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Transformative, equitable, innovative and coordinated actions through
volunteering for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its
Sustainable Development Goals for a sustainable future for all

The United Nations declared 2026 the International Year of Volunteers for Sustainable
Development (IVY 2026), signaling renewed global recognition of volunteering as a
critical driver of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This milestone highlights
the transformative role of volunteers in advancing the SDGs and underscores the need
to strengthen the systems and partnerships that enable volunteer action to thrive.

The 2.1 billion volunteers worldwide remain too often invisible, undervalued, and under-
resourced, despite their central role in supporting communities and responding to crises.
In humanitarian contexts, volunteers frequently operate on the frontlines of risk,
sometimes facing threats and inadequate protection, while in many other settings they
continue to work without safe conditions or institutional support.

At the same time, critical gaps in data and evidence limit our ability to fully understand,
measure, and invest in the impact of volunteering. National and local ecosystems that
sustain volunteer action are often fragmented, under-coordinated, and insufficiently
financed. In many countries, volunteering still lacks strong policy recognition, legal
protection, and clear standards — and where frameworks do exist, implementation
remains inconsistent.

Volunteering has its greatest impact when volunteers are recognised, supported, and
safeguarded. Governments, civil society, donors, the private sector, and volunteers
themselves all share responsibility for building the enabling conditions in which volunteer
action can flourish.

We advocate for the recognition of the contributions of volunteerism and
community-based action to the implementation of the SDGs, including through
local service delivery, participation, resilience building and inclusive partnerships,
and encourage their continued support in accelerating progress towards the 2030
Agenda.


https://knowledge.unv.org/international-volunteer-year
https://knowledge.unv.org/international-volunteer-year

Our Call to Action to Member States and all stakeholders is to help build this enabling
environment for the future of volunteering by:

e Recognizing volunteering as a strategic asset, social capital, and living system
for sustainable development;

e Supporting volunteer action that strengthens civic infrastructures, which allows
communities to shape the systems affecting their lives through sustained
investment, coordination, and professional standards; and

e Safeguarding volunteers to ensure their safety, well-being, dignity, and rights.

Good practice and strong evidence are essential to this vision. The Global Volunteering
Standard offers a practical framework for quality, safe, and inclusive volunteer
engagement, while the State of the World’s Volunteerism Report provides pathways for
measuring and communicating volunteers’ impact. Together, these tools demonstrate
how shared standards and credible evidence can turn the values of volunteering into
meaningful, lasting impact at local, national, and global levels.

As IVY 2026 unfolds, this is a moment to move from acknowledgment to action —
investing in volunteer ecosystems, strengthening partnerships, and embedding
volunteering across sustainable development efforts at every level, especially as
communities worldwide face interconnected and multidimensional crises. By valuing,
protecting, and empowering volunteers, we not only support those who give their time
and skills but also strengthen the resilience, solidarity, and shared future of communities
worldwide.

A vision for volunteering in development

We believe that volunteering has a unique role to play in addressing global challenges
because as well as helping people, it connects them. Volunteering enhances human
capital, social capital, and system change. It supports community actions and responsive
systems, which reinforce one another, and then development outcomes become more
sustainable and locally owned/developed. When done well, volunteering can strengthen
relationships; contribute to lasting, sustainable impact; and empower communities to
influence systems and institutions to create responsive changes.

Doing volunteering well, though, is easier said than done, and at its core it means that
volunteers are properly prepared, matched to roles where they can make a real
difference, working in programmes that are locally led, supported and valued in their work,
and operating in environments where the safety and wellbeing of everyone involved is
prioritised.


https://forum-ids.org/international-volunteer-year-2026/
https://forum-ids.org/global-volunteering-standard/
https://forum-ids.org/global-volunteering-standard/
https://www.unv.org/news/2026-swvr-redefining-true-value-volunteerism

Volunteering in development at a turning point

Across the world, communities are facing increasingly complex and interconnected
challenges: climate change, inequality, conflict, etc. At the same time, the systems that
support volunteering are under pressure: funding is constrained; civic space is tightening
in many contexts; and the risks facing volunteers are growing. But in this context,
volunteering is not diminishing: it is evolving.

