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Today more than ever,1 voluntary actions that contribute to more peaceful, 
inclusive, just and accountable societies – whether led by the communities, non-
governmental organizations or governments at national and global level – need to 
be better understood, valued and celebrated. Five years into Agenda 2030, it is 
time to move from the recognition that peace entails much more than the absence 
of war or violent conflict, towards understanding the contributions that millions of 
volunteers and activists make worldwide to sustaining peace – often risking their 
own lives. These initiatives should be duly recognized and integrated into formal, 
informal and parallel Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) reporting mechanisms. 

This paper presents an adaptive framework that non-governmental and 
government-led volunteering programmes, and most importantly, volunteers 
and local communities worldwide can use to identify, value, recognize, and 
celebrate their contributions to building more peaceful, inclusive, just and 
accountable societies. The adaptive framework integrates principles of the 
United Nations (UN) Sustaining Peace Agenda, the SDG 16 Plus (SDG16+) 
targets and indicators, and conceptual elements from Johan Galtung’s 
“violence triangle” and his framing of “positive peace”2. These elements are 
interwoven by a Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach that places 
citizens at the centre of creating a vision and plan of action for change. The 
paper also presents evidence and examples of volunteer initiatives helping 
to build more peaceful, accountable and just societies in relation to the 
components of the adaptive framework. We situate our proposal within the 
global political momentum around volunteerism and peace, and the debates 
around the politics behind generating evidence of impact.

1.  Five years into Agenda 2030, the world is far from achieving SDG 16. A recent study recorded 52 armed conflicts 
worldwide by 2018, whilst an average of 82,000 lives per year were lost, and 70.8 million people have been displaced over 
the past decade: record figures since 1946 (IEP 2019). Moreover, several governments have taken advantage and framed 
the coronavirus crisis as “warfare”, exploiting the situation to further restrict civil society space, thereby bringing multiple 
challenges to peacebuilders who fear it will be impossible to reclaim their space afterwards (see report published by 
influential peace organisations: COVID-19 and the impact on local peacebuilding, April 2020). Numerous analysts have 
been quick to note that the COVID-19 crisis will also deepen growing inequalities and poverty. We think this will inevitably 
exacerbate the chances for violence and criminal activities to take hold.
2.  Johan Galtung is one of the founders of Peace Studies. At least two of his most recognized published works form an 
integral part of the theoretical and conceptual framework considered for the design of this adaptive framework. (Galtung, 
1969 and 1990). 

Abstract

https://www.peacedirect.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/COVID-19-and-the-impact-on-local-peacebuilding.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/09/coronavirus-inequality-managers-zoom-cleaners-offices
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Two UN documents published in 2015 are seminal for understanding the 
growing importance of volunteerism in sustaining peace. First, the Secretary-
General’s report Integrating volunteering in the next decade acknowledges 
volunteer contributions to security and peace, environment, gender and social 
inclusion. It also urges governments, UN agencies and volunteers alike to 
deepen the integration of volunteering into peace and development policies 
and programmes, outlining a plan of action for doing so (see Box 1).6 Secondly, 
the UN General Assembly’s resolution Integrating volunteering into peace 
and development7 commends the importance of integrating volunteering 
into peacebuilding and conflict-prevention activities, as appropriate, to build 
social cohesion and solidarity; and exhorts actors to put in place resources 
and institutional arrangements for volunteer contributions to be sustained 
and expanded. Similarly, United Nations Volunteers (UNV) recognizes that:

“…ongoing peace requires long-term institutional and regulatory 

changes that find concrete expression in people’s perceptions and 

actions. Civic engagement, particularly volunteerism, is an important 

complementary mechanism in this regard.’8

Finally, further recognition was given to volunteer groups within Agenda 2030 by 
making them a key stakeholder in the High Level Political Forum (HLPF),9 with the 
authority to contribute to the annual SDG progress reviews in an official capacity.10 

This global political momentum described should empower volunteers, 
peacebuilders, activists and their organizations to showcase their 
contribution to sustaining peace. 

