Introduction to the AFS Network
The information in this document is taken from www.afspedia.org, an open wiki site created and managed by AFS International which is intended to provide an introduction to the AFS network from an international perspective.

AFS History and Mission
AFS started in 1914 as American Field Service. The U.S. didn’t join the war until 1917, though young American men, regardless of the US sending in troops or not, decided to gather funds and serve as volunteer ambulance drivers on the battlefields in Europe. They used the funds for ambulances and for their trips. 

Roughly 5000 young men volunteered during World War I and II and upon return they had this organization ‘american field service’ and these funding lines, as well as more than 5000 alumni. They started thinking what they could do with the organization and the funding lines they had. 

While in Europe, they stayed with Europeans at home and they had gotten to know them a lot better. They realized that, although both America and Europe were considered the ‘Western world’, they had distinctly different cultures and they found it very interesting to get to know them better. 

They had a great faith in youth and decided to use their organization to have young people travel for one year to the other continent and live with a host family for one year. It was quite controversial then to have a German young person travel to the US, but it happened for the first time in 1948. Since 1947 - first unilaterally between some European countries and the US, but soon US kids traveled overseas and 2-3 decades later countries from all over the world got involved. 

In the 70's, AFS evolved as exchanges were no longer limited between USA and other countries but the exchange programs became multilateral. This transformed the organization as a whole from being a highly centralized institution with headquarters in the US to becoming a network of interdependent Partner Organizations around the World. Each one of those Partner Organizations is made up of Volunteers, an Office and a National Board. 

Now, 61 years later, roughly 80 countries are involved in youth exchanges. There are over 50 offices and about 13000 young people are traveling per year on a variety of programs. American Field Service transformed into AFS Intercultural Programs. It is not an American organization anymore, but all the offices worldwide are independent organisations, part of the worldwide AFS partnership. 

What remained the same is that still now, in 2008, young people, mainly between 15 and 18, travel to another country and stay with a host family, to get to know the culture from the inside. This way, bridges among cultures are built in a very practical way and friendships across the globe exist. 

Despite the organizational changes in the 70s, AFS remains committed to Intercultural Education through student exchanges and therefore to its mission which was adopted in 1993 in Murten, Switzerland: 

AFS is an international, voluntary, non-governmental, non-profit organization that provides intercultural learning opportunities to help people develop the knowledge, skills and understanding needed to create a more just and peaceful world. 

In that sense AFS sees itself as an educational organization to promote peace. 

Organizational Structure of the AFS Network
The AFS Structure internationally is based on the concepts of Subsidiarity and Participation. The AFS Network is made up of different Partner Organizations and AFS International. The rights and responsibilities as well as the values based on which these different bodies interact with one another is described in the Articles of Partnership. 

Article 4 of the Articles of Partnership describes the objectives of the Partnership: 

"The AFS Partnership System is designed to promote the achievement of the AFS Mission, and the growth, quality and development of AFS Programs by: 

a)encouraging and supporting the development of strong, effective, viable Partners who are able to reach their potential; 

b)encouraging synergy/cooperation among Partners and Provisional Partners; and 

c)setting common rules, standards and expectations and establishing a common understanding of these rules, standards, and expectations." 

Becoming a Partner in the AFS Network requires approval by the international Board of Trustees. 

The different Partners are organized in different ways. Some are associations where each member (a volunteer or a paying member or both) elects the National Board usually during a form of General Assembly. Others are foundations where the founders elect the Board. In all cases, the Board selects the Partner Director. Usually, another Partner Director and a member of the International administration are part of the selection process. National Boards are Volunteer Boards recognizing the importance of Volunteers as the so called Moral Owners of the Organization. Partner Directors are responsible for day to day operations and management. In that capacity, Partner Directors hire staff and oversee operations. In detail, Partner Director and Partner Board roles vary from Partner to Partner based on Organizational Culture, History and People involved. 

The international leadership consists of the following 3 bodies: 

1. The International Board of Trustees are elected by the AFS Partner Boards of Directors. The Board of Trustees among other things decides on acceptance of new Partners or decides on Partners in Crisis, decides on requests for Lines of Credit from Partners, defines the Budget of the International Administration and sets the Vision and Strategy of the overall AFS Network through a participatory process. The Board of Trustees also appoints the President of AFS International. 

2. The Management Council is elected by the Partner Directors in the AFS Network. Six members are elected among the 10 largest partners, 4 among the other smaller partners. The Management Council is an Advisory Body to the International Administration and the Board of Trustees. It gives input on the budget, decides on the requests by Partners for development projects, gives input on the startegy and decides on key operational issues in the AFS Network. 

3. The International Administration is led by its President who appoints the staff. The role of the International Administration is to develop Partners, support Partners in crisis and support Partners in areas where it is important to have a central coordination (e.g. in IT, International Clearing House, Marketing, Legal Cases, etc.). The International Administration also plays a key role implementing strategies in a collaborative fashion with the Partners. 

