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Introduction

The Italian National Health Service (Servizio Sanitario Nazionale), is known for providing an excellent
level of care, performing much better than the OECD average in terms of quality of care (OECD, 2023).
However, for the past 2 decades the public sector has been under strain due to a lack of nurses,
doctors and hospital staff (Monti, 2022). This is most often where volunteers fill in the gaps, caring for
an increasingly ageing population, in emergency services, offering long term care and specialist
appointments (Repubblica.it, 2017; Novartis, 2021). In this report there will be an analysis over the
impact of healthcare volunteering in the Italian healthcare system, exploring how extensively the
sector relies on volunteering, the impact of this reliance, and the opportunities to ensure this
collaboration works more effectively.

The context of volunteering in healthcare

The Italian National Health Service is regionalised, with Local Health Services (Aziende Sanitarie
Locali) managing the funds allocated to them by the central government. This means the quality of
healthcare can vary depending on the region and the amount of funding it has received (Tediosi &
Gabriele, 2010). A report released by 5 volunteer organisations active in the healthcare sector has
outlined that a total of 19,630 volunteers working on the field have provided free appointments to 70
thousand patients and 15 thousand free therapist sessions, among other services. Altogether this
work has been valued at more than 20 million euros (Novartis, 2021). Outside of the ones mentioned
in this report, there are many other healthcare volunteer organisations operating in Italy, offering
similar services. As an example, Telethon and Uniamo support patients and children with rare
diseases (Telethon; Uniamo), while Progetto Arca supports those who are homeless and those who
are suffering from addiction by offering them specialised medical services (Progetto Arca, no date).

The Italian government has also consistently underfunded Southern Italy when compared to Northern
regions, perpetuating a cycle of neglect and disparity in resources, with corruption and organised
crime further draining the funds Southern regions already receive (Garofalo, 2017). Southern Italy
also registers fewer numbers of volunteers compared to other areas of the country, with the North
West and North East registering an average of 1,300,000 volunteers annually between them, while
the South has 815,000 (Istat, 2024). A contributing factor to this is the typically lower wages and
worse working conditions in the South compared to the North, leaving people with not enough free
time to volunteer. Additionally, the lack of funding to these regions means obsolete machines and
equipment and a smaller number of paid doctors and nurses per bed, which affects waiting times in
A&E and for surgeries. This translates to 9 out of 12 of the worst performing hospitals in Italy being
located in the South (Gabanelli and Ravizza, 2023)


https://www.telethon.it/en
https://uniamo.org/
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State reliance of volunteering in healthcare

The ambulance service in Italy is run almost entirely by volunteers from various organisations such as
the Italian Red Cross, Anpas, and ONLUS (non-profit organisations). Many of these volunteers have a
day-to-day job but might dedicate some of their time to work in emergency services (Granziero,
2019). These organisations, focused on emergency responses, constitute the majority of volunteers in
the Italian healthcare system. Emergency services volunteers are typically unpaid, with
reimbursements being given for expenses such as lunch and petrol upon providing receipts, as
established by an Italian Supreme Court ruling in 2015 (Domeneghetti, 2016).

The reliance and demand of volunteers by the state has also caused the rise of “sham” volunteer
organisations. These are sham “ONLUS” associations which pay “volunteers” meagre sums under the
guise of reimbursements, while offering poor training and syphoning away government funding and
donations given to them (Angelo, 2016). Because this work is clandestine, some of them have been
found to be working 350 hours a month (Gaita, 2016), making it effectively a full-time job, paid off the
books and without a reasonable time to rest between shifts. This is a symptom of a bigger problem
affecting the whole country: the undeclared work market. Generating €77.8 billion in total each year,
the lack of oversight from authorities and gaps in the law allow employers and organisations such as
those mentioned earlier to continue operating in these conditions (Baroli, 2024), and continue
damaging the reputation of the voluntary healthcare sector.

