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International Volunteers Achieve Impact in Fragile Contexts and Contribute to the 
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GIZ.  Solutions  that  work.

The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH provides services worldwide in 
the field of international cooperation for sustainable development. GIZ has over 50 years of experience in a 
wide variety of areas, including economic development and employment, energy and the environment, and 
peace and security. The diverse expertise of our federal enterprise is in demand around the globe, with the 
German Government, European Union institutions, the United Nations and governments of other countries 
all benefiting from our services. The German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(BMZ) is our main commissioning party, but we also work with the private sector, fostering successful inter-
action between development policy and foreign trade.

All these commissioning parties place their trust in GIZ by working together with us to generate ideas for 
political, social and economic change, develop these into concrete plans and implement the envisaged change 
processes. Since we are a public-benefit federal enterprise, German and European values are central to our 
work. This makes us a reliable service provider that people can trust. Together with our partners, we work to 
deliver flexible and effective solutions that offer people better prospects and sustainably improve their living 
conditions.

One way of achieving this aim is the deployment of development workers. Being volunteers with a profession-
al background, development workers advise government institutions and organizations from the private sector 
and civil society at the local and municipal level. Their advisory service focuses on generating ideas, develop 
these into concrete plans, and implement the envisaged change processes. Amongst others, development 
workers focus on the improvement of management skills, organizational excellence and skills-based train-
ing in the fields of democracy and education, the promotion of economic development, employment, rural 
development, efficient health care systems, renewable energy, climate change and civil conflict transformation. 
Together with their partner organizations development workers are encouraging the construction of new and 
adapted knowledge, a key factor of a successful capacity development process for change. Fostering resilience 
within communities is another key aspect of many development workers’ assignments.

The registered offices of GIZ are in Bonn and Eschborn. In 2015 our business volume exceeded 2.1 billion 
euros. Of our 17,319 staff in over 130 countries, around 70 per cent are national personnel working in the 
field. In our capacity as a recognised sending organisation, we currently have 730 development workers in 
action in partner countries. In addition, CIM, a joint operation of GIZ and the Federal Employment Agency, 
placed almost 1,000 integrated and returning experts with local employers abroad in 2015 while providing 
them with financial support and advisory services.* 

*Figures as at 31 December 2015 
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Message from the Managing Director  
of GIZ

I am pleased to share the results of the IVCO conference in 2016 and its key findings from a GIZ perspective 
with all members of the Forum as well as the world community of volunteers and specialist services. 

The GIZ treasures the unique opportunity to have held the annual conference of International Volunteering 
Cooperation Organizations (IVCO) in partnership with United Nation Volunteers (UNV), in Bonn last year. 
The conference has provided a vibrant platform for the interexchange and networking of volunteers sending 
organizations from all over the world. It is an important contribution to strengthening, developing and inno-
vating volunteerism in all its forms. This annual meeting consolidated our fruitful collaboration with the most 
significant global network of IVCOs, the Forum for Volunteering in Development (Forum). We created a 
unique space to debate the challenges that vulnerable communities and societies face today and what volun-
teerism can do to counter those challenges and to support the resilience of vulnerable communities in fragile 
states. Unfortunately, the momentum of fragility has become an  increasing concern to GIZ. Today, 60 per 
cent of the countries we cooperate with are burdened with some degree of fragility. This takes an increasing 
effect on how GIZ conducts its business and carries out project work for the benefit of vulnerable communi-
ties. The topic of resilience is becoming increasingly important for international development cooperation, 
especially so because it is incorporated in all SDGs and the 2030 Agenda. 

To reach the SDGs, fragile communities must be strengthened and prepared for dealing with crises and  
disasters.

The key findings highlighted in the brochure are some examples of the multitude of volunteerism initiatives 
that address challenges such as climate change, natural disaster risk management, and the empowerment of 
marginalized groups. They highlight the strong impact of volunteerism and illustrate the key role that civil 
society plays in fragile states. Development workers undoubtedly help strengthen civil society, foster new 
models of partnerships, increase the resilience of communities through dialogue and the fostering of new 
partnership models for integrated actions according to a multi-level approach, with governments, civil society 
and communities. Volunteers and volunteer groups are, as stressed by the UN in the Agenda 2030 document, 
equal stakeholders that can enhance the quality of life of some of the world’s most challenged communities.

As one of the global organizations committed to the SDGs, GIZ wants to share its lessons learned with all 
volunteer organizations worldwide. Some of our findings might inspire the reflection processes and our  
collective action for the creation of more opportunities and innovations for volunteering work, to which GIZ  
is committed. In return, GIZ can profit from the debates that took place at the IVCO Bonn 2016 conference 
as well as the Bonn Call to Action that arise out of the conference. GIZ has assigned 570 development workers 
to GIZ-projects in more than 50 countries. Their tasks pay directly or indirectly into the resilience building  
of vulnerable communities and in achieving the SDG goals. In that respect, IVCO Bonn 2016 gives us the 
opportunity to make better use of our volunteers – the development workers. GIZ is therefore proud to be part 
of the global movement to enhance the power of volunteerism in all its forms for the achievement of the SDGs.

Dr Hans-Joachim Preuß
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Message from the Chair of Forum

I am pleased to present this unique follow-up document to the 2016 annual conference of International  
Volunteering Cooperation Organizations (IVCO). As the most significant global network of IVCOs, the  
Forum for Volunteering in Development (Forum) is immensely grateful to the Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH for making the lessons learned from this landmark event 
 accessible for national and international volunteer organizations worldwide.

We live in a time marked by continued global stresses whose impact is felt by the poorest and most margin-
alized. These stresses heighten the fragility of households, communities and societies. This report highlights 
just some of the multitude of volunteerism initiatives that address these challenges, including climate change 
mitigation, natural disaster risk management, and the empowerment of marginalized groups. They remind us 
that volunteerism can help transform some of the world’s most challenged communities.

This report also underlines the key role that civil society plays in fragile states. It shows how volunteerism can 
help strengthen civil society and increase the resilience of communities through dialogue with governments 
and concrete measures that create resilience frameworks and strengthen institutional resilience. Overall,  
volunteers and IVCOs are uniquely positioned to work effectively in this sphere because of their ability to 
reach out to marginalized, vulnerable people in fragile contexts, and create sustainable, people-centered 
development solutions that build resilience from the bottom-up and have numerous multiplier effects. This 
potential of volunteerism, and the positive momentum already created by Forum members – as exemplified 
in the innovative volunteerism projects outlined throughout this report – are also crucial to achieve the shared 
global goals set out by the United Nations in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda). 

The shared commitment of IVCOs in strengthening individual and community resilience was formalized  
at IVCO 2016 in a Bonn Call to Action that a majority of Forum members signed following the conference. 
This report adds to the action steps outlined in the document by suggesting a set of Policy Messages and  
Recommendations for next steps that IVCOs can take to strengthen the resilience of communities and con-
tribute to the 2030 Agenda. Written from a GIZ perspective, the overarching findings apply to all IVCOs.

Understanding the progress IVCOs have already made in contributing to the 2030 Agenda, it is important 
that we integrate the lessons learned from IVCO 2016 into our work to ensure further progress can be made. 
One key area of further action is that of innovative partnerships that IVCO 2017 in South Korea will  
strongly focus on.

With deep appreciation of GIZ’s support, we look forward to continued productive and inspired  
collaboration with all Forum members to leverage the power of volunteerism,

Chris Eaton
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Introduction
Since late 2012, members of the most significant global network of International Volunteering Cooperation 
Organizations (IVCO) – Forum for Volunteering in Development (Forum)1 – have been working together to 
advocate for IVCOs to be recognized as active partners in the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (2030 Agenda) that was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on September 25, 
2015.2 

This commitment was formalized at the annual IVCO conference in 2015 in Tokyo, Japan, in a Call to 
Action3 to collectively contribute to the achievement of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), a set of goals to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for all. Each goal has specific 
targets to be achieved over the next 15 years.4 

 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals

Source: United Nations Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform

In line with the 2030 Agenda, resilience building has become increasingly important to the international 
community. This is a result of emerging risks that are changing the global peace and development agendas: 
among others, new and persisting conflicts that cause migration, climate change, natural disasters, and pan-
demics. This was recently underlined at the United Nations World Humanitarian Summit in Istanbul, Turkey. 
The event convened 9,000 participants from around the world to support a new, shared Agenda for Humanity 
and to act to prevent and reduce human suffering.5 

In this context, addressing fragility has become a key development priority because poverty, fragility, and 
violent conflicts contribute to flight and migration. Civil society plays a crucial role in the cooperation with 
fragile states. The German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ),6 for 
example, points this out clearly: “The more unstable the starting conditions, the greater the flexibility with 
which development policy must deploy its instruments and cooperate outside state structures with grassroots 
non-governmental organizations and church development agencies.” 7

The 2016 IVCO conference 8 that took place in Bonn, Germany, focused on highlighting ways for IVCOs 
and volunteers to achieve impact in this changing global development context and to increase the resilience of 
fragile communities. The landmark event was jointly hosted by the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH 9 and the United Nations Volunteers (UNV) program,10 both members  
of Forum. 138 delegates from organizations engaged in national and international volunteering discussed 
key areas and innovative approaches where volunteerism can contribute to this agenda and build more 
resilience against global risks at the individual, community, and organizational level. Participants came from 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://forum-ids.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Forum-The-Tokyo-Call-to-Action-2015.pdf
http://forum-ids.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Forum-The-Tokyo-Call-to-Action-2015.pdf
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.agendaforhumanity.org/summit
http://www.bmz.de/de/index.html
http://www.bmz.de/en/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.unv.org/
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24 countries and such diverse sectors as civil society, government, multi-lateral organizations, academia, and 
the private sector (see Annex II). Participants highlighted the importance of the humanitarian and peace-
keeping sectors. Both are part of the humanitarian agenda but currently under-represented in the discussions 
around volunteerism. Yet, they are crucial to building and increasing the resilience of communities in fragile 
situations. The conference concluded with a Call to Action (see Annex I) where signatories agree to helping 
communities anticipate and better prepare for emerging global risks. Forum members also emphasized their 
continued commitment to working together to help achieve the SDGs. 

The findings of IVCO 2016 are crucial to organizations that aim to address volunteerism in an inclusive way. 
GIZ has therefore analyzed the outcomes of the conference and applied them to the context of the organiza-
tion. This publication highlights the findings, which despite the GIZ context, are relevant to other IVCOs. 
More concretely, the document aims to: 

33 Highlight what ‘fragility’ and ‘resilience building’ mean in the changing global development context;
33 Explain why addressing fragility is very important for IVCOs that aim to contribute to the achievement of 

the universal agenda for sustainable development (2030 Agenda);
33 Point out how the strengths of volunteerism can be leveraged to increase the resilience of fragile commu-

nities, especially the ability to create conditions for positive change in a pro-active, inclusive way and from 
the bottom-up;

33 Outline recent findings on the impact of volunteering for development and examine challenges and op-
portunities for IVCOs to integrate the concept of resilience into their work; and

33 Identify – through the definition of policy messages and recommendations – key areas where GIZ volun-
teers (development workers) can integrate the findings of IVCO 2016 into their work. This institutional 
perspective ensures that GIZ development workers are embedded effectively into GIZ. This in turn helps 
them best leverage their strengths to improve institutional resilience in fragile settings. Although the policy 
messages and recommendations are addressed to GIZ, the overarching findings apply to all IVCOs. All 
national and international volunteer sending organizations need to ensure they are prepared institution-
ally for the changing development context. Doing so ultimately ensures they can contribute to the 2030 
Agenda.  

http://forum-ids.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Bonn-Call-to-Action-2016.pdf
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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Executive Summary
Increasing the Resilience of Communities through Volunteering – Lessons Learned from the IVCO Conference in 
2016 that can Help National and International Volunteers Achieve Impact in Fragile Contexts and Contribute 
to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, from a GIZ perspective, contributes to the debate on the role 
volunteers play in a changing development context.

It focuses on the work of IVCOs in communities that are affected by global risks. In addressing the specific 
challenge of building resilience, the paper adds to recent discussions in international development that focus 
on ways to implement the historic agreements set out in the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

Approaches where volunteerism can contribute and help strengthen resilience against global risks – at the 
individual, community, and organizational level – are the mainstay of this paper. In this context, addressing 
fragility is a particular focus. The paper outlines why fragility has become a development priority that can be 
overcome if civil society is strengthened. It argues that volunteerism is an ideal instrument to do so because 
international and national volunteers work directly with people and communities. 

1. A Changing Global Development Context for Volunteerism and Beyond
The international community is increasingly confronted with complex crisis that are, among others, caused 
by natural disasters, climate change, pandemics, forced displacement, and irregular migration.11 The United 
Nations estimates that today, about 43 percent of people live in fragility. By 2030 that number is estimated to 
climb to 62 percent.12

Since 2015, four milestone agreements have been reached to counter these tendencies and to spur global 
development: the 2030 Agenda, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030, the global 
climate change agreement reached at COP21, and the Addis Ababa Action Agenda on financing for sustain-
able development.13 These commitments reflect the emerging global understanding that current and future 
challenges require the collaboration of many voices. Among others, the international community focuses  
on working with people affected by crisis. The volunteering sector, this paper argues, plays a crucial role in 
spurring local action, strengthening the resilience of communities, and contributing to the described land-
mark agreements. 

1.1. Addressing Fragility: A Development Priority of Increasing Importance

Disasters, conflicts, and fragility are closely interlinked. Impoverished countries already struggling with inse-
curity or building a fragile peace are impacted disproportionately when natural disasters occur. The outcome 
typically is fragility, and fragile contexts are complex. 

The impact of fragility, violence, and conflict is not confined to the countries where it originates. It spills over 
to neighboring territories and far beyond, with regional and global consequences. In this context, the inter-
national community prioritizes programs that help prevent and de-escalate conflict through peaceful dispute 
resolution, early warning systems, and measures to mitigate emerging tensions. It also prioritizes working with 
civil society, recognizing the importance of SDG 16 – the need to build peaceful and inclusive societies. Estab-
lishing effective, accountable, and transparent institutions is one way to achieve SDG 16. And many IVCOs 
as well as GIZ emphasize achieving this goal. 

Overall, fragility can be overcome when linkages across the humanitarian, development, and peace-building 
communities are leveraged. IVCO 2016 highlighted a multitude of international and national volunteering 
projects that build resilience in fragile contexts, and this paper brings the salient lessons to the fore. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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1.2. What Does ‘Resilience’ Mean in the Context of Fragility and Conflict?