Programs as a Means to Intercultural Learning
AFS is running exchange programs in over 50 countries. There are approximately 13,000 participants every year. The biggest volume is on the School Based year program where a participant spends a few months to a year with a host family and a host school in a local community. Usually, the school attended is not a language school but a regular community based school allowing the student to participate in everyday life of another culture. Language acquisition is critical to learn to observe and understand another culture. However, many other elements in intercultural communication during such an experience are essential such as non verbal behavior, understanding the cultural differences in the relationships between parents and children or teachers and students, etc. AFS provides orientation, support and re-entry orientation to its participants and host families in order for them to benefit from the experience and become ambassodors of intercultural understanding beyond the exchange experience. Suppport and Orientations are usually in the responsibilty of volunteers. 

Besides the school based programs, AFS also offers so called Community Service Programs. These programs are typically for young adults of 18 years or older who have an interest in becoming active in another culture working in social or environmental projects. Some AFS organizations also offer teacher exchanges. Lastly, a number of AFS Organizations are organizing voluneer exchanges to motivate and educate their volunteers but also to strengthen the ties between the different AFS Organizations. 

What all programs have in common is their goal to promote understanding between different cultures. Exchange Programs are seen as a means to intercultural education and therefore an exchange experience on any program or in any culture is seen as valuable. 

For AFS staff or volunteers, program planning between the different Partners is managed through the Program Module of AFS Global. Participants and placement information is managed through Global Link, also a Module of AFS Global. 
On an international level, the Program Policy Work Group (PPWG) is helping to define quality standards around program management and delivery. The group consists of experienced Program Directors from different Partner Organizations (such as Helen Lowman, Vice President, Intercultural Education and Quality from the U.S.). The standards are summarized in the Standards, Policies and Procidures manual accessible through Lotus Notes. It is a tool for everyday operations of any staff involved in Programs. 

Orientation
The orientation of a participant starts with the selection. AFS looks for young potential leaders with solid personal qualities, vision and result oriented, social empathy and an awareness of the culture they are part of and the global issues. Assessing this typically happens through an application, a personal interview, a home interview and a group interview. It is important to see a participant within their home community and interacting in group. 

In essence, AFS is looking for diamonds in the rough. 

After the selection, a range of orientations start, where the participant is brought into concepts like culture, culture shock, differences, communication, etc. A typical approach would be: 1) Orientation 1: how do you and we define the concept of culture? 2) Orientation 2: who are you and who are you within your culture? 3) Orientation 3: Stepping towards the other culture: acceptance, adaptation, integration. 

However, every country adapts their orientations to the needs and the reality of the country and the approach to orientations might differ significantly from how it is presented above 

Home and Host Community Next to the individual stepping into a process of going into another culture, the home and host community is also part of this exchange. It is important that the people around the participant, who is in the process of leaving or going through the actual experience, can benefit from the exposure the young person will have. The home and host community will have a lot of questions and might have certain ideas and prejudices about the participant’s culture. It is important to address those ideas and prejudices. The danger, if this process is not guided, is that people see any prejudices they might have confirmed. The fact that the home and host community is involved, will also be very important for the participant prior, during and after the experience. 

Support
AFS is committed to quality especially related to Participant and Host Family Support to ensure a valuable intercultural learning experience to all involved. Typically, participants, host families and host schools have so called Contact Persons assigned. They are trained volunteers who accompany participants and families during the experience. As a whole, the AFS Network's goal is that each participant, host family and host school is contacted by a volunteer at least once a month. This concept is called Monthly Contacts. It is based on a standard established by CSIET for the exchange industry in the United States. The goal of Monthly Contacts is to ensure ongoing and continued support to Participant, Host Families and Host Schools. To learn more about Monthly Contacts, it is recommended that you follow the respective Module in the AFS Learning Center: [6]. 

AFS as Volunteer Organization
Volunteering is at the base of AFS' mission and history. The idea of volunteering in AFS has first been shaped by the first volunteers themselves, the ambulance drivers. As AFS has become increasingly international, the concepts of volunteering had to be adapted to the different organizational and cultural realities. In fact in some countries, namely in Eastern Europe, volunteerism sometimes has a negative connation for historical reasons. In spite of these differences, volunteerism has been recognized as one of the key strategic drivers to develop AFS as a healthy organization enabling it to provide quality services and support to its participants, host families, host schools and other stakeholders. Recognizing the importance of volunteerism, the AFS Management Council adopted the following quality standard in 2007: 

AFS is a volunteer organization, and its services and support are primarily delivered by volunteers, backed up by professional staff. AFS volunteers give their time and knowledge, because they believe in the AFS mission. Their personal involvement adds a larger dimension to AFS programs, and the interaction between participants and volunteers enriches the intercultural experience of both. AFS is committed to providing appropriate screening, training, support and resources for its volunteers. 

As general strategy to implement the above mentioned quality standard, AFS suggests volunteer empowerment and ownership through subsidiarity and participation. 