6.  Integrating volunteering into peace and development: the plan of action for the next decade and beyond: https://www.
unv.org/sites/default/files/POA%20INFONOTE%20V7pdf.pdf. 
7.  Resolution 70/129 adopted by the General Assembly on 17 December 2015 [on the report of the Third Committee 
(A/70/481)] Integrating volunteering into peace and development: the plan of action for the next decade and beyond.
8.  UNV, 2014.
9.  The HLPF is now the official UN body that follows up and reviews implementation of the post‐2015 development 
agenda and SDGs. Stakeholders mentioned in HLPF Res 67/290: i) private philanthropic organizations/foundations; ii) 
educational and academic entities; iii) persons with disabilities; iv) volunteer groups. Accessed on 23-04-20: https://
sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252TOR_FINAL_approved_1_March_2018.pdf.
10.  Haddock and Devereux, 2015.

1.1. The current political momentum is right 
for recognizing the value of volunteerism in 
sustaining peace
The global consensus from which Agenda 2030 emerged marked a turning 
point in the global development policy framework. The Agenda’s preamble 
clearly states that “there can be no sustainable development without peace and 
no peace without sustainable development”, portraying both as intrinsically 
interrelated global priorities. Despite difficulties building consensus around the 
idea of one of the goals being focused on peace, the approval of SDG 16 
means that all member states have committed to take action to:

“promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 

development, providing access to justice for all and building 

effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels”3.

However, several countries, especially from the Global South, challenged the 
assumption that “good governance” alone can bring about peace. The proposal 
to expand SDG16 to the so-called SDG16+, which integrates targets from 
seven other SDGs, acknowledges that peace is not just about better institutions 
and governance structures. Peace involves overcoming poverty, inequality, 
discrimination against women and other groups (including Global South 
countries in the multilateral arena), as well as promoting fiscal justice, access 
to education and employment, and other issues enabling peaceful societies.4 
Furthermore, the United Nations Sustaining Peace agenda5 demonstrates 
progress made in putting conflict prevention and transformation at the  
centre of multilateral actions, including a more process-orientated and holistic 
understanding of conflict and crisis prevention (see Section 3). 

3.  All information regarding SDG 16 can be found online: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg16.
4.  Institute of Economics and Peace, 2019
5.  The “Sustaining Peace” UN General Assembly twin resolutions can be downloaded here: https://undocs.org/S/
RES/2282(2016). A blog published by the Institute of Peace Institute (IPI), analysing the impact of the resolution in the UN ways 
of working can be accessed here: https://theglobalobservatory.org/2018/04/sustaining-peace-can-new-approach-change-un/

https://www.unv.org/sites/default/files/POA INFONOTE V7pdf.pdf
https://www.unv.org/sites/default/files/POA INFONOTE V7pdf.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252TOR_FINAL_approved_1_March_2018.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252TOR_FINAL_approved_1_March_2018.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg16
https://undocs.org/S/RES/2282(2016)
https://undocs.org/S/RES/2282(2016)
https://theglobalobservatory.org/2018/04/sustaining-peace-can-new-approach-change-un/
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Volunteers therefore remain in the backseat when it comes to decision-
making on points 2 and 3 in the plan of action for volunteerism over the 
next decade and beyond (Box 1).