Definitions of resilience are manifold. In the context of international development, resilience building aims  
to strengthen the self-help capacities of people but also looks at processes, i.e. legislative and political contexts 
as well as relevant frameworks. GIZ defines resilience as “the ability of people and institutions – whether indi-
vidual, household, local communities or states – to cope with and quickly recover from shocks caused by fragile 
situations, crisis, violent conflict, economic crisis or extreme natural events, and to adapt to chronic stress or 
transform their means of living or functions without compromising their medium or long-term prospects.” 14 
To help communities become more resilient, IVCOs first need to analyze whether they are institutionally 
prepared to work in the changing development context. 

2.  Increasing the Resilience of Fragile Communities:  
What Can IVCOs and Volunteers Do to Achieve Impact?

Fragility has become a development priority. This chapter highlights why strengthening civil society is key to 
overcoming fragility and what IVCOs and volunteers can do to increase the resilience of fragile communities. 
The topic is addressed by outlining concrete steps that need to be taken in priority areas of work for IVCOs, 
notably policy and strategic actions. In closing, frameworks that help IVCOs integrate resilience into the pro-
ject cycle are presented. And initiatives that increase the well-being and safety of volunteers are pointed out. 

2.1.  Policy Actions: Spurring National Reforms and Integrating Good Governance Principles into Projects

The lack of structures that promote volunteerism is widespread in fragile communities, which by definition 
already have less developed institutional and legal support systems. Taking active steps to implement struc-
tures that promote volunteerism is thus a priority for the global volunteerism sector. In particular, advocating 
for policy actions that foster national reforms and integrate good governance principles into projects are more 
important than ever. An effort of global scale to improve the volunteer infrastructure at the national level is 
the United Nations General Assembly Plan of Action 2016–30 (UN PoA).

2.1.1 Creating Better Volunteer Infrastructures to Leverage Initiatives 

The UN PoA aims to integrate volunteering into peace and development policies and programs. Advoca-
cy for it is led by the UNV program, working closely with national counterparts. In Russia, for example, 
volunteering is now included in the government’s development priorities. The right volunteer infrastructure 
at the national level is also an important factor for effective collaboration among international and national 
volunteers. It helps to build each other’s capacity and to find better ways of involving community leaders and 
local governments. However, even with a functioning volunteer infrastructure, volunteerism cannot be fully 
impactful when efficient good governance mechanisms are not in place. 

2.1.2  Helping Establish Democratic Systems and Networks across Society  
to Overcome Political, Economic, and Social Challenges

Good governance helps strengthen society. To increase the resilience of communities, especially in fragile con-
texts, the focus needs to be on enabling and supporting good governance. With their professional expertise and 
ability to build capacity in local settings, volunteers can help point out where good governance structures are 
lacking and apply concepts that are used by the international development community to promote good gov-
ernance. One integral component that is strongly related is the promotion of cooperation with civil society. The 
chapter outlines concrete measures IVCOs take and highlights how GIZ development workers help strengthen 
institutions by working closely with both state organizations and non-governmental partners that represent  
civil society. Beyond this, research shows that to overcome crises, it is important to understand their causes 
first. Organizations that involve volunteers therefore also need to understand the causes of conflict and fragility, 
such as possible violations of human rights as outlined below.

https://www.unv.org/publications/un-resolution-70129-integrating-volunteering-peace-and-development-plan-action-next
https://www.unv.org/publications/un-resolution-70129-integrating-volunteering-peace-and-development-plan-action-next
https://www.unv.org/
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2.1.3  Supporting the Realisation of Human Rights and Civic Space for the Benefit of Communities 

Experience from GIZ projects has shown that “the systematic application of the principles of human rights – 
participation and empowerment, non-discrimination, equality of opportunity, transparency, and account-
ability – helps ensure good governance in partner countries and results in more sustainable development 
projects.”15  The increasing need to implement human rights standards to achieve the 2030 Agenda is also 
highlighted in the recently launched 15th Development Policy Report of the German Federal Government. 
The role of volunteers with regard to strengthening the capacities of state actors as human rights duty bearers 
can be manifold according to GIZ’s cross-sectorial program Realizing Human Rights in Development Coop-
eration. The chapter explains how IVCOs can integrate human rights-based approaches into projects. This 
can help communities form and articulate their views effectively, engage in dialogue with state actors, and pro-
mote inclusive development that strengthens civic space and the communities themselves.  IVCOs can learn 
from the approaches outlined in sub-chapters 2.1.2 and 2.1.3. They can ensure volunteers actively work with 
local partners to strengthen institutions and build capacity. The following sub-chapter provides more insight 
on strategic actions that IVCOs can take to supplement the outlined political actions. 

2.2.  Strategic Actions: Strengthening Partnerships among Stakeholders, Empowering Marginalized 
Groups, and Fostering Innovation 

IVCOs and volunteers can act strategically to be impactful in fragile contexts. Effective cooperation among 
project partners and volunteers is key to increasing the impact of project activities in resilience building. This 
approach goes beyond exchanging information to capacity development. Strengthening partnerships, empow-
ering marginalized groups, and fostering innovation are equally important strategic actions that IVCOs need 
to take to achieve long-term positive change in fragile settings.

2.2.1  Strengthening Cooperation between International and National Volunteers to Build Capacity and 
Increase the Sustainability of Projects

Communities in fragile contexts, as Forum research confirms, can only be supported effectively through 
volunteerism if international and national volunteers work together collaboratively and build on each other’s 
capacity.16 Projects of the Australian and Japanese governments exemplify this. Both implemented initiatives 
that are based on cooperation between international and national volunteers to provide disaster relief and to 
mitigate climate change risks in the Philippines. When capacity development is at the heart of volunteering 
initiatives, these examples show, volunteering can generate impact on the community level. This is because 
the volunteer transfers skills to the local partner that is then enabled to educate a larger group. This multiplier 
effect is an important example of the social dimension of volunteerism. The project of the Nepal Friendship 
Society and the national volunteer program of CUSO International in Colombia are other examples. Interna-
tional volunteering interventions therefore can only be sustainable if local communities are actively involved. 
Integrated project planning processes, discussions among involved stakeholders, as well as capacity develop-
ment represent effective ways of implementation. 

2.2.2 Empowering Marginalized Groups to Become Community ‘Agents of Change’

Capacity development does not only ensure that projects are better coordinated and effectively implemented 
by partner organization, it also enables volunteers to become ‘agents of change’ that transfer their knowledge 
to the community. In the context of fragility, the role of community action that results from the work of local 
change agents is crucial. It empowers members of the community that are excluded from important participa-
tory processes to take an active role in community development. Women and youth are both groups that are 
defined as marginalized in fragile contexts. The work of the organization Palestine Vision shows how volun-
teerism can help empower youth and strengthen fragile communities. The United Network of Young Peace 
Builders reaches out to young people, especially those that are marginalized because they are not educated and 
live on the streets. GIZ uses sport as a tool for sustainable development and peace building is another strategic 
approach to empower children and youth to become local agents of change. CUSO International goes one 
step further and shows that strengthening civil society by empowering marginalized groups not only helps 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.bmz.de/en/publications/type_of_publication/information_flyer/information_brochures/Materialie305_development_policy.pdf
https://cusointernational.org/
https://cusointernational.org/
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foster social inclusion but also spurs economic development. GIZ and IVCOs can learn from these examples 
of far-reaching and long-term positive outcomes. This strategic action to empower marginalized groups is key 
to achieving political progress.

2.2.3 Fostering Innovation to Widen Volunteer Engagement and Address Global Changes

Future-oriented volunteering approaches and partnerships are needed under the increasingly difficult condi-
tions the world is facing. By involving volunteers and stakeholders in new and innovative ways, IVCOs can 
contribute to building capacity locally and to increasing the resilience of communities. The theme is not new 
to IVCOs. Unsurprisingly, a multitude of innovative volunteering projects were presented at IVCO 2016. 
Following-up on them, the following three approaches to future-oriented volunteerism emerged. 

2.2.3.1 Projects that Focus on Inclusiveness
One remarkable initiative highlighted at IVCO 2016 is the work of the Senior Expert Service. It aims to make 
volunteering more inclusive by leveraging the knowledge of retired professionals. The innovative and inclu-
sive volunteer projects of Scope Global benefit people with disabilities: volunteers grow both personally and 
professionally while empowering and transferring skills to people with disabilities. This helps strengthen local 
skills and boost social and sustainable economic development.

2.2.3.2 Projects that Focus on Integrative Ideas
For IVCOs, innovation goes beyond the recruitment and inclusion of new and previously marginalized 
groups. It is about shifting the boundaries of what seems possible. In addition to Scope Global, GIZ’s Sport 
for Development program and CUSO International’s VOICE project shift the paradigm through new ideas. 
These projects and programs demonstrate that volunteerism interventions can lead to positive economic out-
comes when civil society is empowered. 

2.2.3.3 Projects that Focus on New Partnerships Models
Volunteer involving organizations are keen on innovating through new partnerships, as UNV’s Online Volun-
teering example highlights. It allows organizations and volunteers to team up to address sustainable develop-
ment challenges – anywhere in the world, from any device. Realized Worth, a global consulting firm, provides 
another example of innovation in volunteering by addressing the private sector. The organization engages em-
ployees in corporate volunteering to increase their awareness of social issues and societal needs. Such private 
sector partnerships are becoming more important for IVCOs. Realized Worth was co-founded by IMPACT 
2030, a global private sector–led collaboration that mobilizes employee volunteers to advance the achieve-
ment of the SDGs. UNV collaborates with the United Nations Global Compact, the world’s largest corpo-
rate sustainability initiative. The private sector has corporate practices and processes that can help leverage 
volunteerism in new ways and build capacity. VSO International, for example, works with the private sector at 
all levels. In turn, volunteerism has gained importance in the private sector as it represents a new platform to 
implement projects. Such partnerships can help increase the resilience of communities and leverage the SDGs, 
especially SDG 17 which emphasizes inclusive partnerships built upon principles and values [of inclusion]. 

2.3. Examples of Instruments to Achieve Impact in Fragile Settings

Translating commitments to build resilience into good practice and impacts on the ground has proven to be 
challenging for IVCOs as much as for the international community. One reason is the lack of effective instru-
ments to implement the resilience concept. This sub-chapter points out selected instruments that can help 
IVCOs integrate resilience into the project cycle and increase the well-being and safety of volunteers in fragile 
contexts.

https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
http://www.scopeglobal.com/
http://www.scopeglobal.com/
https://cusointernational.org/
https://www.unv.org/
http://impact2030.com/
http://impact2030.com/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.unv.org/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/
https://www.vsointernational.org/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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2.3.1 Integrating Resilience into the Project Cycle: GIZ’s Resilience Learning Initiative 

The Resilience Learning Initiative (RLI) exemplifies the importance knowledge sharing can have on the 
development of initiatives that build resilience. RLI is a joint project of GIZ, the German Red Cross, the 
World Food Program, the Welthungerhilfe, and the Arbeiter-Samariter-Bund.17 Together, the organizations 
developed an Operational Framework for Resilience Integration. It consists of four parts and outlines how 
organizations can incorporate a resilience approach into the project cycle. 

2.3.2  Health and Security: Increasing Well-being and Ensuring Safety to Enable Volunteers to Work  
Effectively

Ultimately, to achieve impact in fragile settings, volunteers not only need to work in partnership and under 
the guidance of relevant frameworks, they have to be prepared to tackle the immediate security challenges. 
Despite awareness of risks and investment in protective measures by IVCOs, conflict settings remain a major 
reason of concern for many volunteers. In a changing global context characterized by fragility, GIZ and other 
IVCOs therefore need to create better standards in health and security. One example is the approach of the 
Consortium of German organizations, which are implementing the ZFD (Civil Peace Service) program. The 
organizations support projects aimed at non-violent conflict resolution in countries worldwide and second 
volunteers – development workers – to assist local partner organizations. To ensure the safety of volunteers, the 
ZFD-organizations carefully screen and employ candidates into long-term service. The ZFD organizations 
also conduct rigorous risk analysis of countries, ensure that clear health and safety regulations are in place, and 
provide individual coaching. Overall, providing pre-deployment check-ups and sharing responsibilities be-
tween organizations, supervisors, volunteers, and host communities in emergency and crisis situations are just 
a few of the additional steps that can be taken. The consistent provision of medical evacuation and repatria-
tion insurance is another one. These protective measures are worth the investment, as they will help volunteers 
to contextualize and better assess risks, to prepare for emergency situations, and to address health and security 
concerns with the host community and with sending organizations. Ultimately, it enables volunteers to fully 
concentrate on building resilience in fragile and conflict-affected environments.

3.  Increasing the Resilience of Fragile Communities:  
What Can IVCOs Learn from Recent Research on the Impact  
of Volunteering for Development?

An in-depth literature review of recent research on the impact of volunteering for development brought to 
the surface the following key findings that IVCOs can apply to project design and implementation in fragile 
contexts:

33 Projects need to be participatory and follow a bottom-up approach to reach the poorest and most  
marginalized;

33 Projects need to bring together different groups of society to multiply effectiveness and be sustainable in 
the long-run;

33 Projects need to have an impact measurement angle with indicators that are comparable among IVCOs;
33 Projects need to address the lessons learned from existing global research on the impact of volunteering for 

development; and
33  IVCOs need to work together collaboratively to strengthen the Global Research and Impact Measurement 

Agenda.

The findings are described in detail in chapter three of this publication. However, the  
studies presented in the chapter are a fraction of lessons learned that IVCOs have already obtained from their 
own impact measurement and research efforts. Yet, still lacking is a clear knowledge management of global 
scale that IVCOs can use to share lessons learned more broadly. Forum’s Global Research Working Group 
therefore urges Forum members and other IVCOs to: 

http://star-www.giz.de/pub%3Fr%3D42711
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.drk.de/en/
http://www1.wfp.org/
https://www.welthungerhilfe.de/home.html
https://www.asb.de/de
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
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33 Strengthen the Global Research Agenda on Volunteering for Peace and Sustainable  
Development 2015–25;

33 Encourage collaboration between IVCOs and academics;
33 Promote the findings of crossover work in academic and practitioner literature; and
33 Scale-up support for research activity in general, but specifically for research that  

addresses issues of measurement focused on the experiences of communities in which volunteers are 
placed.  

Moving-forward, it is therefore key for IVCOs to share lessons learned globally to ensure projects can be 
designed that address the changing global development outlined in chapter one and contribute to the 2030 
Agenda.

4. Conclusion
In sum, the paper shows that national and international volunteers are a crucial resource to create lasting 
change in fragile context because they work at the grassroots level and from the bottom-up. Throughout  
the paper theoretical knowledge is emphasized that can be adapted by IVCOs to create frameworks and guid-
ance documents for volunteering projects and deployments in fragile contexts. The theoretical knowledge is  
complemented by a multitude of project examples that are recent and of relevance to the work of IVCOs 
in fragile contexts. Innovative approaches to volunteerism are given particular attention. Throughout the 
document, the special focus is on the work of GIZ, especially the development workers that are part of the 
organization and are strongly contributing to the work of GIZ and its impact on the field, the mandate of 
BMZ, and the SDGs. 

