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ABSTRACT

Growing numbers of young people in diverse nations are participating in cross-
culturalyearofserviceprograms.Thispaperprovidesanoverviewofglobaltrends
inthecross-culturalyearofservice,andamoredetailedliteraturereviewoftwosuch
programs:AmeriCorps*NCCCand thePeaceCorps.Drawingupon the ecological
modelofhumandevelopment,thetheoryofemergingadulthood,andthelensmodel
ofservice-learning, thispaperproposesacross-culturalyearofservice theoretical
modeltoinformtheworkofresearchers,policymakers,andcommunitydevelopment
practitionersconcernedwithyearofserviceprograms.
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INTRodUCTIoN

While thedominant social narrativeportraysMillenials as narcissistic (Twenge&
Campbell,2009)andlackinginempathy(Konrath,O’Brien,&Hsing,2011),Millenials
haveahigherrateofvolunteerismthananypreviousgenerationinhistory(Patusky,
2010). Growing numbers of young people around the world are crossing cultural
barriers,eitherbetweennationsorbetweencommunitieswithintheirownnations,to
engageinayearofservicethroughprogramssuchasAmeriCorps,thePeaceCorps,
andhundredsofotherpublic,private,andfaith-basedprograms(Bass,2013;Curtis,
2014; Leanovicius & Ozulinciute, 2014; Snee, 2014; Wu, Pearce, Huang, & Fan,
2015).Convertingthissenseofvoluntarismandparticipationinayearofserviceinto
positiveoutcomesforcommunitiesandvolunteers,inboththeshortandlongterm,
isthusacriticalchallengeformodernsociety.

A small, but growing, body of research has found positive outcomes for
communities being served by year of service programs (Brower & Stokes Berry,
2006;Moss,Swartz,Obeidallah,Stewart,&Greene,2001;Stipelman,Dinkins,Pruhs,

13



International Journal of Civic Engagement and Social Change
Volume 4 • Issue 2 • April-June 2017

14

Serr,&Young,2014),aswellaspositiveoutcomesforvolunteersthemselvesinthe
areas of civic engagement, education, employment, and life skills (Epstein, 2009;
Flanagan,Finlay,Gallay,&Kim,2012;Frumkinetal.,2009;Jastrzabetal.,2007;
O’Shea,2011;Snee,2014;Ward,2014).Otherresearch,however,hasfoundmixed
resultsontheefficacyofyearofserviceprogramsinstrengtheningcommunitiesand
producingmorecivicallyengaged,cosmopolitanyoungadults(Amin,2014;Calkin,
2014;Curtis,2014;Lyons,Hanley,Wearing,&Neil,2012).

Withvastdifferencesexistingamongthehundredsofyearsofserviceprograms
operatingtoday,aswellasdiversityamongvolunteersandthecommunitiesinwhich
theyserve,mixedfindingsontheefficacyofsuchprogramsshouldnotbesurprising,
buttheydoraiseseveralimportantquestions.Whatarethekeyelementsofasuccessful
yearofserviceprogram?Whatindividualcharacteristicsmakeavolunteerwell-suited
toacross-culturalyearofservice,andwhatsortoftrainingisneededtobestprepare
them?Whatelementsneedtoexistwithinacommunityinorderforittobenefitfroma
yearofserviceprogram?Finally,whatistheimpactofacross-culturalyearofservice
programonavolunteer’shomecommunity?Atheoreticalframeworkisneededinwhich
toorganizethesecomplexquestionsandinformtheworkofresearchers,policymakers,
andcommunitydevelopmentpractitionersconcernedwithyearofserviceprograms.

Thispaperwillprovideadefinitionandoverviewofglobaltrendsinthecross-
culturalyearofservice,andamoredetailedliteraturereviewoftwosuchprograms:
AmeriCorps*NCCCandthePeaceCorps.Thepaperwillthenpresentanoverview
offoundationaltheorieswhichcaninformstudyofthecross-culturalyearofstudy.
Finally,thepaperwillproposeacross-culturalyearofservicetheoreticalmodel.

dEFINING THE CRoSS-CULTURAL YEAR oF SERVICE

Before examining existing global trends in the cross-cultural year of service and
proposingatheoreticalframework,itisimportanttopausetodefinetheterm.Agood
startingpointisthedefinitionofthe“gapyear,”ofwhichvoluntaryserviceisone
ofseveraloptions.Jones(2004)definesagapyearas“anyperiodoftimebetween3
and24monthswhichanindividual“takesout”offormaleducation,trainingorthe
workplace,andwherethetimeoutsitsinthecontextofalongercareertrajectory”(p.
8).Thedefinitionsuggestsanelementofintentionality,wheretheindividualchooses
to“takeout”theyear,asopposedtolackingotheroptions,andindicatesthatthere
isa furthercareer trajectoryahead.White (2009)defines thegapyearas“abreak
fromformaleducationinordertobecomeimmersedinanotherculture,tovolunteer
domesticallyorabroad,togainexperienceandmaturity,toimproveyourskillsina
sport,language,thearts,oracademics,ortakeonsomecombinationofanyofthese
things.”(p.7).ThisdefinitionexpandsJones’byoutliningthevarioustypesofactivities
thatcantakeplaceduringagapyearandincludingtheconceptofculturalimmersion.

Buildinguponthesedefinitionsofthegapyear,aproposeddefinitionofacross-
culturalyearofserviceisthefollowing:
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