 

commitments’44. Barrister Richard Honey suggested that Umubano made many participants ‘far more 

warmly disposed to international development and the 0.7% commitment.’45 Swayne similarly sees 

the passing of the spending commitment into UK law in 2010 as being ‘in part’ due to the 

                                                           
43

 Author interview with Stephen Crabb MP, former organiser of Project Umubano, London, 17/07/17 
44

 Author telephone interview with Jeremy Lefroy MP, 30 June 2017 
45

 Author interview via Skype with Richard Honey, barrister with Frances Taylor Building Chambers, 19 July 
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transformation that rose out of the Umubano experience46. Mark Pawsey MP stated more directly 

that ‘I am happy to support the 0.7% [GNI] spend on international development, because of what I’ve 

seen.’47 Guy Opperman MP described the challenges he experiences from those who argue aid should 

be cut, and how his experiences with Maja have helped him respond robustly: ‘we met the bloke on 

the ground who was charged with exercising and spending UK taxpayers cash. When you can do that, 

my Lordy you can explain the argument and you can assure people that, to the best of your ability, 

this is money well spent, that this is something on a very worthy cause and you can articulate and 

explain it.’48 Geoffrey Clifton-Brown MP’s response during interview reflects the wider views we found 

amongst volunteers well: ‘there’s a lot of people in this country feel that foreign aid is wasted, and I’m 

in no doubt that some of it is; but if it’s well targeted, and its properly spent and evaluated, then I 

think it can do a lot of lasting good.’49  

 

7. Conclusions 

The passing of the 0.7% GNI target into UK law reflects more than the ‘Umbano effect’, as one 

volunteer on the 2017 trip to Rwanda described it. It is however clear from the interviews that the 

experience of volunteering has helped some MPs to face down aid critics and sceptics and to support 

either the meeting of the specific target or at least the broader commitment to the UK remaining a 

global player in international development. This finding complements the recent paper by Heppell et 

al. (2017) on the attitude towards aid of the 2010-2015 Parliamentary Conservative Party. They 

demonstrate quantitatively that Cameron was very successful in transforming opinion towards aid 

among parliamentarians and our study contributes with one explanatory factor behind this 

transformation.  

Projects Umubano and Maja expose volunteers to the socio-economic conditions of Rwanda and 

other countries for at most two weeks at a time. While one might assume that this will not result in a 

lasting impact, volunteering literature indicates that it can (Lough et al. 2009, Sherraden et al. 2008). 

Contributing to this literature, our paper has demonstrated that volunteering is powerful and even 

short-term placements can have significant lasting impacts on those involved and on the sending 

community, in this case the Conservative Party. The support to an orphanage in Burundi and 

engagement with SURF are two examples of lasting impact. The experience of volunteering, however 

brief and however carefully mediated and managed by Party staff, sensitises volunteers to 

development issues and provides a reservoir of material which participants can draw upon when 

faced with those who dismiss or criticise UK aid spending, whether in terms of the amount of aid 

disbursed or its quality/impact.  

However, it is important to note that direct experience does not translate into unqualified support for 

a significant UK role in international development, for maintaining the current size of the aid budget, 

or for a continuation of UK priorities and practices in this area of policy. It is more accurate to say that 

exposure and experience sometimes translate into a long-term interest and commitment to 
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development issues, and often to greater openness and willingness to listen to arguments on UK aid, 

and to speak, often at length and in a variety of national and local (constituency) fora, on UK 

development policy. Our research therefore demonstrates that exposure-based activities can support 

a change in attitudes in parliamentarians. It also demonstrates a wider methodological point that it is 

possible to identify potential indicators of volunteering impact beyond self-reporting, as the sharp 

increase in attendance rates in the International Development Select Committee is one example of. 

This opens up possibilities for future research into other Party based activities which seek to develop 

MP knowledge in specific policy areas through placements and first-hand experience, including with 

fire and police services, and with the UK armed forces. 
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