It is important for the GIZ Development Worker Section to translate the lessons learned obtained from 
IVCO 2016 and the findings of this paper into concrete Policy Messages (see page 15) and Recommendations 
(see page 53) that can help GIZ strengthen its development workers program. Those findings can also guide 
other IVCOs in forming policy documents to better advocate for volunteering projects and deployments, in 
fragile contexts and beyond. 

The IVCO conference in 2016 and this paper aim to foster more openness and share further learning from 
successes and failures through clear knowledge management and sharing. This paper and the ‘Bonn Call for 
Action’ (see Annex I) shows that active steps in this direction are already being taken. This positive collective 
action is key to creating momentum for volunteerism interventions that aim to strengthen civil society, espe-
cially in fragile states. While this document is a starting point for action for IVCOs and GIZ already, volun-
teer involving organizations have to work together to leverage the findings effectively and identify further 
valuable lessons learned that could not be captured. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.bmz.de/en/index.html
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://forum-ids.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Bonn-Call-to-Action-2016.pdf
http://forum-ids.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Bonn-Call-to-Action-2016.pdf
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Policy Messages:  
The Importance of the Deployment  
of Development Workers 

1. GIZ development workers deployed by GIZ into development cooperation programs play 

an important role in contributing to GIZ’s strategic goal to support fragile communities and to 

help achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The Agenda represents a collec-

tive commitment that is based on a common understanding of the changing global devel-

opment context; in particular, the key role fragility plays in development programming. GIZ 

development workers contribute to the goals set out in the 2030 Agenda by using their 

experience to strengthen public institutions and civil society, promoting change and resil-

ience, and promoting cooperation between civil society and the state at all levels. Howev-

er, the deployment of development workers needs to be strengthened at the civil society 

level in order to pursue the role of GIZ being at the interface of civil society, communities, 

and the state. 

2. GIZ development workers are strongly dedicated to increasing the resilience of communi-

ties. In line with the 2030 Agenda, resilience building has become increasingly important 

to the international community. GIZ development workers play a crucial role in spurring 

local action and strengthening the resilience of communities because they are embedded 

in a tight-knit network in their countries of assignment and cooperate closely with local 

partners, especially grassroots actors. This role needs to be highlighted.

3. GIZ development workers are crucial in supporting institutions to bring about structural 

change. By offering expertise and an external perspective, they support partner organiza-

tions in overcoming obstacles to development, especially in fragile contexts. They help 

expand local capacity so that program partners are enabled to conceive, to plan, and to 

manage change processes. The important role GIZ development workers play in enhancing 

institutional resilience needs to be highlighted more.

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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4. GIZ development workers – like other IVCOs – build the bridge between national and international 

volunteering. They help national volunteers and volunteering organizations to advocate better 

for the impact local volunteers already have. This is crucial because the results of national 

volunteer projects often remain unrecognized by the local and international community. GIZ 

development workers therefore also support IVCOs in highlighting positive project examples. 

A number of these examples were presented at IVCO 2016 and are given further visibility 

throughout this publication. 

5. GIZ invests in finding innovative approaches to volunteerism. IVCO 2016 – that was co-hosted by 

GIZ – exemplifies this commitment. And so does this paper, which highlights the key findings 

of IVCO 2016 that are of strategic relevance for all IVCOs. These commitments and the close 

collaboration with IVCOs enable GIZ to reshape its volunteerism approach so that GIZ devel-

opment workers contribute effectively to the SDGs. 

6.
 The GIZ Development Workers Section actively supports the development of better impact  

measurement and research initiatives. Providing empirical proof of the impact of volunteerism 

represents a challenge for IVCOs, especially in areas that relate to the SDGs. Impact meas-

urement, however, is crucial to give positive outcomes of volunteer action more visibility. 

The GIZ Development Workers Section will therefore support global 

research and measurement initiatives wherever possible.

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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'Working Together We Can Help Achieve The SDGs' - Graphic Recording of Day 1 of IVCO 2016 by Artist Christopher Malapitan
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The international community is increasingly confronted with complex crises that are – among 
others – caused by natural disasters, climate change, pandemics, forced displacement, and 
irregular migration.18 The facts and projections are startling: over the past two decades, an 
average of 218 million people every year have been affected by natural disasters alone.19 
Yet, only 0.4 percent of official development assistance is currently being spent annually on 
disaster preparedness.20 If not addressed, such discrepancies will increase the number of fragile 
situations. The United Nations estimates that today, about 43 percent of the population 
worldwide lives in fragility. By 2030 that number is estimated to climb to 62 percent.21

Since 2015, four milestone agreements have been reached to counter these tendencies and to 
spur global development: 
33 The 2030 Agenda, the first-ever universal development framework agreed by the United 

Nations. It includes a set of 17 interconnected goals – the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) – that seek to eradicate poverty in all its forms and within the context of sustaina-
ble development;22

33 The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030, which represents the 
global agenda to reduce the risk of disaster for the next generation;23

33 The global climate change agreement reached at the 21st Conference of the Parties 
(COP21) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change  
(UNFCCC);24 and 

33 The Addis Ababa Action Agenda, a historic agreement to generate financing for the new 
sustainable development agenda.25

These commitments reflect the emerging global understanding that current and future chal-
lenges can only be addressed through the collaboration of many voices. A particular focus of 
the international community is working with people affected by crisis. This was pointed out 
at the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit in Turkey, Istanbul,26 where the former United 
Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon stated that global risks affect all countries and bring 
about the need to build more resilient societies.27 He urged the international community to 
increase investment in community resilience and added that local action must be driven by 
local needs, and complemented by regional and international support.28

The volunteering sector  

plays a crucial role in spurring 

local action, strengthening the 

resilience of communities, and 

contributing to international 

landmark agreements.

During the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit former UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon urged the international community to increase investments in community 
resiliance.

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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Volunteerism: More than an Idealistic Approach to Changing the World for a Better Future

More than 1 billion people volunteer globally.29 They do so 

for a great variety of reasons: to help eliminate poverty, 

to improve basic health and education, to tackle envi-

ronmental issues, to reduce the risk of disasters, and 

to combat violent conflict. The majority serve their own 

countries, many to improve the way they and their fellow 

citizens are governed. These volunteers are helping better 

represent the voices of those who are often left out of 

development decisions, such voices as women, youth, and 

marginalized groups. This helps spur more inclusive – and 

ultimately more effective – development. 

Given the many forms of volunteerism, volunteers are also 

given different ‘definitions’ depending on the context of their 

work. GIZ volunteers, for example, are institutionally called 

‘development workers’ or ‘development advisors.’ This is 

due to the professional expertise and knowledge they bring 

to their assignments as well as the specific advisory role 

they play in GIZ programs. Volunteer-sending organiza-

tions define their volunteers as ‘international volunteers.’ 

Volunteers who are not working under the umbrella of an 

organization are oftentimes called ‘social activists.’ This 

publication makes these distinctions when highlighting 

where volunteers work in partnership, yet it treats volun-

teerism in an inclusive way acknowledging that all areas 

where volunteers are active help generate well-being for 

people and their communities. 

Given that volunteers are motivated by values like those 

of justice, equality, and freedom that are expressed in 

the United Nations Charter,30 a society which supports 

and encourages different forms of volunteering is likely 

to be a society which also promotes the well-being of its 

citizens. Overall, volunteerism is a basic expression of 

human relationships. It is about people’s need to partic-

ipate in their societies and to feel that they matter to 

others. These social relationships intrinsic to volunteer 

work are also critical to individual and community well-

being. To highlight the importance of volunteerism, since 

1985, the United Nations has designated December 5 as 

International Volunteer Day. The day is an opportunity for 

volunteers and volunteer-involving organizations to raise 

awareness of, and gain recognition for, the contribution 

they make to their communities. Nowadays, the interna-

tional community pays particular attention to this day 

because it has recognized that without a wide range of 

people engaged at all stages, at all levels and at all times, 

the SDGs can simply not be achieved. In 2015, the United 

Nations and all members of state recognized Volunteerism 

in all its facets, as a powerful means for bringing more 

people into the fold. n

This paper argues that the volunteering sector plays a crucial role in spurring local action, 
strengthening the resilience of communities, and contributing to the described landmark 
agreements. This chapter sets the context and explains why, while the next chapter outlines 
how IVCOs can impact the changing global development context. 

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.unv.org/publications/un-resolution-70129-integrating-volunteering-peace-and-development-plan-action-next
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“About half of our partner countries are fragile. Two out of three of these countries are also extremely poor.  

Poverty, fragility and violent conflicts predominantly contribute to flight and migration. Our development  

workers assist partner organisations to create perspectives for the people in an effective and efficient way.  

They also work with local communities to increase their level of resilience. They thereby contribute substantially 

to a worldwide reduction of extreme poverty and the root causes of flight and migration.” 

Dr Hans-Joachim Preuß, Managing Director, GIZ

Disasters, conflicts, and fragility are closely interlinked. Impoverished countries that are 
already struggling with insecurity or building a fragile peace are impacted disproportionately 
when natural disasters occur. Recurrent severe weather events in the Sahel and in the Horn of 
Africa, for example, are devastating peoples’ lives in countries where violence and instability 
reduce the possibilities for reducing disaster risk. Natural disasters can even increase the risk 
of conflict. This in turn causes fragility. 

1.1.  Addressing Fragility:  
A Development Priority of Increasing Importance

Fragility: A Concept with Many Layers 

Fragile contexts are complex. Unsurprisingly, there is 

no standard international definition. According to the 

Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Devel-

opment (BMZ): “Fragile states are those in which state 

institutions are very weak or at risk to collapse, and 

whose populations suffer from widespread poverty, 

violence and arbitrary rule.”31 Women, children and 

ethnic or religious minorities are especially affected. 

A state's fragility may also correlate with a lack of 

legitimacy. GIZ notes that fragility is often connected 

with hunger and human rights violations, and frequently 

sets in motion a spiral of poverty and violence that is 

difficult for the countries affected to break.32 The impact 

of fragility, violence, and conflict is not confined to the 

communities and countries where it originates. It spills 

over to neighboring territories and far beyond. Fragile 

states therefore also represent a threat to regional and 

international security. n

For the international community, addressing fragility is a key priority. The World Bank 
Group, for example, addresses the challenge of fragility, conflict, and violence as a strategic 
priority that is critical to achieving the organizations’ twin goals to end extreme poverty  
and promote shared prosperity.33 This approach is important given the high cost of fragil-
ity, both at the social and economic level. Where conflict occurs, development often stalls 
and significant resources must be allocated to support refugees and the internally displaced, 
among others. 

In fragile settings, the international community focuses on programs that help prevent and 
de-escalate conflicts through peaceful dispute resolution, early warning systems, and respons-
es to emerging tensions. In post-conflict contexts, increasing dialogue among stakeholders 
is a priority. Another priority is working directly with civil society. BMZ pointed this out in 
2007: “Civil society plays a key role in the cooperation with fragile states. The more unstable 
the starting conditions, the greater the flexibility with which development policy must deploy 
its instruments and cooperate outside state structures with grassroots non-governmental or-
ganizations and church development agencies, for example.”34 Helen Clark, former Adminis-

http://www.bmz.de/en/index.html
http://www.worldbank.org/
http://www.worldbank.org/
http://www.bmz.de/en/index.html
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trator of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), confirms this: “Supporting 
civil society in fragile states is particularly important in the light of the 2030 Agenda as it is a 
universal one, and therefore as relevant for fragile states as for others – but fragile states do face 
many more challenges in implementing it.”35 

In this context, SDG 16, pointing to the need to build peaceful and inclusive societies, is 
crucial. Establishing effective, accountable, and transparent institutions is one way to achieve 
SDG 16, and IVCOs, including GIZ, recognize this. Among others, IVCOs help strengthen 
public institutions and promote cooperation between civil society and the state at all levels. 
UNDP confirms that such actions that extend state authority to the local level can help stabi-
lize fragile contexts where government functions are especially weak.36 

IVCO 2016 highlighted a multitude of international and national volunteering projects that 
build resilience in fragile contexts. The obtained knowledge is crucial for the global volun-
teerism community, including GIZ, as the 2030 Agenda represents a collective commitment 
based on a common understanding of the changing global development context, especially 
the role fragility plays in development programming.

Overall, fragility is best surmounted when the linkages across the humanitarian, develop-
ment, and peace-building communities are being leveraged. The concept of resilience helps 
achieve this goal as the following sub-chapter points out.

Civil society plays a key  

role in the cooperation 

with fragile states. 

The more unstable the 

starting conditions, the 

greater the flexibility 

with which development 

policy must deploy its in-

struments and cooperate 

outside state structures 

with grassroots non-gov-

ernmental organizations 

and church development 

agencies, for example.

                        BMZ

Fragility is best surmounted when the linkages across the humanitarian-, development-, and peace-building communities are being leveraged.

http://www.undp.org/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.undp.org/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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The international community addresses the urgent need of vulnerable communities to be-
come more sustainable through the concept of resilience that cuts across the SDGs. But let’s 
take one step back. What does resilience actually refer to? 

1.2.  What Does ‘Resilience’ Mean  
in the Context of Fragility and Conflict?

Resilience: Origin of the Concept and Definitions

The concept of resilience is rooted in material sciences and 

ecology37 but has also been applied in social disciplines 

and psychology. The concept typically relates to the ability 

of systems to respond and to adapt effectively to changing 

circumstances. In concrete terms, it is the ability of critical 

physical infrastructure to absorb shocks.38 From a more 

psychological point of view, it is the process of adaptation 

and a set of skills, capacities, behaviors, and actions to 

deal with adversity. 

In the context of international development, resilience 

building aims to strengthen self-help capacities but also 

looks at processes, i.e. legislative and political contexts, 

and relevant frameworks. The Humanitarian Emergency 

Response Review recommended in 2011 that resilience 

be integrated into the emergency response approach of 

the British government. As a result, resilience became 

increasingly central in humanitarian thinking.39 Numerous 

definitions of resilience have emerged since then, some 

explicitly drawing a link between disasters and conflicts 

as an external shock that threatens the well-being of a 

household, community, or country.40

DFID’s definition of resilience, for instance, is “the ability of 

countries, communities and households to manage change, 

by maintaining or transforming living standards in the 

face of shocks or stresses – such as earthquakes, drought 

or violent conflict – without compromising their long-term 

prospect.”41

GIZ defines resilience as “the ability of people and  

institutions – whether individual, household, local commu-

nities or states – to cope with and quickly recover from 

shocks caused by fragile situations, crisis, violent conflict, 

economic crisis or extreme natural events, and to adapt 

to chronic stress or transform their means of living or 

functions without compromising their medium or long-term 

prospects.”42

Lately, an understanding has emerged that building resil-

ience refers to “strengthening the absorptive, adaptive and 

transformative capacities of countries.”43 Building resilience 

ultimately helps fragile countries to be less dependent on 

international aid when disasters and crises occur. 