We are seeing new models of volunteering, new forms of partnership, and a growing
recognition that volunteering is not simply a contribution to development, but a driver of
it.

Key trends shaping volunteering in development
Three trends that are shaping volunteering in development today are:
First, the diversification of volunteering models.

There have always been different approaches to volunteering. But what we are seeing
now is a shift away from a relatively small number of dominant models towards a much
more diverse and flexible system.

Today, there are models of volunteering that can respond to different contexts, different
organisations, and different volunteers, whether that is national or international
volunteering, South—South cooperation, reciprocal exchange, or blended approaches that
bring together multiple approaches in the same project or programme.

For international volunteering, this reflects a broader shift towards mutual exchange,
rather than one-directional models.

Second, the emergence of new and innovative approaches to volunteering.

Technology is playing an increasingly important role. We have seen significant growth in
online and remote volunteering, opening up new opportunities for participation and
collaboration across borders. Hybrid approaches are also becoming more common,
combining in-person and remote engagement in ways that can increase both reach and
flexibility. This evolution has transformed how volunteers are recruited, trained,
coordinated, monitored, and connected across local and global contexts.

At the same time, we are beginning to explore the implications of artificial intelligence for
volunteering in development. The Global Volunteering Forum has been working with
United Nations Volunteers on a joint paper examining the applications and implications
of Al for volunteering in development. Increasing digitalisation and technology-enabled
volunteering ecosystems are also reshaping inclusion, access, safeguarding, and the
scale of citizen participation in development processes.



Together, these developments are not just expanding how volunteering happens - they
are reshaping who can participate, and how impact is created.

Third, a focus on power dynamics and equity

Questions of equity, power, and inclusion are now central—raising important challenges
for organisations that work with volunteers, particularly around who has access to
volunteering, whose knowledge is valued, and how partnerships are formed.

These questions have driven many of the shifts described, and a move from vertical
models to more horizontal partnerships, grounded in co-creation and local leadership.

We are also seeing greater focus on, and investment in equality of access to volunteering
opportunities, and the question of who gets to volunteer.

And organisations that embrace this shift are becoming stronger, more relevant, and more
impactful.

Additionally, volunteering as a living system in communities deals with multiple interacting
identities and power dynamics, and enables equitable change. Thus, volunteering as an
enabler for locally-led development, and not as service substitution, emphasises power
shifts, local ownership, and institutional strengthening, leading to sustainable change with
societal leadership and ownership.

From “nice to have” to “essential”
The International Volunteer Year is a moment of great significance for volunteering to be
more visible to decision-makers, policymakers, and the wider public.

From principles to practice: enabling volunteering to thrive

Over the last two years, we have worked to create a Call to Action for the Future of
Volunteering. We had three starting points for the call to action:

1. Volunteers have enormous capacity to contribute to sustainable development
when the right supports are in place.

2. The International Volunteer Year is an opportunity to get this done; a rare
moment when the people and organisations with the power to do this are
tuned into the question of volunteering and how to support it.

3. To understand what action is needed, we need to ask volunteers.

Over the course of 2025, we surveyed over 14,000 volunteers and people who work with
volunteers. We asked them a simple question: what change is needed so that volunteers



make the greatest possible contribution to sustainable development, and who has the
power to make these changes.

The result was a Call to Action with three clear priorities:
1. Recognise volunteering as a strategic asset for development
2. Invest in and support volunteering systems
3. Safeguard volunteers, ensuring their safety, wellbeing, and rights.

These are the priorities that volunteers themselves have identified, and they are reflected
in more detail in the Call to Action, and in even greater detail in two papers we wrote on
what we learned through this process, which we call our Challenge Paper and our Insights
Paper.