Decreasing the pressure on volunteers

As the hospital staff are often underpaid and overworked, raising wages and decreasing working hours
would have positive knock-on effects to the rest of the healthcare service, including those
volunteering in the sector. The first measure would encourage more graduates in the field of medicine
to pursue a career in the public healthcare sector, rather than going abroad for a better pay,
contributing towards tackling shortages. The second one would require trade unions to lobby for a
guaranteed maximum number of hours volunteers and professionals can work/volunteer per week,
across all local health services (Monti, 2022; Gabanelli & Ravizza, 2023). Lastly, the government should
increase the depth and frequency of audits to ensure nonprofit organisations comply with the legal
requirements and require more transparent financial documentation so that it is easier to detect
fraudulent activities. These measures would create a better and fairer environment for volunteers to
learn at their own pace and without the stress of potentially taking over paid work. It would also
improve interpersonal relations between professionals and volunteers, as hospital staff would have
more time to dedicate towards training and cooperating with volunteers effectively.

Expanding on the issue of public sector pay, the Italian healthcare system is decentralised and mostly
run by each region, the national government sets the minimum wage for each job sector through
negotiations with trade unions, which is known as collective bargaining. As Italy is one of the few
countries in the EU without a minimum wage, many politicians have pushed for the creation of one,
criticising the current system (ANSA, 2024). However, there has been bigger pressure from the other
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side to maintain the system in place, being joined by trade unions afraid of losing their bargaining
power (Amato, 2023). While there has recently been a minimum wage increase for the healthcare
sector (ARAN, 2024), this does not match inflation nor the minimum wages in neighbouring EU
countries (Gabanelli & Ravizza, 2023). Unione Sindacale di Base (Grassroots Trade Union) have been
pushing for a minimum wage of €10/hr since 2019, organising demonstrations with the help of
volunteers (Unione Sindacale di Base, 2024) and pushing local governments to institute one so that
nurses and care home workers are not underpaid (USB Livorno, 2023). Parties such as Potere al Popolo
(Power to the People) have been relying on volunteers to spread the word about a petition to push the
government to debate the possibility of a national minimum wage, issuing activist kits and organising
flash mobs (Potere al Popolo, 2023). In the meantime, although the deadline for transposing the 2022
EU Directive on the Adequate Minimum Wage (which ensures that workers in the EU have access to
adequate and fair wages) will be in November 2024, it is unlikely that this action alone will push the
government to establish one in the near future (Luccisano, 2023).

Volunteers in Italy are seen as the backbone to the ambulance service and a vital addition to the
healthcare sector overall. The President of the Republic, Sergio Mattarella, released a statement on
International Volunteer Day in 2020: “Volunteering in our country has a long history, it is an important
driving force of solidarity and has been the creator [...] of a profound social change that has improved
the quality of life of the community”. Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte also joined in expressing
their gratitude for the work done by volunteers, defining it as: “The beating heart of our community
life” (De Amicis, 2020). Volunteers can receive certificates as proof of their experience and learning
outcomes which help with employability, benefiting those seeking more experience and those who are
looking to reposition themselves in the job market after a long period of unemployment. The
existence of sham volunteer organisations discussed previously, is a significant issue regarding
volunteering in Italy. Increased regulation, oversight and the closing of legal loopholes, such as those
that allow these organisations to claim public benefits of up to €7 million euros (Florio, 2019), are key
points the government should focus on.

Conclusion

While volunteering is a useful tool for those looking to make a positive impact in people’s lives, it
cannot be used as a single solution to a problem caused by the inaction of the Italian government.
We have seen how stagnating wages and lack of professional employed staff can translate to
overloaded volunteers, poor quality of service to the patients, and in some cases, a source of
undeclared work. For legislation to protect volunteers and improve working conditions, the political
class needs to be made aware of these issues. A good first step would be for volunteer healthcare
organisations and trade unions across the country to collaborate better together in order to bring
more attention to these problems
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