By now, resilience is widely acknowledged in the litera-

ture as a useful tool for leveraging better linkages across 

humanitarian, development, and peace-building communi-

ties.44 n

The concept’s many definitions indicate that no clear, common, conceptual understanding of 
the idea has materialized. This circumstance combined with the inflationary use of the term 
could cause a dilution or even loss of meaning. Nevertheless, the complexity of the concept is 
also its strength, ensuring different schools of thought are considered in the analysis. 

GIZ development workers, for example, are dedicated to building up the resilience of commu-
nities. As already indicated, they use their professional skills to work directly with local institu-
tions and organizations. To do so, they are embedded in a tight-knit network in their countries 
of assignment and cooperate closely with grassroots actors.45

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.undp.org/
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The head of the Development Worker Section of GIZ proposed the concept of Institutional 
Resilience because fostering institutional resilience is crucial to building the capacity of  
communities through organizations. The following box describes what the Development 
Worker Section of GIZ proposes.

Fostering Institutional Resilience: A Crucial Step for IVCOs to Build Capacity at Multiple Levels?

Given the complexity of the resilience concept, how does 

it relate to the work of IVCOs? First and foremost, IVCOs 

are institutions themselves and need to look at their own 

capacities before aiming to help communities to become 

more resilient. But how can this be tested? As described, 

the concept of resilience typically relates to the ability of 

systems to respond and to adapt effectively to changing 

circumstances. An institution is such a system and IVCOs 

are institutions. IVCOs can therefore ask themselves:  

33 Do we have the capacities to absorb, adapt, and trans-

form? 

33 Are we capable of mitigating the impact of shocks, 

responding appropriately, and applying ‘lessons learned’ 

from experiences? 

33 Are we institutionally prepared to work in the changing 

development context, to adapt our programs if neces-

sary, and to have a knowledge management system that 

enables us to innovate over time? 

Modified, these questions apply equally to the volunteers 

themselves. In sum, in the context of volunteering, IVCOs 

and volunteers have to be resilient when aiming to increase 

the resilience of communities. 

GIZ and its development workers strongly focus on 

fostering resilience on the institutional level. The insti-

tution has taken this approach because of the conviction 

that genuine capacity development can be achieved best 

when communities and partner organizations are integrated 

into the process of developing new knowledge or adapting 

existing knowledge. Such knowledge then also reflects 

the local needs that can trigger change. The work of GIZ 

development workers with the national volunteering organ-

ization Palestinian Vision (PalVision) is a good example. 

GIZ development workers support PalVision in increasing 

its institutional resilience. Among others, they work with 

PalVision staff to create a results-based monitoring system 

that has recently been implemented and will strengthen 

the design of evidence-based projects for Palestinian youth 

moving-forward. It also enables PalVision to fulfill its 

mandate more effectively. Chapter two gives more details 

on the work of organization (see page 28).

The process of translating knowledge developed in consul-

tation with partners into concrete findings, strategies, and 

concepts that work at the local level is also crucial to 

the achievement of sustainability. Research on the impact 

of volunteering for development confirms this. It clearly 

points out participatory approaches that build institu-

tional capacity contribute to the generation of sustainable 

projects and foster long-term relationships with partners 

and local actors. Chapter three gives a more detailed 

insight into relevant research. GIZ goes one step further 

and aims to transfer knowledge from the local to multiple 

levels, in particular the regional and political, because this 

can further spur participatory action, lead to impact on a 

larger scale, and then create an enabling environment for 

change. n

While this chapter looked at the increasingly complex international development context and 
gave a theoretical understanding of the volunteerism, fragility, and resilience, chapter two 
outlines how IVCOs can increase the resilience of communities and what concrete priority 
steps need to be taken.  



2

“Volunteers and volunteer organisations are  

essential to creating vibrant and resilient communities.  

They help build capacity and activate citizens  

to trigger the change needed to make  

the Sustainable Development Goals become a reality.” 

Dr Gill Greer, Forum Board member

Increasing the Resilience of Fragile Communities:  
What Can IVCOs and Volunteers Do to Achieve Impact?
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As described in chapter one, fragility has become a development priority. This chapter high-
lights why strengthening civil society is key to coping with fragility and what IVCOs and vol-
unteers can do to increase the resilience of fragile communities. The chapter addresses the topic 
by outlining concrete steps that need to be taken by IVCOs in the following priority areas:

33 Policy actions that spur national reforms and ensure good governance principles are inte-
grated into projects; and 

33 Strategic actions that help strengthen partnerships among stakeholders, empower margin-
alized groups, and foster innovation.

In closing, the chapter points out frameworks that could help IVCOs integrate resilience 
into the project cycle and sheds a light on initiatives that increase the well-being and safety of 
volunteers. These instruments are crucial for setting the foundation for volunteering projects 
and deployments that aim to address fragile contexts in a sustainable way.

2.1  Policy Actions: Spurring National Reforms and  
Integrating Good Governance Principles into Projects

“Volunteerism is a force for harnessing the power of peoples’ voice and participation to influence governance, 

and enhanced voice and participation are associated with more responsive and accountable governments. 

Volunteers are playing a vital role in making governments more accountable and responsive to their citizens.”  

Amanda Mukwashi, Chief Volunteer Knowledge and Innovation Section, United Nations Volunteers (UNV) 

program

As pointed out by Amanda Mukwashi, Chief of the Volunteer Knowledge and Innovation 
Section of the United Nations Volunteers (UNV) program, too many governments are failing 
to acknowledge – and leverage – the immense potential of volunteers to help them chart a more 
successful development path.46 This lack in governmental support has even more negative 
impact in fragile contexts that by definition already have less-developed legal and institution-
al support systems. Taking active steps to implement structures that promote volunteerism 
therefore has to be considered as a priority for the global volunteerism sector. In particular, 
advocacy for policy actions that foster national reforms and integrate good governance prin-
ciples into projects are more important than ever. GIZ confirms this: “The political and social 
framework plays a crucial role in ensuring reforms are effective and sustainable. Without an 
enabling environment, changes remain superficial and have no real impact in the medium 
term.” 47 An effort of global scale to improve the volunteer infrastructure at the national 
level is the United Nations General Assembly Plan of Action 2016–30 (UN PoA), which is 
described in detail in the following sub-chapter.

2.1.1 Creating Better Volunteer Infrastructures to Leverage Initiatives 

The UN PoA focuses on three strategic objectives to integrate volunteering into peace and 
development policies and programs in the next decade and beyond:

33 Strengthening people‘s ownership of the post-2015 agenda through enhanced civic  
engagement and enabling environments for citizen action;

33 Integrating volunteerism into national and global strategies for the post-2015  
development agenda; and

Taking active steps to  

implement structures that  

promote volunteerism needs to 

be considered as a priority for 

the global volunteerism sector.

The United Nations General  

Assembly Plan of Action 

2016–30 is an effort of global 

scale to integrate volunteering 

into peace and development 

policies and programs.

https://www.unv.org/
https://www.unv.org/
https://www.unv.org/publications/un-resolution-70129-integrating-volunteering-peace-and-development-plan-action-next
https://www.unv.org/publications/un-resolution-70129-integrating-volunteering-peace-and-development-plan-action-next
https://www.unv.org/publications/un-resolution-70129-integrating-volunteering-peace-and-development-plan-action-next
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld%20
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Volunteer infrastructure at the national level is an important factor for effective collaboration 
among international and national volunteers.48 It helps them to build each other’s capacity 
and to find better ways to involve community leaders and local governments in their work. 
The program of CUSO International in Colombia (see page 34), for example, would not have 
been possible without recent legislation passed by the country in a national effort to widen 
volunteer engagement.  However, even with a functioning volunteer infrastructure, volunteer-
ism cannot develop its full impact when efficient good governance mechanisms are lacking. 
The following sub-chapter points out the reasons why. 

2.1.2  Helping Establish Democratic Systems and Networks across Society  
to Overcome Political, Economic, and Social Challenges

Good governance refers to “effective structures that provide optimal support to citizens  
in leading a safe and productive life in line with their desires and opportunities.49 This applies  
to all relevant actors across society, such as the government and the private sector. 50 Essen- 
tially, good governance helps strengthen society. To increase the resilience of communities,  
especially in fragile contexts, the focus needs to be on enabling and supporting good governance. 

With their professional expertise and ability to build capacity in local settings, volunteers can 
help point out where good governance structures are lacking and apply concepts that are used 

Promoting Volunteerism at the National Level
The National Volunteer Centre in Russia Plays a Central Role in Promoting Volunteerism

Launched in 1991, the National Volunteer Centre (NVC) 

develops, supports, and promotes volunteerism in Russia to 

make it an essential component of society. Galina Bodren-

kova, President of NVC, believes that in Russia it is neces-

sary to raise awareness, to establish a solid knowledge 

base, and to improve legislation in the field of volunteering. 

NVC assists in decision-making related to volunteers and 

to public policy on the local and national level, and it 

conducts scientific research on volunteerism.

Achievements

33 The National Council on Corporate Volunteerism was 

established in 2014 at the initiative of the Association 

of Managers and the NVC to provide a solid national 

knowledge system with information on national and 

international corporate volunteering opportunities. 

33 NVC invests in research and training; over the past few 

years, NVC conducted over 300 training events and 10 

annual national conferences on volunteering. Thanks to 

the advocacy work, more than one million volunteers 

from almost 50 regions of Russia participate in the 

annual All-Russian volunteer week. 

To achieve its objectives, NVC actively cooperates with other 

national and international organizations working in the 

field of volunteerism – the Association of Volunteer Centers 

(AVC), the National Research University Higher School of 

Economics (HSE), and the Agency for Strategic Initiatives 

(ASI). Also, NVC is a member of the Federal Expert Council 

on Volunteering and a member of the International Associa-

tion for Volunteer Effort (IAVE). n

33 Measuring volunteerism to contribute to a holistic understanding of the engagement of peo-
ple and their well-being and to be part of the monitoring of the SDGs.

Advocacy for the UN PoA is led by the UNV program that works closely with national counter-
parts. Russia is a good example of the impact this work can have. In Russia, volunteering is now 
included in the development priorities of the government and integrated into a national strategy. 
There are plans to integrate the SDGs into a national working plan for 2020 as well. The Russian 
National Volunteer Centre was key to achieving these reforms as highlighted below. 

https://cusointernational.org/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.unv.org/publications/un-resolution-70129-integrating-volunteering-peace-and-development-plan-action-next
https://www.unv.org/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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by the international development community to promote good governance. One integral 
component that is strongly related is the promotion of cooperation with civil society. Part-
nerships with civil society are especially important in fragile contexts because an active civil 
society is a prerequisite for constructive relations between the state and society (see 2.1.1). If 
these relations work effectively, they lead to civic-centered development actions by the state. 
The German government has stated: “Development policy therefore has to be based on the 
promotion of civil society, both in the political dialogue with partner countries as well as 
through concrete measures.” 51  

But how does this relate to volunteerism in all its forms (see page 22 that described volunteer-
ism)? What concrete measures can IVCOs take? Let’s take the example of GIZ development 
workers. In their volunteerism assignments, they do exactly what the previous statement sug-
gested: They use their professional expertise to provide training and advisory services that help 
strengthen institutions (see page 26 that highlights the concept on institutional resilience). 
They do so by working closely with both state organizations and non-governmental partners 
that represent civil society. Giving systematic advice and providing capacity development 
services for local stakeholders are at the core of their assignments in partner countries. After 
completing their assignments, they bring their experience and intercultural know-how to 
European society. This contributes to sustainable development and fosters a tolerant society.52 
The example of GIZ development workers shows that although working from the bottom-up, 
volunteers have a strong impact on ensuring that institutions in partner countries are being 
strengthened and civil society has the capacity to effectively lead them to ensure good govern-
ance in the long-run. In fragile and conflict-prone settings their work is even more crucial as 
institutional reform processes are particularly difficult to spur. In such contexts, enabling local 
actors to resolve conflicts without using violence is crucial. In Germany, the Consortium of 
German organizations implementing the ZFD (Civil Peace Service) program has taken this 
approach of placing trained experts in the field as volunteers and has achieved robust out-
comes.53

Beyond this, research shows that to overcome crises, it is important to understand their causes 
first. Organizations that involve volunteers therefore need to also understand the causes of 
conflict and fragility, such as possible violations of human rights, so that they can address 
them in their projects and enable volunteers to work effectively in contexts where good 
governance is lacking. The following sub-chapter provides a closer look at human rights-based 
approaches that IVCOs can integrate into their projects.

2.1.3  Supporting the Realization of Human Rights and Civic Space  
for the Benefit of Communities 

Experience from GIZ projects has shown: “The systematic application of the principles of 
human rights – participation and empowerment, non-discrimination, equality of opportuni-
ty, transparency, and accountability – helps ensure good governance in partner countries and 
results in more sustainable development projects.” 54 

The increasing need to implement human rights standards to achieve the 2030 Agenda is also 
highlighted in the recently launched 15th Development Policy Report of the German Federal 
Government.55 The document points out that the developments of the past years, in particu-
lar the increase of armed conflicts and migration movements pose significant human rights 
risks.56 Ensuring human rights is therefore a guiding principle of German development policy. 

The role of volunteers with regard to strengthening the capacities of state actors as human 
rights duty bearers can be manifold according to GIZ’s cross-sectorial program Realizing Hu-
man Rights in Development Cooperation: Their contribution can range from advising national 
planning authorities on the disaggregation of data and sensitizing local governments on rele-
vant human rights standards, e.g. on water and sanitation, to supporting the set-up of inclu-

Although working from the 

bottom-up, volunteers have a 

strong impact on ensuring that 

institutions in partner countries 

are being strengthened and 

civil society has the capacity 

to effectively lead them to 

ensure good governance in the 

long-run. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.bmz.de/en/publications/type_of_publication/information_flyer/information_brochures/Materialie305_development_policy.pdf
http://www.bmz.de/en/publications/type_of_publication/information_flyer/information_brochures/Materialie305_development_policy.pdf
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sive participation and accountability mechanisms. With regard to strengthening the capacities 
of civil society organizations as those that support communities through training, community 
development, or advocacy, volunteers can strengthen organizational or project management 
capacities. Volunteers’ placement within, or their support to, partner organizations’ struc-
tures, their thematic and methodological expertise as well as their structural linkages to other 
levels of development interventions are valuable components of what is ultimately increasing 
dialogue on human rights-based approaches. This can help communities form and articulate 
their views effectively, engage in dialogue with state actors, and promote inclusive develop-
ment that strengthens civic space and the communities themselves.  