Given this context, UNV’s invitation to co-create innovative models for 
examining vital volunteer contributions to Agenda 2030 is not simply a technical 
exercise that helps with accountability to donors and taxpayers. Above all, it 
is a political imperative to recognize the millions who often risk their lives to 
sustain peace and ensure that communities remain resilient despite all odds. 
The appreciation of their collective power is also crucial in the current global 
pandemic confronting humanity.12 Despite rarely being at peace negotiations 
or other decision-making tables, volunteers (and particularly community 
volunteers) are present in the aftermath of conflicts, supporting recovery and 
reconstruction efforts, creatively mediating local tensions, and rebuilding 
values of solidarity and trust (see examples in Section 3).13 

Our adaptive framework proposes an alternative, putting volunteers and 
communities at the centre of co-creating, implementing, identifying and 
learning from their contribution to sustaining peace. It aims to innovate by 
recognizing everyday expressions of volunteerism through local perspectives 
and languages,14 based on the principles of Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) as the underlying methodological approach (see Section 2), and 
connecting this to the relevant SDG16+ targets and the positive peace 
dimensions. The adaptive nature of the framework means enabling the 
iterative adjustment of volunteering initiatives, while always considering 
the specific context; this speaks to the universality of Agenda 2030 and 

12.  We harvested a few articles on volunteerism and the COVID-19, however, they are mainly being published by 
international (Global North) organizations with emphasis on how this will change international voluntary service or climate 
change and human rights activism. There will be need to track emerging fast changes for the sector. For initial reference 
a DEVEX blog can be accessed here: “The future of volunteerism in the coronavirus era: https://www.devex.com/news/
opinion-the-future-of-volunteering-in-the-coronavirus-era-97194
13.  Vernon, 2019.
14.  There have been several efforts to conduct participatory impact evaluations and develop indicators for volunteerism. 
In relation to peacebuilding, the recent work of Firchow (2018) seems promising but it does not explicitly relate to 
volunteerism. Our innovation is therefore in connecting different key dimensions to sustaining peace, using a PAR 
methodological approach towards attaining the SDG 16+ targets and indicators.

1.2. Volunteers and activists remain in the 
backseat 
On paper, the multilateral context presented above provides fertile ground 
for efforts to understand, value and celebrate how volunteers are helping 
peace to blossom. In practice:

“… neither Member States nor the HLPF articulated concrete steps 

to translate the recognition of the role of volunteers and activists 

in achieving the SDGs. This is noticeable in the lack of mention of 

volunteers among the proposed indicators for measurement of the 

SDGs.”11 

11.  Haddock and Devereux, 2015.

BOX 1: 
The Plan of Action for the next 

decade and beyond (2016–2030)
Three main aims for integrating volunteering into peace and 
development policies and programmes are:

1. strengthen people’s ownership of the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Agenda through enhanced civic engagement and 
enabling environments for citizen action;

2. integrate volunteerism into national and global implementation 
strategies for the post-2015 development agenda; and

3. measure volunteerism to gain a holistic understanding of people’s 
engagement and well-being, as part of monitoring the SDGs.

Source: https://www.unv.org/sites/default/files/POA%20INFONOTE%20V7pdf.pdf

https://www.devex.com/news/opinion-the-future-of-volunteering-in-the-coronavirus-era-97194
https://www.devex.com/news/opinion-the-future-of-volunteering-in-the-coronavirus-era-97194
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the evidence that linear, top-down peacebuilding and crisis management 
efforts are likely to fail.15 The adaptive framework offers ideas for how to 
facilitate volunteering initiatives in an inclusive and conflict-sensitive way, 
considering multiple community voices. 

The paper is structured into five sections16: 

15.  For more on the differences between linear, systemic and context-relevant peacebuilding, see: Milesi, 2014.
16.  For debates on knowledge in the development studies field see: Standing and Taylor, 2007. For a perspective on 
researching South-South development cooperation, see: Mawdsely, Fourie and Nauta, 2019.
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to peace
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converging volunteerism and social activism by recognizing that, although 
not all activists are volunteers, many of them are, just as many volunteers 
are activists. This paper therefore also covers social activism fostered by 
volunteers. 

International and national organizations face challenges when it comes 
to counting and identifying community volunteers involved in their 
programmes. Despite their key role in improving or rebuilding communities, 
community volunteers are rarely meaningfully included in programming, 
research and evaluation, and they have limited protection when taking risks. 
Some have recognized this lack of inclusion:

“Informal volunteering and community-based volunteering both 

require additional investigation. Research should also move beyond 

the narrow conceptualization of volunteering as ‘service delivery’. 

