
Organisation Background

Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) was 
established in 1958. VSO envisions a fairer 
world for everyone and aims to create 
lasting change through volunteering. 
Rather than sending aid, VSO work through 
volunteers and partners to empower 
people living in some of the world’s 
poorest and most fragile regions. VSO 
is a leader in volunteerism, setting some 
of the field’s standards and challenging 
the way volunteering is done, and 
promoting international development 
through volunteering. VSO currently 
has around 520 full-time employees and 
works in 90 countries, with more than 
80,000 volunteers. 30% of VSO’s people 
come from within the country of their 
placements, while the remainder volunteer 
internationally. The organisation leverages 
various methods of providing help, 
including skilled professionals, sending 
people from one “developing” country to 
another, knowledge sharing, and youth 
exchange. A few years ago, the organisation 
restructured away from a centralised 
headquarter model, and established 
regional hubs to be closer to its programs. 

Using the Project Fair Principles and Standards of Fair INGO 
Reward to align organisational and reward values

All the Principles and Standards were integrated into VSO’s pay 
principles verbatim as they aligned well with VSO’s values. The 
key priority for VSO’s reward policy is that it is committed to an 
approach to pay that upholds fairness, internal equity, and external 
competitiveness and that all employees should be compensated 
fairly for their roles. The reward policy then elaborates on what 
fairness means for VSO, and lists the Principles and Standards of Fair 

INGO Reward, defining each and showing how they apply to VSO’s 
pay policies. To integrate the ethical principle, VSO is committed to 
policies that are free from bias and discrimination. They were one 
of the first organisations to challenge conventional thinking about 
hiring international staff and in 2016 made the decision to stop hiring 
international staff and to recruit entirely based on local contracts. 
Similarly, as an employer VSO is aware of their impact on the local 
labour market in each of the country where they work. In order not 
to undermine or distort these markets, VSO is committed to paying 
in local currencies, positioning their compensation at the median of 
the market and using local salary surveys. 

To apply the transparency principle, VSO developed detailed and 
accessible policies that clearly explain how pay is determined and 
reviewed. Applying the principle of equity, VSO uses benchmarking 
data and the job evaluation system of Birches Group. For every job 
description, VSO conducts two evaluations by different people, 
ensuring consistency with existing roles, and routinely evaluates all 
jobs to ensure consistency across levels. Reward is determined by 
the level of each role in the local context. These tools and policies 
are strictly and fairly applied with no special arrangements.

With sustainability, adopting a robust rewards approach informed by 
the Principles and Standards makes approaching donors much easier 
as they can see the strong evidence underlying reward decisions. 
VSO’s reward system relies on data from local salary surveys which 
ensure that compensation is appropriate and competitive. VSO aims 
to pay staff at the 50th percentile of the market, while also ensuring 
that salaries meet living wage levels. They use salary surveys to 
benchmark their jobs and ensure all employees are paid at or above 
the median of the market. They research and analyse living wage data 
from different sources to understand the context for each country 
and adjust their salaries accordingly. To manage compliance and risk, 
VSO operates payroll locally for all its employees, whether this payroll 
is in-house or outsourced.
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Challenge yourself with the principles
Try always to challenge everyone and yourself in 
thinking about the principles. Always ask yourself,  
am I being ethical, equitable, and transparent?  
Keep challenging what you do using the principles.

Write everything down
If you’ve got it all written down, you can refer back 
to it in resolving reward issues through a transparent 
and objective process. For example, if you have 
triggers for additional allowances like inflation clearly 
documented, you can easily refer to the process 
when the issue comes up.

Explain the rationale
Tell everyone clearly and transparently what you 
want to achieve and why you have made a particular 
decision. If the same situation happened in another 
place, the same evidence-based approach should  
be used.

Make it collaborative and evidence-based
Take an evidence-based and collaborative approach 
in designing your policies and strategies at every 
step. Ask your colleagues what they think about this 
approach. If people disagree on certain aspects, 
always ask for their evidence. Have a mindset of 
finding evidence together that can help address the 
problem at hand.

Insight into the Process: 
The importance of clear  
and broad communications

To institutionalize the Principles and 

Standards, VSO decided to integrate 
all of them into their policies and to 
document everything. This means all 
information is readily available and 
accessible for all employees. Recognising 
that not everyone accesses or clearly 
understands organisational documents, 
VSO conducts broad engagement with 
its staff and management to ensure 
transparency and understanding of all 
pay policies, and to address any concerns 
raised by staff. Email communication 
related to pay increases (or lack thereof) 
have been made more thorough to clarify 
the rationale behind decisions and  
avoid misunderstandings.

Recommendations for other organisations
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