IVCOs already use human rights-based approaches when designing volunteerism projects. 
Yet, mostly, this happens ‘unconsciously’ depending on the organizational values of the 
respective IVCOs. IVCOs therefore need to analyze their institutional values, identify where 
they are in line with human rights-based approaches, and discuss where additional human 
rights-based approaches need to be integrated into projects. Overall, IVCOs need to raise 
more awareness as to the importance of these approaches to ensure successful delivery in 
fragile contexts.

IVCOs can learn from the approaches outlined in sub-chapters 2.1.2 and 2.1.3. They can 
ensure volunteers actively work with local partners to strengthen institutions and build ca-
pacity. To do so, they have to be aware of good governance principles and human rights-based 
approaches, include these into projects, and adapt them to the political and societal context of 
the partner country. 

The following sub-chapter provides more insight on strategic actions that IVCOs can take to 
supplement the outlined political actions. Specifically, it points out how volunteers can use 
their skills to strengthen strategic actions that help develop capacity and in doing so achieve 
impact in increasing the resilience of communities.

Volunteers’ placement within, 

or their support to, partner 

organizations’ structures, their 

thematic and methodological 

expertise as well as their  

structural linkages to other 

levels of development interven-

tions are valuable components 

of what is ultimately increasing 

dialogue on human rights-based 

approaches.

Young Rwandan journalists broadcast democratic values after being trained in methods of conflict sensitive journalism by GIZ volunteers.
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Beyond advocacy, IVCOs and volunteers can take action at the strategic level to have posi-
tive impact in fragile contexts. In many cases effective cooperation among project partners 
and volunteers, for example, can be key to increasing the impact of project activities to build 
resilience.57 Such a strategic-level approach goes beyond exchanging information, however. It 
refers to capacity development. According to GIZ, this is about “strengthening partners and 
tapping potentials.” 58 It applies to capacities and experience in a wide variety of areas: health, 
legal affairs, public finance, communications, organizational development, education and 
training. The organization has more than 30 years of experience in capacity development and 
supporting people in acquiring specialist knowledge, skills, and management expertise. Yet, 
GIZ points out that “that in itself is not enough. Long-term impact can only be achieved if all 
activities and strategies are efficiently coordinated and stakeholders in all sectors are adequate-
ly consulted. This is the key to sustainable development.” 59 The following sub-chapters point 
out how IVCOs can achieve long-term impact in fragile settings by strengthening partner-
ships, empowering marginalized groups, and fostering innovation.

2.2.1  Strengthening Cooperation between International and National  
Volunteers to Build Capacity and Increase the Sustainability of  
Projects

“If we want to strengthen the resilience of vulnerable communities and take inclusion serious at the  

same time, it must be on equal footing.” Gregory Okonofua, Nigerian volunteer with Voluntary Service Over-

seas (VSO) International

The above statement from Gregory Okonofua, a Nigerian volunteer, points out that com-
munities in fragile contexts can only be supported effectively through volunteerism if 
international and national volunteers and partners work together collaboratively and build 
on each other’s capacity. Forum research on the interface between national and international 
volunteering confirms: “Approaches that promote partnerships within which volunteering 
takes place have a greater chance of engaging with local volunteer infrastructures, particularly 
because they focus on strengthening institutional connections and on operating volunteer 
programs collaboratively.” 60 Concrete initiatives that have proven to build capacity success- 
fully are distance mentoring, e-volunteering, and workshops. According to VSO Internatio- 
nal, research and in-counry placements, however, remain the most relevant way to capacity 
development of local organizations.61 Projects of the Australian and Japanese governments 
exemplify this. Both implemented initiatives that are based on cooperation between interna-
tional and national volunteers to provide disaster relief and to mitigate climate change risks 
in the Philippines. These projects have led to significant outcomes, especially the transfer of 
knowledge on ways to recover from disaster events and to better prepare for them given the 
local realities. 

2.2.  Strategic Actions: Strengthening Partnerships 
among Stakeholders, Empowering Marginalized 
Groups, and Fostering Innovation 

Communities in fragile  

contexts can only be supported 

effectively through volunteer-

ism if international and national 

volunteers and partners work 

together collaboratively and 

build on each other’s capacity.

https://www.vsointernational.org/
https://www.vsointernational.org/
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The examples show that volunteerism is about more than the direct outcome of a project. It 
is about capacity development that leads to sustainable projects. Further, when capacity de-
velopment is at the heart of volunteering initiatives, volunteering can generate impact on the 
community level. This is because the volunteer transfers skills to the local partner who is then 
enabled to support a larger group of people. This multiplier effect is an important example of 
the social dimension of volunteerism. The projects of the Nepal Friendship Society are good 
examples. The organization promotes education, empowerment, and ownership by training 
local volunteers to create public awareness for environmental issues of national scale. 

Supporting Disaster Relief and Mitigating Climate Change in the Philippines
The Innovative Approach of the Projects of Scope Global and the Japan International Cooperation Agency 

In November 2013, Typhoon Haiyan struck the Philip-

pines, leaving a huge area of devastation and affecting 

around 12 million people. A small, but important, part of 

the Australian government’s $41 million AUD emergency 

relief and recovery response following Haiyan was the 

deployment of a team of Australian Volunteers for Inter-

national Development (AVID), a program implemented by 

Scope Global. In close collaboration with the local partners 

at the Department of the Interior and Local Government 

(DILG), the volunteer team developed the “Build Back Better 

Operations Manual”. Based on existing local codes and 

guidelines, the manual strengthened the local community’s 

practices and processes in disaster management and is 

now being rolled out by DILG central, regional and munic-

ipal staff in the affected regions. This ‘team volunteering 

model’ represents an innovative response to a specific 

humanitarian situation that – among others – required the 

diverse and yet complimentary skills of engineers, archi-

tects, urban planners, construction managers, and commu-

nications specialists. To make it work, the team and local 

partners need to have a unified understanding of the work, 

objectives and conditions. The ‘team volunteering model’ is 

now being implemented by the AVID program in other coun-

tries and contexts. Simona Achitei, Senior Manager of Scope 

Global’s Volunteer Program, believes that team volunteering 

has the potential to successfully address complex human-

itarian and development challenges in the Indo-Pacific and 

elsewhere. 

The Disaster Risk Reduction and Management (DRRM) team 

of the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) has 

also taken active steps to integrate international volunteers 

into local projects in the Philippines. 

Japanese volunteers, since 2013, have worked in the Phil-

ippines to mitigate climate change risk, e.g. in community 

and policy development projects. The approach starts at the 

individual volunteer level: information on DRRM assistance 

conducted by the national government is shared with each 

volunteer. The volunteers then adapt the information to 

the local realities; this strengthens the delivery of DRRM 

initiatives locally and increases disaster resilience at 

the community level. All initiatives that are being under-

taken with volunteers are in line with JICA’s overarching 

approach to develop projects only in compliance with the 

SDGs, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, 

and the Paris Agreement on the 21st session of the Confer-

ence of Parties (COP21) of the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). n

Volunteerism is about more  

than the direct outcome of a 

project. It is about capacity 

development that leads to 

sustainable projects.

http://www.scopeglobal.com/
https://www.australianvolunteers.com/
http://www.scopeglobal.com/
https://www.australianvolunteers.com/
http://www.scopeglobal.com/
http://www.scopeglobal.com/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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Another impactful example of the described multiplier effect through capacity development 
is the national volunteer program of CUSO International in Colombia. The organization 
cooperates with local partner organizations to leverage the skills of international volunteers.  
It does so by placing volunteers with local partners that then train other local counterparts. 
This ensures that all local partners use CUSO International’s methodology to implement, 
manage, monitor, and evaluate volunteer programs moving forward.

The devastating earthquake in Nepal in April 2015 that resulted in more than 8,000 fatalities 
and displaced more than half a million people provides another example. Recovery efforts 
relied heavily on cooperation among national and international volunteers. VSO Internatio- 
nal, for example, set up an initiative with Uniterra that helped spur economic development 
by sharing skills among international and national volunteers in the post-earthquake recovery 
phase. Especially in fragile contexts, volunteering, to have an impact, needs to take place at 
the local level but be inter-linked in an inclusive way with national initiatives. 

The 15th Development Policy Report of the German Federal Government therefore states  
that “with the adoption of 2030 Agenda all states have committed themselves to fostering 
inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making processes at all level.” 62

In conclusion, international volunteering interventions can only be sustainable if local 
communities are actively involved. Integrated project planning processes, discussions among 
involved stakeholders, as well as capacity development represent effective ways of implemen-
tation. Strong training ensures ownership and rollout of lessons learned from international 
volunteers among local stakeholders. The Resilience Learning Initiative that is explained in 
chapter 2.3.1 showcases in more detail how capacity development can be integrated into the 
project cycle when planning projects in fragile contexts.

Capacity development does not only ensure that projects are better coordinated and effec-
tively implemented by partner organization, it also enables the volunteers to become ‘agents 
of change’ that transfer their knowledge to their community. This is the mainstay of the 
following sub-chapter.

National Volunteering and Its Social Impact
The Environmental Projects of the Nepal Friendship Society

The Nepal Friendship Society’s vision is to generate this 

kind of social impact through large-scale national volun-

teering. One of the biggest environmental problems in Nepal 

is the limited waste infrastructure and the resulting illegal 

waste dumping practices. The Society has started several 

activities with large numbers of local volunteers to promote 

environment conservation, such as a clean-up program, a 

‘Say No to Plastic Bags’ campaign, trainings on composting, 

and an education program for school children.  By involving 

mostly young people as volunteers, the Society helps 

ensure that community members learn to take responsi-

bility for their environment from an early age. 

Achievements: 

33 More than one thousand national volunteers annually 

participate in the projects of the Nepal Friendship 

Society. Through collective national volunteering the 

community takes ownership and is empowered to 

protect their environment. 

33 The organization trains more than 400 women and 700 

children and youths per year. They carry on the knowl-

edge into their families and thus act as multipliers – 

raising public awareness of environmental issues in 

Nepal. 

33 By educating and empowering the national volunteers 

and the community, the community’s and the environ-

ment’s resilience are strengthened.

https://cusointernational.org/
https://cusointernational.org/
https://www.vsointernational.org/
http://www.bmz.de/en/publications/type_of_publication/information_flyer/information_brochures/Materialie305_development_policy.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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2.2.2  Empowering Marginalized Groups to Become Community  
‘Agents of Change’

In the article Agents of Change: Recognizing the Role of Volunteer Action in Sustainable Devel-
opment, VSO International highlights that community action through volunteering allows 
people to gain skills, find their voice, act on the issues that most affect them, and increase 
their ownership over how their community changes. 63 Especially in fragile contexts, the role 
of community action that results from the work of local change agents is crucial. It empowers 
members of the community that are excluded from important participatory processes to take 
an active role in community development. 

Women and youth are defined as marginalized in fragile contexts. The following volunteering 
projects exemplify how women and youth can be empowered to take an active role to increase 
the resilience of their communities. Palestine Vision provides a high impact example of how 
volunteerism can help empower youth and strengthen fragile communities. The organization 
encourages young Palestinians from marginalized communities in the West Bank to join 
youth-led community development projects that help foster social leadership. The project 
showcases that volunteerism can help local communities become more resilient in coping 
with the difficulties of daily life.

Strengthening Fragile Communities
Palestine Vision Works to Empowering Youth

Education and youth employment initiatives can contribute 

to the development of peaceful and secure environments. 

Palestine Vision (PalVision) aims to achieve just that. 

Palestine youth (15–29 years) make up 30 percent of the 

population but are largely excluded from decision-making 

processes. PalVision provides channels for self-expres-

sion, including training workshops and community service 

programs that build leadership skills and strengthen 

self-esteem to become positive change agents in their 

communities.

The organization applies a sensitive approach that inte-

grates youths from different geographical areas, age groups, 

genders, and socio-economic backgrounds. A particular 

focus is the empowerment of young women and the facil-

itation of dialogue and exchange with international youth. 

PalVision is independent from political positions – conceiving, 

instead, of a democratic future in which Palestinian youth 

work to improve and to advance their society.

Achievements: 

33 Established in 1998, PalVision now comprises a grass-

roots membership of over 600 volunteers. 

33 Other positive outcomes for youth are an increased 

self-awareness, -esteem, and -efficacy; a feeling 

of greater connectedness with peers and stronger 

belonging to their communities; and strengthened 

engagement as active citizens. 

33 Youth is engaged on a policy level at a young age 

strengthening their sense of belonging to their commu-

nities.

33 Youth contribute to addressing problems and finding 

solutions in their communities. 

PalVision is partner of GIZ in the program ‘Strengthening 

civil society-organizations in the Palestinian territories’ 

which has a strong volunteer-based approach in regard 

to local partners and well as the assignment of numerous 

development workers. n

Another example is the United Network of Young Peace Builders that reaches out to young 
people, especially those that are marginalized because they are not educated and live on the 
streets. It aims to transform these young people into agents of change that counter violence. 
So far, over 100,000 young people both in Cameroon and abroad have been empowered 
through face-to-face training and the use of mass media and online advocacy. 

Especially in fragile contexts, 

the role of community action 

that results from the work of 

local change agents is crucial. 

It empowers members of the 

community that are excluded 

from important participatory 

processes to take an active role 

in community development. 

https://www.vsointernational.org/
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Using sport as a tool for sustainable development and peace building is another strategic 
approach to empower children and youth to become local agents of change. This innovative 
approach to volunteerism is highlighted in sub-chapter 2.2.3.2  (see page 39).

CUSO International goes one step further and shows that strengthening civil society by em-
powering marginalized groups not only helps foster social inclusion but also spurs economic 
development. The organization’s VOICE (Volunteer for International Cooperation and 
Empowerment) project in Cameroon exemplifies this. In remote rural areas of the country, 
international volunteers help women and indigenous farmers express their concerns and 
demand better living conditions from local government councils. This empowers and enables 
them to get out of marginalization. At the same time, international volunteers support them 
in structuring their business activities. The resulting enhanced participation and better busi-
ness operations have improved production and increased revenues. 

Organizations dedicated to implementing sustainable development projects need to reach out 
to marginalized groups in local communities when designing initiatives in fragile countries. 
Empowering marginalized group is key to building communities that are aware of the global 
risks that can affect their livelihoods and are able to find ways to address them. VSO Interna-
tional points out that “at its best, this improves governance and ensures that decision-makers 
are held to account for their action.” 64 The strategic empowerment of marginalized groups 
is therefore key to achieving the political progress described in chapter 2.1. It has to, howev-
er, be interlinked with the other policy and strategic actions outlined in this publication to 
develop its full impact. 

Overall, all IVCOs can learn from these examples. It can help them deepen their understand-
ing of priority areas of work and enable them to specialize more. Ultimately, this can help 
IVCOs design volunteering projects and deployments. 