One way it can do so is by focusing on volunteers’ roles in advocacy 

and activism.”22

We therefore emphasize the importance of acknowledging what is sometimes 
called “informal volunteering”, meaning voluntary action that happens outside 
of formally recognized institutions and funded programmes, as an expression 
of citizenship.23 We also advocate that volunteerism and activism are central to 
creating peaceful, inclusive, just and accountable societies. With that, we 
invite readers to consider using this adaptive framework, focusing on 
all types of (unpaid) civic engagement and thinking more broadly about 
daily voluntary actions taken by people of all ages and identities. 

      

22.  Lough, Allum, Devereux and Tiessen, 2018.
23.  For the purposes of this paper, we subscribe to the notion of inclusive citizenship (Kabeer, 2005), as people’s 
understanding of what it means to be a citizen goes to the heart of the various meanings of personal and national identity, 
political and electoral participation, and rights.

Academics and practitioners alike have noted that generating evidence is 
not a neutral exercise: there are power dynamics and politics at every step 
of the process.18 This is accentuated when there is a colonial past and a neo-
colonial present between those in charge and those ‘objects’ of knowledge 
generation.19 For that reason, before presenting the adaptive framework, it 
is essential to present our political stance on three questions:

• What is volunteerism (and who defines it)?

• What is peace (and who defines it)?

• What is relevant evidence (and who defines it)?

By critically questioning these ideas, our proposal moves away from rigid 
definitions of volunteerism, the interpretation of peace merely as containment 
of violence, and top-down linear approaches to evidence generation and 
measurement. On the contrary, it proposes the co-creation of knowledge 
and evidence as an inclusive, political and transformative process that can 
itself be an opportunity for volunteers to take steps towards peace.

     2.1 What is volunteerism (and who defines it)?
As a starting point, it is vital to present the definition of volunteerism that 
we endorse. For the purposes of this paper, volunteers, voluntary action 
and volunteerism “(...) refer to a wide range of activities (…) undertaken of 
free will, for the public good and where monetary reward is not the principal 
motivating factor.”20

We agree with Naidoo’s proposition 21 – amplified by the 2015 UNV State 
of the world’s volunteerism report (SWVR) – which makes the case for 

18.  Eyben et.al., 2013; Chambers, 2017.
19.  Adriansen (2017) explores these dynamics and their relationship to Agenda 2030 in this blog, accessed on 23 April 
2020: https://theconversation.com/the-power-and-politics-of-knowledge-what-african-universities-need-to-do-84233.
20.  UNGA, 2002 (A/RES/56/38).
21.  Naidoo, 2007.

https://theconversation.com/the-power-and-politics-of-knowledge-what-african-universities-need-to-do-84233
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      2.3. What is relevant evidence (and who 
defines it)?
Agenda 2030 brought with it the promise of a data revolution, with some calling 
for evidence around implementation of the SDGs to go beyond quantitative 
targets by also measuring qualitative dimensions related to inclusion, equity, 
quality and participation.25 For Agenda 2030, “Volunteerism is seen both as a 
measure of participation and a resource for gathering enhanced, disaggregated 
data to track progress and ensure that no one is left behind.”26 

This statement is problematic for two reasons. First, because the existence 
of volunteerism should not be considered just as a measure: volunteerism 
can itself be the process for generating change and sustaining peace. 
Second, there is a risk that volunteers, especially informal ones, are seen by the 
development sector merely as data collectors, rather than as actors capable 
of identifying root causes of issues and co-creating actions to address them.      