The Call to Action sits alongside another resource, the Global Volunteering Standard.
The Standard was developed by Forum through a multi-year global consultation involving
our members and partners across regions, and reflecting a broad consensus on what
good practice looks like in volunteering in development.

It provides a shared framework for responsible and impactful volunteering, covering how
programmes are designed, how volunteers are supported, organisations’ duty of care to
volunteers and the people they work with, and how impact is measured.

Together, these two elements, the Call to Action and the Global Volunteering Standard,
ensure that volunteering is not only recognised, but resourced, delivered well, and
sustained over time.

Following are a few examples where volunteers are making a difference in the delivery of
the SDGS:

SDG 6 - Clean Water and Sanitation
Malaysia | Providing Clean Water, Sanitation, and More by Youth

Awareness 360 is a global, youth-led organization, headquartered in Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia, that empowers young people to do community service projections in line with
the SDGs. More than 1,500 youths from 23 countries, aged between 16-27, support the
organization as volunteers. In Bangladesh, the organization's focus is SDG 6.

Volunteers and partners reach out to the most vulnerable communities to create
awareness about handwashing techniques, water filtration, and menstrual hygiene.



SDG 7 - Affordable and Clean Energy

Malawi & Norway | Developing Entrepreneurial Solar Power

Flora upper secondary school in Norway and Nkhotakota youth organisation in Malawi
have conducted an exchange with young entrepreneurs, resulting in the formation of a
solar power company Cumudzi Kuwale. The company has expanded its reach, providing
electricity to over 80,000 persons and almost 50 schools, and providing jobs for 125
people.

SDG 9 - Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure

Spain | Combating School Dropout Rates

Since high school dropout rates have significant socio-economic impacts on young
generations, contributing to future unemployment and cycles of poverty, United Way
Spain conducts “Tech4Change,” an initiative providing disadvantaged youth the
opportunity to innovate and explore STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Art,
Math) subjects.

The program consists of seven modules covering different areas, including Design
Thinking, Programming, Digital Manufacturing, and Prototyping. At the conclusion of the
program, students developed a CO2 sensor that can measure and respond to the
ventilation needs of the educational center. This device is replicable and demonstrates a
successful collaboration between business and educational innovators.

Tech4Change centers its educational methodology around learning-by-doing. Students
are put at the center of the educational experience, where they are given the tools and
support to improve their STEAM skills. The program encourages students to use their
new skills for enacting social change through technological innovation. By fostering
support and enthusiasm for STEAM, Tech4Change also seeks to minimize the gender
gap in male-dominated STEAM fields.

While the main objective of Tech4Change is to lower school dropout rates and foster
enthusiasm for STEAm in disadvantaged students, it also pursues several secondary
objectives. These include developing soft skills in communication and interpersonal
relationships, fostering self-confidence and a sense of belonging, self-discovery of
unknown or undervalued skills, and eliminating inequality.



SDG 11 - Sustainable Cities and Communities

Burkina Faso | Improving the Cleanliness and Sanitation of Ouagadougou

For more than two decades, the “Green Brigade," a group of 3,000 volunteer women, has
committed to sweeping the streets of the city of Ouagadougou at least twice a week. Their
efforts to improve the cleanliness and sanitation of their city have earned several regional
and international awards. Solid waste disposal is a major problem in Burkina Faso, where
garbage is often either thrown in dumps or in the streets of urban centers.

The “Green Brigade" is just one of many volunteer programs under the Burkina Faso
National Volunteer Program (PNVG) created under the technical supervision of the
Ministry of Youth and financial supervision by the Ministry of Finance as a project, thanks
to the efforts of the Burkinabe government. Additional support is provided by the United
National Development Programme, United Nations Volunteer Programme, and France
Volontaires. For more information, visit https://habitat-
worldmap.org/en/pais/africa/burkina-faso-3/ and https://swvr2022.unv.org/special-
contributions-burkina-faso/

China | Strengthening Community Resilience

With the mission of "Let every young public welfare dream have the opportunity to shape
the future", VOW Center unites youth strengths and has been deeply rooted in community
services for two decades.