Young Peace Builders in Cameroon
From Agents of Violence to Agents of Peace and Change

The United Network of Young Peace Builders is a global 

network connecting 70 youth peace organizations across 

45 countries, strengthening sustainable youth-driven peace 

building. The organizations are united around the vision of 

a world free from violence in which young people play an 

active role in contributing to peace. 

Local Youth Corner Cameroon is a youth-led, non-govern-

mental organization that works to promote youth empow-

erment, inclusion, and participation in policy-making and 

development processes. Its national coordinator, Achaleke 

Christian Leke, who was born and raised in a commu-

nity renowned for youth involvement in violent extremist 

tendencies in Cameroon, succeeded in transforming from 

an agent of violence to an ambassador of peace and 

change. He is now championing youth action for peace and 

countering violent extremism in Cameroon – reaching out to 

young people who are not educated, living on the streets, 

and confronted with violence. 

Achaleke Christian Leke believes that young people are at 

the forefront of peace building and that their energy needs 

to be channeled into volunteering programs. n

https://cusointernational.org/
https://www.vsointernational.org/
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2.2.3  Fostering Innovation to Widen Volunteer Engagement and  
Address Global Changes

“Innovative volunteering approaches and partnerships are an essential ingredient for the achievement  

of the Sustainable Development Goals.”  Kylee Bates, former World President of the International Association 

for Volunteer Effort

As the quote from Kylee Bates, former World President of the International Association for 
Volunteer Effort, points out, future-oriented volunteering approaches and partnerships are 
needed under the increasingly difficult conditions the world is facing. GIZ acknowledges 
that “decision-makers today must think, act and lead on a global scale. Systemic thinking, 
cooperation and innovation have never been more important than in today’s interdependent 
world.” 65 By involving volunteers and stakeholders in new and innovative ways, IVCOs can 
contribute to building capacity locally and to increasing the resilience of communities.

The theme is not new to IVCOs. Unsurprisingly, a multitude of innovative volunteering  
projects were presented at IVCO 2016 from which three approaches to future-oriented  
volunteerism emerged: 
33 Inclusiveness to develop projects that integrate all parts of society and thus widen  

volunteer engagement;
33 Ideas to identify project solutions that adapt best to the changing development context; 

and
33 Partnerships to reach out to new stakeholders, such as the private sector, and transfer 

knowledge and skills. 

This sub-chapter highlights examples that apply to these approaches. 

2.2.3.1 Projects that Focus on Inclusiveness
One remarkable initiative highlighted at IVCO 2016 was the work of the Senior Expert Service. 
It aims to make volunteering more inclusive by leveraging the knowledge of retired professionals. 

The Great Potential of Senior Experts
Leveraging the Skills and Motivation of Retired Professionals to Create Impact

The Senior Expert Service (SES) sees demographic change 

as an opportunity to actively bring the great potential of 

retired, skilled volunteers into society. As advisors, retired 

professionals pass on their skills, knowledge, and experi-

ence to others within Germany, in developing countries, and 

in emerging economies. The experts offer practical support 

and trainings to specialized workers and management staff, 

thereby contributing to sustainable economic and social 

development. 

The duration of these honorary assignments ranges from 

three to six weeks; in exceptional cases, it can run up to six 

months. The work of SES is demand- and needs-oriented, 

complying with clients’ goals and following the principle of 

‘helping others to help themselves.’ 

Achievements:

33 Since 1983 SES has carried out over 35,000 assign-

ments in more than 160 countries. The 10,000 senior 

experts cover more than 50 sectors of industry.

33 By supporting societal, economic, and social devel-

opment, living standards are raised and resilience is 

increased in the placement communities.

Susanne Nonnen has been leading the organization since 

1996. She believes that “retired volunteers create positive 

impact because they have extensive professional expe-

rience and are highly motivated. Experts are recognized 

positively also because they carry the image of an active 

senior.” n

Future-oriented volunteering 

approaches and partnerships 

are needed under the  

increasingly difficult conditions 

the world is facing.
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Scope Global’s innovative and inclusive volunteer projects with people with disabilities are 
unique and mutually beneficial: Volunteers grow both personally and professionally while 
at the same time empowering and transferring skills to people with disabilities. This helps 
strengthen local skills, and boosts social and sustainable economic development.

Including People with Disabilities in Volunteer Programs 
Creating Positive Change and Breaking Down Barriers through Empowerment

Who would be better suited to understand and support 

people with disabilities in developing countries than 

peers with disabilities? Scope Global, a specialist project 

management organization delivering international devel-

opment and international education programs throughout 

Asia and the Pacific, has put this realization into practice. 

The Australian Volunteers for International Development 

(AVID), an Australian Government initiative, implemented 

by Scope Global, encourages people with disabilities to 

apply for volunteering assignments. Following the notion of 

‘nothing about us, without us’ individualized support plans 

and risk matrices for each volunteer with a disability are 

developed to ensure the quality and safety of their place-

ment. Simona Achitei has been managing and implementing 

the AVID program for the past four years. In strengthening 

disability-inclusive development she sees the “possibility 

to empower people with disabilities, improve equality and 

reduce poverty.”

Achievements:

33 Volunteers with disabilities help improve the lives of 

people with disabilities in their placement countries: 

they share knowledge on creating more accessible 

communities, exchange skills, and build capacity. They 

also help break down attitudinal barriers than exist in 

the local context by modeling what people with disabili-

ties are capable of achieving. 

33 Volunteers with disabilities grow personally and profes-

sionally. They gain confidence and some find that new 

career opportunities open to them after their placement.

33 The personal resilience of volunteers with disabilities, as 

well as the resilience of people with disabilities and their 

communities in developing countries, is strengthened.

For Simona Achitei disability-inclusive development is not 

only inspirational but a concrete and innovative example of 

positive change. For her, “there is no way backwards, only 

forward!”  n

The Senior Expert Service that is based in Germany aims at leveraging the skills of 
retired professionals to create impact.

‘Nothing about us, without us’: Scope Global of Australia encourages people  
with disabilities to apply for volunteering assignments.

http://www.scopeglobal.com/
http://www.scopeglobal.com/
https://www.australianvolunteers.com/
http://www.scopeglobal.com/
https://www.australianvolunteers.com/
http://www.scopeglobal.com/
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2.2.3.2 Projects that Focus on Integrative Ideas
For IVCOs, innovation goes beyond the recruitment and inclusion of new and previously 
marginalized groups. It is about shifting the boundaries of what seems possible. The example 
of Scope Global showed this. GIZ’s Sport for Development Program is another innovative 
approach.

CUSO International’s VOICE project that was outlined in chapter 2.2.2 (see page 36) is 
another example of projects that shift existing paradigms through new ideas. It shows that 
volunteerism interventions can lead to economic outcomes when civil society is empowered. 

Sport for Development
Increasing the Self-Confidence of Children and Youth to Build Community Resilience

Sport is not only about sport, but about values, fairness, 

tolerance, and responsibility. It can boost self-esteem and 

self-confidence, raise awareness, and help integrate people 

socially and economically. Sport can deliver life skills that 

help young people deal with difficult circumstances and 

shape their own futures. Being deeply rooted in all levels 

of society, sport brings people together and therefore 

contributes to community resilience building. Women sport 

teachers, for example, can positively impact girls. 

Gerald Guskowski, former head of the Sport for Development 

program at GIZ, points out that “sport is an important tool 

to achieve the SDGs.” The program engages, among others, 

volunteers as youth trainers, linking physical activity with 

developmental agendas. In doing so, children and youth 

are being educated, e.g. in the areas of health, prevention 

of violence, hygiene, gender equality, social inclusion, and 

environmental topics.

 Achievements:

33 Methodologies and innovative training concepts and 

materials on how to educate young people through sport 

have been developed and integrated into existing sport 

and development programs.

33 Girls and boys taking part in program activities learn 

how to put down anti-social, violent, and discriminatory 

behavior, gain self-confidence, and see themselves as 

role models and multipliers.

Bend it like Beckham: Sport can deliver life skills that help young people deal with difficult environments. This 
philosophy is at the heart of the GIZ programme Sports For Development.

http://www.scopeglobal.com/
https://cusointernational.org/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/


40 | Findings of the 2016 IVCO Conference

Given the accommodating nature of new technologies, online volunteering has widened 
engagement. In particular, online volunteering offers the private sector a contemporary and 
modern tool to demonstrate corporate social responsibility, allowing employees to connect 
with a social cause from wherever they are and to contribute to tackling global challenges 
while pursuing a demanding career.66

Realized Worth, a global consulting firm, provides another example of innovation in volun-
teering by addressing the private sector. The organization engages employees in corporate 
volunteering to increase their awareness of social issues and societal needs. 

Online Volunteering 
Contributing to Development by Creating Opportunities for all Members of Society

Online volunteering makes volunteerism more acces-

sible for all members of society and offers diverse tasks: 

assignments in teaching and training, project development 

and management, leadership and strategy, technology 

development, writing and editing, research, and many other 

areas. UNV’s Online Volunteer (OV) service is pioneering 

this initiative and has designed a process to ensure quality 

standards. 

Interested non-profit organizations register online with this 

free service; the UNV program reviews and approves their 

application, and publishes the volunteering opportunities; 

volunteers apply and the organization selects the people 

they would like to involve. During the online collabora-

tion, the UNV program provides advice in online volunteer 

management.  Elise Bouvet, manager of the Online Volun-

teering service, points out: “The tools to manage online 

volunteers are available on the website. All organizations 

need to do is provide opportunity descriptions explaining 

what they need from online volunteers. Our dedicated team 

is available online to provide guidance and support. It’s 

that simple. Organizations retain the power of choice, while 

online volunteers themselves find a world of opportunities 

to advance the SDGs.”

Achievements:

33 Volunteering is facilitated, leading to increased engage-

ment and an online volunteering boom: Organizations 

registered with onlinevolunteering.org can access a 

global pool of 500,000 skilled volunteers. 12,000 UN 

Online Volunteers are mobilized per year: 60 percent are 

from developing countries, 60 percent are women, and 

two percent are people with disabilities. There are 187 

countries engaged in online volunteering. 

33 Online volunteering is simple, universal, and most of all, 

very effective: 94 percent of organizations and volun-

teers engaged in online volunteering through UNV are 

satisfied with the results.

UN Online Volunteer Slawosz Fliegner, a German Business 

Administration graduate with a professional record in 

investment banking and consulting, who wrote a report 

about the business environment in Sierra Leone while he 

was living in Singapore, comments: “Online volunteering 

gives me the ability to contribute, as opposed to simply 

donate. Contribution is a team effort and a form of dialogue, 

which allows you to help in solving a problem. By volun-

teering online, I can go beyond the notion of charity and 

work on a project to the best of my abilities to create  

social impact. My efforts are guided by the organization, 

which understands the actual needs and challenges and 

thus is in a position to maximize the benefits from the 

project.” The impact goes beyond the online assignment: 

Many online volunteers move to taking ownership locally, 

contributing to development and resilience building in their 

own communities. n

2.2.3.3 Projects that Focus on New Partnerships Models
Volunteer-involving organizations are keen on innovating through new partnerships, as UNV’s Online 
Volunteering example highlights. It allows organizations and volunteers to team up to address sustainable 
development challenges via the Internet – anywhere in the world, from any device.  

https://www.onlinevolunteering.org/en
https://www.unv.org/
https://www.unv.org/
https://www.onlinevolunteering.org/en
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.onlinevolunteering.org/en
https://www.unv.org/
https://www.onlinevolunteering.org/en
https://www.onlinevolunteering.org/en
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Such private sector partnerships as Realized Worth are becoming more important for IVCOs. 
Realized Worth was co-founded by IMPACT 2030, a global private sector–led collaboration 
that mobilizes employee volunteers to advance the achievement of the SDGs. UNV collab-
orates with the United Nations Global Compact, the world’s largest corporate sustainability 
initiative. 

The private sector has corporate practices and processes that can help leverage volunteerism in 
new ways and build capacity. VSO International, for example, works with the private sector 
at all levels. In Bangladesh, the organization engages international senior-level volunteers 
from the private sector on short-term assignments. Working with VSO International’s local 
partners, the volunteers help smallholder farmers to better cope with the adverse effects of 
climate change, limited land availability, and poor access to markets, for example by making 
local supply chains more effective.67 In turn, volunteerism has become more interesting for 
the private sector as it represents a new platform to implement projects. 

All examples encourage multi-sector partnerships. These can help increase the resilience of 
communities and leverage the SDGs, especially SDG 17 (see page 6). This SDG emphasizes 
the importance of inclusive partnerships built upon principles and values [of inclusion].

In conclusion, this chapter shows that IVCOs are emphasizing innovative approaches and part-
nerships in national and international volunteering. The described examples also highlight that 
IVCOs and international volunteers are in a good position to connect and to build networks 
that span multiple levels and sectors. They are leveraging new ideas in different ways, some by 
widening volunteer engagements, others by collaborating with new stakeholders.

Although not all approaches are new to GIZ and IVCOS, they still present initiatives that can 
help volunteer involving organizations reflect their existing programs and analyze whether 
they are resilient enough institutionally to contribute to the goals set out in the 2030 Agenda. 
Overall, changing existing paradigms – also institutionally – is key for innovation. 

Building Community Resilience through Empathy
The Corporate Volunteering Approach of Realized Worth

Volunteerism achieves more impact than simply the 

services it aims to deliver. The global consulting firm Real-

ized Worth engages employees in corporate volunteering 

and giving programs, believing resilience can be created at 

the employee, company, and community levels. The hypoth-

esis put forth is that divisions within society endanger the 

resilience of communities. Corporate volunteerism offers a 

mechanism to increase proximity between different social 

groupings, developing increased empathy in employees, 

which has been found to increase effectiveness and resil-

ience of the employees and the company overall. Breaking 

down divisions within society and building societal resil-

ience is integral to achieving the SDGs. The goal of Realized 

Worth is to equip companies to develop their employees 

into leaders whose decision-making is influenced by their 

exposure to social issues and societal needs. 

Achievements:

33 Realized Worth has developed the global initiative 

IMPACT 2030, a private sector–led initiative to mobilize 

employees globally to contribute to the achievement of 

the SDGs. 

33 The consulting firm has contributed to engagement 

and leadership development of its clients’ employees, 

including: Adobe, Apple, Genentech, McDonald’s, Micro-

soft, and Walmart.