Moreover, because informal volunteerism is yet to prove its economic 
value, and because it is conceptually ambiguous, it is largely missing from 
most national and many international statistical systems.27 Put simply, the 
contribution that citizens make to social change, mostly on a voluntary 
basis, only enters decision-making spaces and becomes legitimized once 
it becomes part of large-scale research and impact evaluations often led 
by Global North institutions.28 This reflects the complex and even unfair 
politics of evidence generation around volunteerism and the SDGs, with 
a lack of recognition of different kinds of knowledge and a failure to build 
evidence together with both informal and formal volunteers. This constitutes 
epistemic injustice.29

25.  Howard et.al., 2017. 
26.  UN SG, 2015.
27.  Haddock et.al., 2018.
28.  Burns et.al., 2015; Thiessen et.al, 2018; Howard et.al. 2016; Lough and UNV, 2018.
29.  Fricker (2007) coined this term, stating that epistemic injustice happens when someone is wronged specifically in their 
capacity as a knower and, therefore, in a capacity that is essential to human value.

      2.2. What is peace (and who defines it)?
The idea of peace is a historically contested concept, and this paper 
does not allow a detailed presentation of the complex politics behind 
its definition. However, two ideas have framed our presentation of the 
adaptive framework: on the one hand, peace can be understood as the 
containment of violence and criminal behaviour, which puts the focus on 
securitizing social life (policing, militarization, punitive frameworks, etc.); 
on the other, peace can be understood as the transformation of the root 
causes of violent conflict and insecurity to create sustainable conditions 
for peaceful societies. The first concept relates to what peace studies calls 
“negative peace” (top-down containment), and the second to “positive 
peace” (transformation of the root causes of conflict). The second 
definition endorses a more holistic perspective focused on tackling the 
drivers of tensions, insecurity and violence by addressing issues such as 
exclusion, injustice, discrimination, poverty and inequality. Arguably, when 
the UN member states declared the SDGs to be indivisible, they were, 
in fact, endorsing the concept of “positive peace”: only if the world can 
overcome the complex global challenges that span all of the goals will 
we achieve sustainable peace and development for all.24 Our adaptive 
framework therefore upholds a positive understanding of peace, in line 
with the Agenda 2030 vision and the UN Sustaining Peace agenda. 

      

24.  This shift in the way peace is conceptualized has translated into certain shifts in UN peacebuilding support. For 
example, between 2015 and 2018, the Peacebuilding Fund contributed 83 per cent of its total budget to the SDGs. 
Investment went beyond SDG 16 and covered different aspects of peaceful, just and inclusive societies that are included 
across several SDGs, showing that this investment is complementary and furthers other development efforts (UN, 2019): 
https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/sites/www.un.org.peacebuilding/files/documents/1907427-e-pbf-investments-in-sdgs-
web.pdf. 

https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/sites/www.un.org.peacebuilding/files/documents/1907427-e-pbf-investments-in-sdgs-web.pdf
https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/sites/www.un.org.peacebuilding/files/documents/1907427-e-pbf-investments-in-sdgs-web.pdf
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The drive to generate evidence in this unjust way has snowballed since the 
OECD DAC Aid-Effectiveness Agenda was adopted in 1992, generating 
questionable practices for proving impact and value for money. For years, 
academics and practitioners, and key actors in South-South Cooperation, 
called for changes to these dynamics and a more participatory approach 
to impact and evaluation.30 However, the OECD DAC published a review 
in 2019, integrating two new principles that should underpin all impact 
evaluations. First, evaluations should be contextualized; and second, 
they cannot be applied mechanically. These principles open the way to 
more inclusive and participatory approaches to generating evidence for 
impact, with greater awareness of the complexities.31

In this context, different methods have been proposed to measure 
the contribution of volunteerism to the SDGs systematically, mainly 
with international organizations in mind. However, recently, there has 
been growing recognition that “any tool for measurement must be 
broadly appealing to a variety of organizations, including domestic 
oriented, and small and local organizations, and include informal 
volunteering  outside the context  of an organization.”32 A study 
proposing a new theoretical lens to consider the agency, voices and 
experiences of Southern partners in volunteer programmes more 
fully also recognized the need for deeper analysis, and for critical  
reflection on the epistemological and methodological approaches that 
facilitate knowledge generation with and by Southern voices.33 Other 
initiatives also propose new methodological approaches to measuring 
peace in more inclusive ways.34