By establishing themed promotion venues for the Sustainable Development Goals in
commercial districts and public spaces, the Center regularly carries out diversified public
welfare practices including community volunteer services, ecological environmental
governance, social inclusion of persons with disabilities, neighborhood mutual support,
and youth community cultivation.

It has mobilized over 100,000 citizens to participate in urban volunteer development, and
steadily fostered a kind urban culture featured by sustainability and inclusiveness.

SDG 17 - Partnerships for the Goals

Rwanda, Tanzania and Mozambique - Strengthening Social Accountability through
Inclusive Community-Led Partnerships and Power Shifts

Under the FCDO-funded ACTIVE programme, VSO directly advances SDG 17
(Partnerships for the Goals) by enabling power shifts, local ownership, and accountable
partnerships through strengthened systems and institutions.


https://habitat-worldmap.org/en/pais/africa/burkina-faso-3/
https://habitat-worldmap.org/en/pais/africa/burkina-faso-3/
https://swvr2022.unv.org/special-contributions-burkina-faso/
https://swvr2022.unv.org/special-contributions-burkina-faso/

Volunteering functioned as a catalytic pathway: Volunteers acted primarily as
facilitators, relationship brokers, mentors, and systems navigators, enabling local actors
to lead change rather than delivering solutions on their behalf.

In Tanzania, long-term VSO volunteers embedded with CHAWAWABA (small-scale
artisanal fishers’ association) played a decisive role in rebuilding organizational
governance, reconstituting leadership, supporting strategic planning, and rebuilding trust
with government actors. Their role was explicitly facilitative rather than substitutive,
positioning CHAWAWABA as the driver of change.

Equitable partnership is not rhetorical: It was operationalised through co-creation,
shared decision-making, and institutional recognition of CSGs as legitimate governance
actors.

In Tanzania, CHAWAWABA'’s relationship with the government shifted from tension to
collaboration. Government fisheries officers began engaging the association in reviewing
strategies and policies, signalling recognition of CHAWAWABA as an equal stakeholder
within the fisheries governance ecosystem.

Locally Led Development manifested not only as community participation, but as
durable institutional change at both CSG and Governance levels.

In Tanzania, CHAWAWABA institutionalised governance systems, inclusive leadership
(women and youth wings), quarterly multi-stakeholder fora, and livelihood diversification
initiatives, embedding LLD within both organisational practice and sector governance
structures.

Meaningful inclusion of women, youth, and persons with disabilities was not treated
as an add-on but as central to powershift and legitimacy.

In Tanzania, the programme deliberately restructured CHAWAWABA to include
non-fishers, women, and youth, leading to increased leadership representation and
access to livelihood opportunities previously unavailable to them.

This systemic shift extends across East and Southern Africa, where VSQO’s Volunteering
for Development model builds cross-sectoral alliances between marginalized
communities, volunteer networks, and state duty-bearers rather than treating local
populations as passive beneficiaries.



In Rwanda, VSO partners with the National Youth Council (NYC) and district hospitals to
establish Joint Monitoring Committees that embed social accountability into local
education and health systems, empowering youth networks to coordinate development
activities and reaching 613 individuals through specialized community health sessions.

In Mozambique, VSO fosters multi-stakeholder climate-adaptation partnerships, uniting
local civil society organizations, government extension workers, and young women
smallholder farmers to co-create sustainable agroecological practices and build long-term
community resilience against environmental shocks.

For more examples of how volunteers are delivering the SDGs, please visit more
volunteer stories at https://www.volunteergroupsalliance.org/stories.



https://www.volunteergroupsalliance.org/stories