33 Realized Worth is exploring ways to place resilience in 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives.

Christine Foster, Director of Project Management and Global 

Initiatives at Realized Worth, believes that it is most impor-

tant for companies to understand there can be a return of 

value, a Human Resources benefit, and employee benefit if 

corporate volunteering programs are offered.  n

http://www.impact2030.com/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.unv.org/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/
https://www.vsointernational.org/
https://www.vsointernational.org/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.impact2030.com/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/


42 | Findings of the 2016 IVCO Conference

2.3.  Examples of Instruments to Achieve Impact  
in Fragile Settings

Operational Framework for Resilience Integration (GIZ, 2016)

Integrating a
resilience approach into

the project cycle

1. Defining Resilience:
Agree on a common understanding
of resilience with stakeholders

2. Scooping Questions:
Define the project‘s resilience
context using 5 simple questions

3. Resilience Analysis Matrix:
Explore how to strengthen resilience-building
capacities at different scales

4. Project Quality Principles:
Apply eight principles for good project
management around the project cycle

Translating commitments to building resilience into good practice and impacts on the ground 
has proven to be challenging for IVCOs as much as for the international community.68 One 
reason is the lack of effective instruments to implement the resilience concept. This sub-chap-
ter points out selected instruments that help IVCOs integrate resilience into the project cycle 
and increase the well-being and safety of volunteers in fragile contexts.

2.3.1  Integrating Resilience into the Project Cycle: The Example  
of GIZ’s Resilience Learning Initiative 

The Resilience Learning Initiative (RLI) is an example of the importance that knowledge 
sharing can have on the development of successful initiatives that build resilience. It is a joint 
project of GIZ, German Red Cross, World Food Program, Welthungerhilfe, and Arbeiter- 
Samariter-Bund.69 Together, the organizations developed an Operational Framework for  
Resilience Integration. It consists of four parts and outlines how organizations can incorpo-
rate a resilience approach into the project cycle.

The framework was developed in a series of dialogue workshops held over 18 months. The 
workshops were informed by field studies in Bangladesh, Haiti, and Madagascar that involved 
local operational teams and project beneficiaries. The framework clearly points out that defin-
ing the resilience context first is crucial. Five simple questions can help establish a common 
understanding of what resilience means to all stakeholders. 

The RLI is an example of the 

importance that knowledge 

sharing can have on the devel-

opment of successful initiatives 

that build resilience.

http://star-www.giz.de/pub%3Fr%3D42711
https://www.drk.de/en/
http://www1.wfp.org/
https://www.welthungerhilfe.de/home.html
https://www.asb.de/de
https://www.asb.de/de


43 | Findings of the 2016 IVCO Conference

Framework for Resilience Integration – Element 2: Five Scoping Questions  (GIZ, 2016)

Resilience
Context

Resilience of what?
e.g. people‘s 

livelihood system or
food and nutrition
security system

Resilience to what?
e.g. to large natural,

geopolitical and
economic disasters

and crises and small
localized shocks

affecting families and
individuals

Resilience over 
what time frame?

e.g. over the short-to
medium timeframe, 

with a focus on
operations linking

relief, rehabilitation
and development

– agro-forestry 
system

– educational system
– institutional 

structure in 
communities or 
refugee camps

– social security 
systems

Resilience with
respect to what?

e.g. level of
well-being

– survival
– poverty threshols
– basic needs
– development needs
– health needs
– social security 

needs

– droughts, gradual 
salinity

– inundations, 
earthquakes, 
hurricanes, erosion, 
landslides (natural 
disaster and their 
impacts)

– political unrest, 
forced migration, 
violent disorders

– technological risks, 
health hazards (man 
made disasters)

– posibility of 
procuring necessary 
and diversified food 
at any time (within 
the project‘s three 
month time frame)

– short-term (quick 
socio-economic 
impact)

– long-term (cover of 
vegetation 80%/
6 years)

– long-term perspec-
tive (curriculum, 
trainings)

Resilience for whom?
e.g. for national

institutions,
vulnerable communities

and households

– for good and 
vulnerable 
households, also 
individuals

– farming/fishery 
communities

– refugee/host 
communities

– women‘s communi-
ties & community 
organizations

– pupils, school 
workers, nurses

– ministry of 
environment/agri-
culture/education
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According to the framework, another important step is identifying concrete actions that build 
resilience at the individual, household, community, state, and institutional level. Finally, the 
application of guiding principles helps ensure the success of resilience-building activities. In 
particular, analyze the political and economic context of the project; regularly measure set 
goals; and commit to overall learning, innovation, and flexibility. 

The findings from the RLI provide an operational solution to what has already been outlined 
in this paper: Effective cooperation among project partners and volunteers is key to increas-
ing the impact of project activities in resilience building. This has been confirmed by recent 
research: “The most impactful disaster risk management projects share analysis and results 
frameworks among stakeholders from the beginning.” 70 Partners in volunteerism might not 
always be able to share frameworks. Yet, keeping in mind that having operational frameworks 
in place helps increase project outcomes and measure impact should incentivize IVCOs wher-
ever possible to invest in these resources. 

2.3.2  Health and Security: Increasing Well-being and Ensuring Safety  
to Enable Volunteers to Work Effectively

Ultimately, to achieve impact in fragile settings, volunteers do not only need to work in part-
nership and under the guidance of relevant frameworks, they have to be prepared themselves 
to tackle the security challenges. Despite awareness of risks and investment in protective 
measures by IVCOs, conflict settings remain a major reason of concern for many volunteers. 
This is also due to the fact that development workers are increasingly becoming targets of 
extremist groups, especially if they are embedded directly in the communities. In Afghanistan 
and Iraq, for example, GIZ development workers currently cannot work directly in the com-
munity context. Also, volunteers often work in the onset of disaster events, and the impact of 
such situations on the individual volunteer can be tremendous. 

Despite awareness of risks  

and investment in protective 

measures by IVCOs, conflict  

settings remain a major reason 

of concern for many volunteers.

Translating commitments to building resilience into impacts on the ground has proven to be challenging for IVCOs as much as for the international community.

http://star-www.giz.de/pub%3Fr%3D42711
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Uniterra reported that in the aftermath of the devastating 2011 earthquake in Nepal, staff 
members and volunteers were traumatized when they witnessed its impact on the ground. 
The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) calls for more 
advocacy to effectively support structures that protect volunteers.

An additional example is the approach of the Consortium of German organizations imple-
menting the ZFD (Civil Peace Service) program. The Consortium is even more keen on creat-
ing safe environments for volunteers. The organizations support projects aimed at non-violent 
conflict resolution in countries worldwide and second volunteers – development workers – to 
assist local partner organizations. To ensure the safety of volunteers, the ZFD-organizations 
carefully screen and employ candidates into long-term service. The ZFD organizations also 
conduct rigorous risk analysis of countries, ensure that clear health and safety regulations 
are in place, and provide individual coaching. The organizations do so in dialogue with local 
partners as they are more informed than international stakeholders about risks that can affect 
the well being of volunteers. 

Beyond raising awareness of possible security threats and providing training for volunteers 
that join projects in fragile and conflict-affected environments, mental health support systems 
are very important for volunteers as well. Yet, in many organizations such systems are still 
lacking.  An exception is GIZ with its psychosocial support unit COPE. COPE offers coun-
seling and advice to GIZ staff and development workers on issues such as stress, burnout, 
conflict, violence, intercultural adaption, addiction, personal problems, family issues, mental 
disorders, and mental health.

In a changing global context characterized by fragility and by new and persisting conflicts, 
health and security measures are becoming more important for volunteers and sending or-
ganizations, as well as for their partner organizations and their counterparts. To this end, GIZ 
and other IVCOs are well advised to create high standards in health and security. Providing 
pre-deployment check-ups and sharing responsibilities between organizations, supervisors, 
volunteers, and host communities in emergency and crisis situations are just a few of the steps 
that can be taken. The consistent provision of medical evacuation and repatriation insurance 
is another one. These protective measures are worth the investment as they will in turn help 
volunteers to be more self-responsible and self-caring in assessing risks, preparing for emer-
gency situations, and addressing health and security concerns with the host community and 
sending organizations. Ultimately, it enables volunteers to fully transfer their capacity in 
building resilience in fragile and conflict-affected environments. 

Protective measures are 

worth the investment as they 

help volunteers to be more 

self-responsible and self-caring 

in assessing risks, preparing 

for emergency situations, and 

addressing health and security 

concerns with the host commu-

nity and sending organizations.

http://www.ifrc.org/


33Increasing the Resilience of Fragile Communities:  
What Can IVCOs Learn from Recent Research  
on the Impact of Volunteering for Development?



47 | Findings of the 2016 IVCO Conference

Chapter one outlined why the global development context is changing and underscored the 
importance of clearly defining the concept of resilience when aiming to achieve impact in 
fragile contexts. Chapter two gave an overview of concrete steps that IVCOs can take to help 
increase the resilience of communities. It also presented a GIZ framework for resilience inte-
gration that can guide the development of new and strengthen existing volunteering projects. 
The chapter also highlighted selected project examples and innovative volunteerism approach-
es that provide valuable lessons learned for IVCOs. Chapter three is based on an in-depth 
literature review of recent research on the impact of volunteering for development. The review 
brought the following key findings to the surface that IVCOs can apply to project design and 
implementation in fragile contexts. 

Key finding 1: Projects need to be participatory and follow a bottom-up approach  
to reach the poorest and most marginalized

Recent VSO International research explores why and how volunteering contributes to poverty 
reduction and sustainable positive change.71 One of the core findings is that volunteering 
can be an effective mechanism for reaching the poorest and most marginalized. Programs, 
however, need to acknowledge the experiences of individuals most directly affected by poverty 
and marginalization. 

If such approaches are taken volunteers can work in ways that are far more effective than more 
traditional approaches that impart expert knowledge. This is because volunteers can leverage 
their potential best when they are enabled to directly address the needs of communities. The 
research concretely shows the potential such embedded volunteers can have: they focus on 
relationship building and place the knowledge and the experiences of the poorest and most 
marginalized at the center of their work. Such an inclusive and participatory approach leads 
to capacity development that is meaningful and from the bottom-up. The research also clearly 
points out that participatory approaches positively affect the way volunteer activities are 
conducted. This supports community development in a unique way because it creates strong 
personal bonds and relationships that lead to a different kind of collaboration, one that is 
based on the mutual appreciation of each other’s knowledge, skills and networks. These more 
informal relationships also help to build trust and enable solutions to be owned and sustained 
at the local level. 

These finding are in line with the RLI presented in chapter two (see page 42) that puts a 
strong emphasis on defining the resilience context of a community from the beginning and in 
coordination with all stakeholders and different groups representing the community. 

The VSO International research also highlights that this does not happen automatically be-
cause often volunteering organizations focus on working with established organizations that 
have strong accounting systems, for example, rather than small community-based organiza-
tions. The research finds that IVCOs have to actively and intentionally embed participatory 
research, iterative organizational learning and adaptive programming into their work to 
achieve impact in communities. It also highlights the need for long-term, sustained holistic 
work that explores ways to move from a very programmatic structure to one which is based on 
an understanding of local experiences and knowledge.72 

Key finding 2: Projects need to bring together different groups of society to multiply  
effectiveness and be sustainable in the long-run

A recent study commissioned by the Singapore International Foundation (SIF) looks at the 
added value of volunteering for sustainable development. Focusing on the healthcare sector, 
three primary aims related to partnerships are analysed: volunteer contributions to capacity 

IVCOs need to actively and  

intentionally embed participa-

tory research, iterative organi-

zational learning and adaptive 

programming into their work to 

achieve impact in communities.

https://www.vsointernational.org/
http://star-www.giz.de/pub%3Fr%3D42711
https://www.vsointernational.org/
http://www.sif.org.sg/
SIF
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building, the distinctive value add of international volunteers, and the role of international 
volunteers as partners for sustainable development. The findings of the study provide further 
evidence that IVCOs and international volunteers have a comparative advantage in their 
collective pursuit to meet the needs of vulnerable segments of the population.73 The study  
The Interface between National and International Volunteering and the Implications for IVCOs 
(in a Universal Global Goals World) 74 was already highlighted in chapter two (see page 32).  
It finds that successful projects bring together different forms of volunteering and focus on 
having a good volunteer infrastructure in place from the start. Such an approach offers oppor-
tunities for IVCOs to develop volunteering models that help build resilience amongst com-
munities. This finding is confirmed by the results of current (unpublished) research of Tohoku 
University, Japan, and the JICA Research Institute on the kinds of change that volunteers can 
bring to development. The research points out that volunteers can only positively impact the 
resilience of communities if they can form and enhance social capital through their work with 
different groups of society. Here social capital is defined as social networks and mutual trust 
that promote cooperative activities in communities and workplaces. The study recommends 
IVCOs to focus on guiding volunteers in their assignments and on creating structures that 
effectively connect them to communities, other national volunteers, volunteer coordinators, 
and IVCOs’ local offices. 

Key Finding 3: Projects need to have an impact measurement angle with indicators  
that are comparable among IVCOs

Overall, and especially since the introduction of the SDGs, research on the impact of vol-
unteering has become crucial for IVCOs. Given that the international community agreed to 
scale up sustainability initiatives, IVCOs have put a stronger focus on empirically proving 
that volunteerism has impact, especially in areas that relate to the SDGs. IVCOs that aim 
to contribute to the achievement of the SDGs therefore need to ensure that volunteerism 
projects and deployments not only take recent research findings on the impact of volunteer-
ing for development into account, they also need to ensure projects have a measurement 
mechanism that shows how the project achieves impact. To be fully effective, each volunteer 
assignment needs to have an impact measurement angle, ideally with a set of key indicators 
that would be the same for all IVCO projects. This ensures comparability and joint impact 

Volunteers can only positively 

impact the resilience of  

communities if they can form 

and enhance social capital 

through their work with  

different groups of society.

To be fully effective, each 

volunteer assignment needs to 

have an impact measurement 

angle, ideally with a set of key 

indicators that would be the 

same for all IVCO projects. This 

ensures comparability and joint 

impact analysis.

Volunteers can only positively impact the resilience of communities if they can form and enhance social capital through their work with different groups of society.

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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analysis. The UN Plan of Action that was highlighted in Chapter two confirms this. Among  
others, it calls for the development of qualitative indicators to truly measure achievements for 
the most vulnerable populations and urges IVCOs to scale up statistical and research capaci-
ties (see page 28). This brings us to the next key finding.

Key Finding 4: Projects need to address the lessons learned from existing global research  
on the impact of volunteering for development 

Overall, research on the impact of volunteering remains a challenge. Yet, key findings like the 
ones presented in this chapter have been found. IVCOs now need to take active steps to share 
this knowledge globally and ensure it is applied when new volunteerism for development 
projects and deployments are being designed. 

Key Finding 5: IVCOs need to work together collaboratively to strengthen the  
Global Research and Impact Measurement Agenda

The studies presented in this chapter are a fraction of the lessons learned that IVCOs have 
already obtained from their own impact measurement and research efforts. Yet, still lacking 
is a clear knowledge management of global scale that IVCOs can use to share lessons learned 
more broadly. In the research paper Why measure and for whose benefit?  75 Cliff Allum, Chair 
of Forum’s Global Research Working Group at IVCO 2016, therefore urges Forum members 
and other IVCOs to: 

33 Strengthen the Global Research Agenda on Volunteering for Peace and Sustainable Devel-
opment 2015–25. This initiative, first presented at IVCO 2015 in Tokyo, Japan, aims “to 
develop a rigorous body of global multi-disciplinary knowledge to better understand and 
inform the practice and contributions of volunteering to sustainable development, based 
on a global volunteer research agenda based on the values of participation, collaboration 
and partnership.” 76

33 Encourage collaboration between IVCOs and academics;
33 Promote the findings of crossover work in academic and practitioner literature; and
33 Scale-up support for research activity in general, but specifically for research that addresses 

issues of measurement focused on the experiences of communities in which volunteers are 
placed.  