 

30.  Chambers, 1997; Estrella and Gaventa, 1998; Eyben et.al., 2013; Besharati, 2019; and BRICS Policy Center and 
Articulacio Sul, 2017 
31.  Onyango, 2018; Goodier and Apgar, 2018.
32. Haddock and Devereux 2015.
33. Tiessen et.al., 2018.
34.  Firchow, 2018.

BOX 2: 
Principles of Participatory 

Action Research (PAR)
Three main aims for integrating volunteering into peace and 
development policies and programmes are:

Epistemological:

• Breaking the duality of subjects and objects of research, as 
participants become capable actors who are central to decision-
making in social change and research processes.

•  Everyone’s viewpoints and opinions (knowledge) counts but the 
views of those most affected by the problem are at the centre, as 
they have a deeper understanding of the context.

Political:

• The ultimate purpose of the research is to transform reality in a way 
that benefits those citizens who are most affected by a problem.

• Ownership of the research process allows civic engagement and 
democracy to be strengthened.

Methodological:

• Based on methods that allow for meaningful participation and 
take the understanding and questioning of power structures as a 
starting point.

Source: by authors using information from Sirvent and Regal (2012)
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From our perspective, co-creation opens a door to generating richer 
evidence that truly rounds out the understanding of complex problems such 
as violent conflict. At the same time, it paves the way for those who have 
been silenced to have their voices articulated and meaningfully taken into 
account.35 PAR is a democratic and participative approach to knowledge 
and evidence creation. It brings together action and reflection, and theory 
and practice, in the pursuit of practical solutions to pressing issues. As 
such, it involves co-creating knowledge with – rather than about – people.36 
The adaptive framework is therefore aligned with the vision of the Latin 
American school of PAR37 and its principles (see Box 2). PAR emphasizes that 
the politics of generating evidence are linked to liberation from oppression, 
as people identify the structural issues that have kept them excluded and 
marginalized, becoming conscious of their own power to change them.38

Ultimately, knowledge and data generated through participatory approaches 
can give depth to the vast array of data already gathered through surveys 
and growing digital data repositories.39  Together, these different forms of 
evidence production can inform context-appropriate, legitimate and robust 
reporting mechanisms to inform the Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) and 
other global, regional and national results frameworks linked to the SDGs.

35.  Cortez Ruiz, 2014.
36.  Bradbury, 2015.
37.  Freire, 1970; Fals Borda, 1979. 
38.  Apgar et.al., 2016.
39.  Howard et.al., 2017.
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Figure 1. Components of the Adaptive FrameworkThis section presents the adaptive framework as an original model to support 
organizations to value and identify volunteer contributions to sustaining 
peace, considering the policy and methodological debates discussed above. 
The framework therefore presents an avenue for generating evidence that 
empowers volunteers and activists by raising their awareness on the root 
causes of conflict, while generating citizen-led initiatives that are central to 
sustaining peace. It has three main components: an adaptive approach to 
planning, gathering evidence and learning; a framework that brings together 
peace and development concepts; and SDG16+ targets and indicators. At 
the intersection is a set of common guiding principles that are central to 
promoting durable peace. Figure 1 provides a visual representation of this 
and the three components are explained in Section 3.1.