The operations shall be decentralized as much as possible through the subsidiarity principle. This will lead to a volunteer empowerment process ensuring volunteer ownership for the organization and its results. By subsidiarity principle, AFS means that a central governing body (offices, national boards) will permit its member units (chapters, area teams, regions, branches, etc) to have control over those issues, decisions, actions, etc that are deemed more appropriate to the concerned level. The central governing bodies shall perform only those tasks which cannot be performed effectively at a more immediate or concerned instance. 

In this context, the AFS Network agreed that each Partner Organization must find a sustainable way to build a volunteer organization and investing in it as follows: 

· Invest between 10 to 15% of the Budget in Volunteer Development. 

· Dedicate staff resources to Volunteer Development (ideally full time). 

· Build local structures and gradually expand those (local groups). 

· Create a Volunteer Development Strategy and a Plan in each Organization in line with an Organizational Development Plan. 

· Leadership needs to have a close connection with grass root volunteers and seek that contact. 

Volunteer Development is more complex than above points, however, those provide the basis for interesting metrics to measure a Partner's commitment to Volunteer Development as well as the performance. 

Assessing Organizational Health
At the AFS Network Meeting in 2003 in Panama, the AFS leadership decided to focus on the following theme for AFS Partners and the Network as a whole: Financially Viable Growth with Quality. This theme has since become the focus for different measures to achieve a organizational health on both Partner and Network levels. Financially Viable Growth with Quality is measured as follows: 

1. Growth is measured by the increase of Exchange Program Volume. 

2. Financial Viability is measured by the unrestricted net assets as a percentage of anual turn over. 

3. Quality is measured through Customer Satisfaction (Participants, Natural Parents, Host Families, Host Schools and Partners) based on regular Customer Surveys. 

These 3 dimensions of Organizational Health are translated into the so called 3D Health Indicators. Each Partner's Health is monitored based on these dimensions along with others. These measurements are often the starting point for Organizational Development efforts and Strategies to improve Organizational Health. 

Financial System
Since the implementation of the Partnership System in the early 1990s, Partner Organizations have become increasingly independant, also from a financial perspective. Each Partner has the responsibility to be financially viable, manage its own budget and cash flow and be audited on a regular basis. Partners are managing their Finances according to local laws and regulations. 

Partners are primarily financed through Participation Fees, Fundraising (mostly for Scholarships), Donations, Membership Fees (in the case of associations)and Government Contributions. Hosting Partners also receive a Fee for each Participant they host based on the so called Transfer Price. A Transfer Price is a fee which is determined for each Program and which a sending Partner pays for each Participant sent. Up to now, the Transfer Price has been determined by the Tier Review Group based on requests by Host Partners to change their Transfer Price. Based on the new Financial Arrangements, the Transfer Price setting will increasingly happen throgh Partner to Partner Negotiations within the Framework of a Code of Ethics. 

AFS International is financed primarily through Partners and to a smaller extent through donations. Partners pay Partnership Contributions to AFS International based on their turn over and pay a set pogram coordination fee for each Participant. This fee varies based on the duration of the program. Information on Transfer Prices and Coordination Fees can be found in the Finance Module of AFS Global. 

Operations and IT
The challenge in AFS is - as in any international organization - is to find the right balance between standardizing and local variations. Different organizations are attached to the way certain things are done. For example, a number of organizations feel very strongly about how participants should be selected. Based on their preferences, they have created different systems. Given the interdependant nature of the AFS Network, it is a role of AFS International to define the smallest common denominator allowing for a common language within the AFS Network while leaving enough room for development and local variations. 

Internationally, sending and hosting processes have been standardized in the following way. Every participant or host family goes through a so called Service Case once they become interested in participating with AFS. Each service case has the following stages: 

1. Inquiry: This is the stage where a person expresses an initial interest. 

2. Application: This is the stage where a person shows a more serious interest by submitting an application. During this stage, a partner selects or rejects an applicant. 

3. Admission: During this stage, the host partner of a participant reviews the application and decides to accept or reject an applicant. Typically, there must be serious reasons to reject an applicant at this stage based on clear non fullfillment of criteria. 

4. Preparation: This is the stage prior to travel during which a participant or host family receives orientation. 

5. Participation: This is the stage during which a participant or host family is going through their experience. 

At the end of the experience, a service case is closed. 

The entire AFS system (including IT systems) to mamage and monitor this information is based on these principles. Within each one of those stages, Partners have the freedom to design their own processes. The IT system most widely used within the AFS Network to manage Participant, Host Family, Placement, Volunteer, etc. information is called AFS Global. It is a tool used by both staff and volunteers. Requirement to access the system is an active affiliation with AFS. It is however in each Partner's authority to give access to the system. 

AFS Global includes the following components: 

1. Program Module: This is where Partners plan their sending and hosting numbers and monitor progress. 
2. Finance Module: This is the clearing house of the AFS Network. The Finance Module produces invoices for each Partner based on their Program Activity. Clearing takes place 4 times per year. 

3. Global Link: This is the system where participant, host family, placement information, volunteer information and any other information related to managing day to day Programs is managed. 
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