Allum points out that the lack of evidence-based theoretical models can lead to contradictory 
objectives and to programs that do not satisfy stakeholder expectations. 

Moving-forward it is therefore key for IVCOs to share lessons learned globally to ensure pro-
jects can be designed that address the changing global development outlined in chapter one 
and contribute to the 2030 Agenda.

The lack of evidence-based 

theoretical models can lead to 

contradictory objectives and 

to programs that do not satisfy 

stakeholder expectations.

https://www.unv.org/publications/un-resolution-70129-integrating-volunteering-peace-and-development-plan-action-next
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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This paper shows that national and international volunteers are a crucial resource to create 
lasting change in fragile contexts because they work at the grassroots level and from the  
bottom-up. It also highlights that the international community is increasingly working with 
civil society and local partners to cope with fragility and achieve the SDGs. The paper outlines 
concrete actions that IVCOs can take to leverage this changing global development context 
and to increase the resilience of communities. It also presents evidence from research on the 
impact of volunteering for development that IVCOs can apply to projects. 

Throughout the paper theoretical knowledge is emphasized, such as the RLI (see page 42), 
which puts a strong emphasis on defining the resilience context of a community from the 
beginning, in coordination with all stakeholders. This knowledge can be adapted by IVCOs 
to create frameworks and guidance documents for volunteering projects and deployments 
in fragile contexts. The theoretical knowledge is complemented by a multitude of project 
examples that are recent and of relevance to the work of IVCOs in fragile contexts. Innovative 
approaches to volunteerism are given particular attention because they reflect IVCOs com-
mitment to finding new ways to strengthen civil society. The examples make clear that IVCOs 
are keen on evolving existing volunteerism paradigms, widening volunteer engagement, and 
developing innovative and sustainable partnerships models.

Throughout the document, the work of GIZ is a special focus, especially its development 
workers. They advise regional governmental institutions and civil society organizations 
around the globe. As their deployments are embedded in the multi-level approach of GIZ, 
they are strongly contributing to the work of GIZ and its impact in the field, the mandate of 
BMZ, and the SDGs. 

It was important for the GIZ Development Workers Section to translate the lessons learned 
from IVCO 2016 and the findings of this paper into concrete orientations (see Policy 
Messages on page 15 and Recommendations on page 53) that can help GIZ strengthen its 
development workers program. Those findings can also guide other IVCOs in forming policy 
documents to better advocate for volunteering projects and deployments, in fragile contexts 
and beyond. 

The IVCO conference in 2016 and this paper hope to foster more openness and to impart learn-
ing from successes and failures through clear knowledge management and sharing. This paper 
and the ‘Bonn Call for Action’ (see Annex I), signed by a multitute of IVCOs (see list of signato-
ries) following IVCO 2016, show that active steps in this direction are already being taken.

The Bonn Call to Action: Key Aspects

3k Volunteers are uniquely positioned to reach out to 

marginalized, vulnerable people, and fragile commu-

nities. Volunteers can support building resilience and 

creating ownership of sustainable people-centered 

development interventions.

3k IVCOs are individually and collectively committed to 

achieving the SDGs in order to eliminate poverty and 

inequality by 2030. 

3k IVCOs commit to continuing to work together, strength-

ening their diverse contributions, demonstrating 

accountability, and achieving greater visibility,  

recognition, and resourcing of volunteering.            n

National and international vol-

unteers are a crucial resource 

to create lasting change in 

fragile contexts because they 

work at the grassroots level 

and from the bottom-up

The international community  

is increasingly working with 

civil society and local partners 

to cope with fragility and 

achieve the SDGs.

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://star-www.giz.de/pub%3Fr%3D42711
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
http://www.bmz.de/en/index.html
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
http://forum-ids.org/news/bonn-call-to-action-signatories/
http://forum-ids.org/news/bonn-call-to-action-signatories/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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The ‘Bonn Call of Action’ as a unique outcome document of IVCO 2016 stated: “The Bonn 
Conference demonstrated the power of volunteerism in strengthening individual and com-
munity resilience in order to adapt to change, build back better, and to achieve sustainable de-
velopment. IVCOs therefore call on local and national governments, the High-level Political 
Forum of the United Nations, and other major stakeholders to make volunteerism key to the 
achievement of the SDGs.” 77 BMZ confirms this: “The more unstable the starting conditions, 
the greater the flexibility with which development policy must deploy its instruments and 
cooperate outside state structures with grassroots non-governmental organizations and church 
development agencies.”78

This positive collective action is key to creating momentum for volunteerism interventions 
that aim to strengthen civil society, especially in fragile states. As already mentioned, this is 
because the achievement of the 2030 Agenda depends strongly on the actions of all members 
of society. 

While this document is a starting point for action for IVCOs and GIZ, volunteer-involving 
organizations need to work together to leverage the findings effectively and identify further 
valuable lessons learned that could not be captured. The sharing of project examples that had 
an impact, the development of global research goals, and the creation of resilience frameworks 
that focus on volunteerism and can be applied more broadly are key steps in this direction.

This positive collective action is 

key to creating momentum for 

volunteerism interventions that 

aim to strengthen civil society, 

especially in fragile states. 

138 delegates from organizations engaged in national and international volunteering around the world translated the key findings of the 2016 IVCO Conference  
into the Bonn Call to Action.

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.bmz.de/en/index.html
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
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  1.
 In order to increase the resilience of communities and address fragile  

contexts, GIZ needs to:

E Further highlight the topic of resilience, in particular, its definition, its operational  

context, its importance for local communities and development programming; and 

E Strengthen the position and the action of development workers in that field. 

By integrating the resilience theme in all of our programs, GIZ together with its partners 

and relevant stakeholders, will have the unique opportunity to increase the impact and  

sustainability of development interventions. 

GIZ has already been very active in pursuing this objective and has developed a resilience 

framework that is presented in this publication (see page 42). This path needs be further 

pursued in order to:

E Examine all aspects of resilience, especially those which define and enrich the actions 

of the development workers with their partners;

E Incorporate the notion of resilience as the capacity to produce change and to build the 

conditions which allow those changes to happen, from the bottom-up;

E Further develop the concept of institutional resilience as a clear topic of resilience  

building and strengthening strategies, eventually as a cross-cutting theme; and

E Familiarize and train development works in their role as change agents before their  

assignments.

  2.
 In order to fully leverage the potential of GIZ in contributing to the 2030 Agenda, GIZ 

development works have to be institutionally prepared to work in today’s development con-

text. They can only achieve impact in fragile contexts when they are resilient themselves. 

First and foremost, the role of volunteers needs to be strengthened within GIZ. The develop-

ment workers contribution to the achievement of the SDGs needs to be emphasized and com-

municated. SDGs 16 and 17 (see page 6) are good starting points because they are priority 

SDGs for GIZ and other IVCOs as this publication has pointed out in chapter two and three.  

The role GIZ development workers play in supporting the achievement of these goals and 

the impact it has on resilience strengthening in communities needs to be highlighted as 

well.

Looking Ahead:  
Recommendations for GIZ

https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
https://www.giz.de/de/html/index.html
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  3.
 In order to foster resilience within communities, programs need to be developed that  

integrate resilience into the project cycle. Experienced development workers can act as  

relevant resources in program development and implementation.

  4.
 In order to support institutions and to bring about structural change in fragile contexts,  

GIZ development workers need to be increasingly placed in programs that work with civil soci-

ety organizations in order to address the policy and strategic actions that have been described 

in this paper. 

  5.
 In order to find, develop, and implement innovative approaches to the deployment of 

development workers, GIZ needs to strengthen its strong collaboration with Forum and 

IVCOs and increase collaboration with local volunteering actions. Actively contributing to the 

UN Plan of Action is another important step GIZ needs to take in this direction. It ensures that 

the findings of this paper can be leveraged at the global level and helps better streamline 

volunteering initiatives in the long-run. 

  6.
 In order to help strengthen impact measurement, GIZ needs to further spur its support for 

global research and corporate initiatives that ensure GIZs readiness to measure the impact 

of volunteering in its own development programs. Especially, GIZ, within the cooperation built 

with UNV and Forum IVCOs, needs to actively contribute to the UN Plan of Action that calls for 

the creation of measurement activities that highlight the contribution of volunteerism to the 

achievement of the SDGs. 

  7.
 GIZ also needs to support the implementation of the Bonn Call for Action – a unique outcome  

of IVCO 2016 that aims to foster collaboration among volunteer sending organizations. 

Beyond that, the assignment of development workers and the  

benefits they yield for development programs need to be  

further capitalized within GIZ. 

https://www.unv.org/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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'Increasing the Resilience of Communities through Volunteering' - Graphic Recording of Day 2 of IVCO 2016 by Artist Christopher Malapitan
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Annex 1: 

Bonn Call to Action

Representatives of organizations engaged in volunteering at home and across borders met in 
Bonn on 9th–12th October 2016 for the annual conference of the International Forum for 
Volunteering in Development, focusing on the theme Increasing Resilience of Communities 
through Volunteering. Representing civil society, government agencies, UN bodies, academia, 
and the private sector, Forum members work in partnership for a more just and sustainable 
world. 

Volunteers and volunteer organizations are essential to people-centered development and 
vibrant, resilient communities. Acting alongside local and national governments, multi-lateral 
agencies, and the private sector, volunteers of all ages build capacity and active citizenship. 

Volunteers are uniquely positioned to reach out to marginalized, vulnerable people and fragile 
communities, supporting them to build their resilience and ownership of sustainable peo-
ple-centered development interventions.

We are individually and collectively committed to achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals in order to eliminate poverty and inequality by 2030. We recognize that communities 
must be at the center of their own development, and that women and young people must be 
fully engaged. 

We commit to continuing to work together, strengthening our diverse contributions, 
demonstrating accountability, and achieving greater visibility, recognition, and resourcing of 
volunteering.

We also commit to:
33 Measuring and documenting the individual and collective contribution of volunteerism.
33 Demonstrating the value of volunteering as a powerful and crosscutting means of achiev-

ing the SDGs.
33 Building and strengthening volunteer partnerships and practice.
33 Contributing to the United Nations’ plan of action for integrating volunteering into peace 

and development.

The Bonn conference demonstrated the power of volunteerism in strengthening individu-
al and community resilience in order to adapt to change, build back better, and so achieve 
sustainable development. 

We therefore call on local and national governments, the High-level Political Forum of the 
United Nations, and other major stakeholders to make volunteerism key to the achievement 
of the SDGs.

To strengthen our collective actions, Forum invites organizations in all sectors to endorse this 
declaration and support this Call to Action.

See the list of signatories to the Bonn Call to Action here:  
http://forum-ids.org/news/bonn-call-to-action-signatories/ 

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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Thank you to all participants of the IVCO 2016 conference in Bonn, Germany.

Organizers and participants of IVCO 2016 in front of the UN Campus Langer Eugen in Bonn, Germany
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Annex 2: 

Overview of Organizations that Participated in IVCO 2016

Organization Country of provenance

Arbeitsgemeinschaft für Entwicklungshilfe e.V. / Association for  
Development Cooperation

Germany

Association of German Development Services Germany

Australian Business Volunteers Australia

Australian Red Cross Australia

AVI Australia

Bread for the World – Protestant Development Service Germany

Comhlámh Ireland

Crossroads International Canada

Curtin University Sustainability Policy Institute Australia

Cuso International Canada & United States

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Australia Australia

Deutsche Gesellschaft für internationale Zusammenarbeit GmbH Germany

Engagement Global Germany

European Commission Europe– Belgium/Luxembourg

Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development Germany

Federazione degli Organismi Cristiani Servizio Internazionale Volontario Italy

FK Norway Norway

France Volontaires France

German Red Cross Germany

Hungarian Volunteer Sending Foundation Hungary

International Association for Volunteer Effort USA

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies Switzerland

International Forum for Volunteering in Development Canada 

Japan International Cooperation Agency Japan

Japan International Cooperation Agency - Research Institute Japan

Kölner Freiwilligen Agentur e.V. / Cologne Volunteer Agency Germany

Korea International Cooperation Agency South Korea

Local Youth Corner Cameroon Cameroon

National Volunteer Centre Russia Russia

Nepal Friendship Society Nepal

Oxfam-Québec Canada

Palestinian Vision Palestine 

Peace Corps USA

Raleigh International United Kingdom 

Realized Worth United Kingdom 

Schutzwaldverein e.V. Germany

Scope Global Australia

Senior Experten Service GmbH Germany

Singapore International Foundation Singapore

SUCO Canada
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Abbreviations

AKLHUE Arbeitskreis Lernen und Helfen in Übersee
AVID  Australian Volunteers for International Development
BMZ German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ)
COP21 Paris Agreement on the 21st Session of Conference of Parties
CPS Civil Peace Service (Ziviler Friedensdienst)
CSR  Corporate Social Responsibility
DFID UK Department for International Development 
DRRM  Disaster Risk Reduction and Management 
Forum  Forum for Volunteering in Development
GFDRR Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery
GIZ  Deutsche Gesellschaft für internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH
IAVE International Association for Volunteer Effort
ICS UK International Citizen Service
IFRC International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
IVCO International Volunteering Cooperation Organization
JICA Japan International Cooperation Agency
NVC  National Volunteer Centre
PalVision Palestine Vision
RLI Resilience Learning Initiative
SDG Sustainable Development Goals
SES  Senior Expert Service
SIF Singapore International Foundation
UNFCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
Uniterra Program carried out by WUSC and CECI
UNV United Nations Volunteers (UNV) program
VSO Voluntary Service Overseas
WUSC World University Service of Canada
ZFD Ziviler Friedensdienst (Civil Peace Service)

Organization Country of provenance

The European Guild France

The Open University United Kingdom 

Tohoku University / Japan International Cooperation Agency Japan

UN Office on Drugs and Crime Austria

Unité Switzerland

United Nations Support Office in Somalia Somalia

United Nations Volunteers program Germany

Uniterra Canada

University of Cologne Germany

University of Illinois, School of Social Work USA

Voluntary Service Overseas United Kingdom 

Voluntary Service Overseas International United Kingdom 

Voluntary Service Overseas, Ireland Ireland

Voluntary Service Overseas, Nigeria Nigeria

Volunteer Service Abroad New Zealand

World University Service of Canada Canada
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