Using the adaptive framework

Governmental and non-governmental volunteering organizations, 
and self-organized volunteering initiatives, could opt to use the 
adaptive framework in full or in part. Ideally, the overall adaptive 
proposal should be implemented from the outset of any volunteering 
endeavor, covering all three stages of planning, implementation, and 
reflection and learning, as presented in Section 4. Given that this is 
not always feasible, we offer some practical tips and guidance for 
using just part of the adaptive framework. 
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A properly facilitated process of participatory evidence-gathering and 
collective analysis can also integrate the unknown and fast-changing factors 
that are typically present in conflict and crisis situations, while remaining 
relevant to the SDGs’ aspiration of inclusivity, mutual accountability and 
participation. The adaptive framework proposes PAR as the methodological 
approach interweaving three different stages for using the framework 
(presented in Section 4).

Figure 2. The Action Research Cycle and stages 

3.1 Defining the framework components

A)  ADAPTIVENESS
Our proposal lays-out an adaptable process that allows volunteering 
initiatives to adjust their actions to specific context challenges and 
dynamics, while always listening to the perspectives of citizens directly 
affected by violence. As mentioned, the adaptive framework proposes 
using PAR) as the main methodological approach. PAR allows people and 
organizations to formulate an in-depth understanding of the social and 
political dynamics within a specific context in an iterative manner. This is 
reflected in a cycle (Figure 2) that involves a continuous process of joint 
observation, planning, action and reflection. PAR has been proven40 as an 
effective way to build participatory learning into organizations that support 
solidarity among participants, as well as impactful collective action, while 
enabling evidence-based contributions to policy development.

Importantly, a principled use of this adaptive framework could facilitate 
something of great relevance in conflict and crisis contexts: as people 
share their stories, perspectives and ideas, it might support healing 
and a restoration of trust, increasing the chances of social cohesion by 
embracing a common history of pain, suffering and fear. In this sense, 
the adaptiveness of the framework can facilitate storytelling, empathetic 
listening and collective analysis and action, making victims the “authors” 
of new stories of change,41 and promoting the invisible but vital act of 
nurturing “a new political we”.42 As such, the adaptive framework is 
best used in multiple local languages, rather than being “rolled-out” by 
outsiders who are unable to form a bond of mutual trust and solidarity.  
 

40.  Burns and Worsley, 2015.
41.  Anjarwati 2014; and Wheeler et.al., 2018.
42.  See the concept of “new political we” in Arendt, 1998.
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C)  THE FRAMEWORK
Our framework is a structure that volunteering initiatives can use to identify 
and reflect on how their work contributes to sustaining peace. It covers 
three types of violence and the corresponding positive peace dimensions 
of change, as conceptualized by Galtung, as well as being interlinked with 
SDG16+ targets and indicators. It therefore helps to connect learning from the 
smallest volunteering initiative with formal national, global and parallel civil 
society-led reporting on SDG progress. This section presents the framework 
and evidence45 of existing volunteering programmes promoting change at 
these levels.

The framework’s structure is composed of six interlinked elements, as 
summarized in Table 1 and fully presented in Annex 1. 

Table 1. Elements of the framework

Types of violence, drivers and the positive peace dimensions 
of change (columns A, B and C)
These elements integrate the well-known ABC triangle of the root causes 
of conflict. Figure 3 synthesizes Galtung’s seminal studies on peace and 
violence, in which he presents three interrelated types of violence with 
key drivers that could lead to violent conflict.

45.  The purpose of this paper was not to conduct an extensive literature review on this evidence, but to set out the 
adaptive framework. As such, we recognize that the evidence presented is limited, presenting only a sample.

B)  PRINCIPLED APPROACH
The principles sustaining the framework are common to the PAR approach and 
to the principles set in the Agenda 2030 and the UN Sustaining Peace twin 
resolutions, both concerned with inclusive development and durable peace. 
Volunteering initiatives espousing these guiding principles might trigger a 
process of change that can be inclusive, democratic and highly political, rather 
than only aimed at efficiency and better performance. Our adaptive framework 
therefore calls for any voluntary action to be rooted in citizen-led analysis of the 
drivers of conflicts, and to be iteratively checked and adapted for relevance, 
which enables local ownership. Furthermore, taking a principled approach 
to designing, evaluating and learning from volunteering initiatives allows us 
to ensure “conflict sensitivity”,43 which is essential for conflict prevention and 
sound crisis management. In brief, conflict sensitivity calls for: 

• constant assessment of the unique contextual “power and political” 
dynamics that explain violent conflict, in order for initiatives not to 
reinforce any perceived unfair dynamics or grievances that drive that 
conflict; and

• careful consideration of the structural and historical asymmetries 
that need to be addressed to resolve ingrained grievances that drive 
violent conflict.

Using a principled approached allows volunteering initiatives to be alert to conflict 
and peace dynamics based on the realities of those most affected in the ground, 
rather than being top-down.44 This bottom-up understanding of learning to value 
volunteers’ and activists’ contribution to peace and development encompasses 
the individual, the organization, the community and the wider context. If done 
with time and in depth, it can open the door to change at all levels. 

43.  See Wheeler (2012) for sensitivity to conflict dynamics when conducting participatory action research in highly unstable 
spaces and blog with info and resources for conflict sensitive programming at: https://conflictsensitivity.org/conflict-
sensitivity/what-is-conflict-sensitivity/
44.   Ropers and Giessman, 2011.

https://conflictsensitivity.org/conflict-sensitivity/what-is-conflict-sensitivity/
https://conflictsensitivity.org/conflict-sensitivity/what-is-conflict-sensitivity/
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Figure 3. Galtung’s types of violence and drivers (*)

According to Galtung, these drivers of violence must be positively 
transformed if an initiative or policy is to prevent the outbreak, escalation, 
and perpetuation of conflict. In brief, positive peace would come about 
by facilitating change processes oriented to transform these types of 
violence by tackling the drivers behind them. Ultimately, for peace to be 
sustained over time, work needs to be done across all types of violence (as 
presented in Figure 4) to reinforce change across the different dimensions.

(*)
Cultural violence:
“attitudes” refers to a person’s mindset, in terms of the way they think or feel 
about someone or something. 

Direct violence:
“behaviour” implies the actions, conduct or functions of an individual or 
group towards other people.
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access to justice or transparent institutions alone was not the only pre-
condition to peace. Particularly, Southern actors argued that other key factors 
such as poverty, inequality, discrimination and systemic exclusion are drivers 
of war, crime and instability.46 In this context, a group of UN Member States, 
civil society organizations and academics47 pushed to integrate elements 
from seven other SDGs’ targets to create a more comprehensive assessment 
of peace, resulting in what is now known as SDG16+. 

The adaptive framework integrates the SDG16+ targets and indicators, as 
opposed to solely those for SDG 16. As presented in Figure 5, SDG16+ reflects a 
more comprehensive understanding of the “peace and development nexus”. 

46. De Siqueira, 2019.
47.  Most notably, the Pathfinders for Peaceful, Just and Inclusive Societies, a group of 33 UN Member States, international 
organizations, global partnerships, civil society and the private sector. The group of g7Plus of conflict affected countries 
(see http://g7plus.org/), leading the New Deal for Engagement in Fragile States is also an active member. For more 
information see: https://www.sdg16.plus/.

Figure 4. Moving from types of violence to dimensions of change 

Connecting positive peace dimensions of change with SDG16+ 
targets and indicators (columns D, E and F)
The aim of the adaptive framework is to support volunteering organizations 
to identify how their current or future initiatives are relevant to the targets set 
out in Agenda 2030. The next elements of the framework therefore map out 
the SDG16+ targets and indicators (columns E and F), connecting them with 
the positive peace dimensions of change (column C), while considering the 
issues (column D) that volunteering initiatives might be tackling when working 
around SDG16+ targets and more broadly in sustaining peace. 

As mentioned briefly in the introduction, there was intense debate in global 
policy spaces over including “peace” as a global target: SDG 16 was 
integrated, but not without tensions between Global North and Global South  
member states. For some, focusing on issues such as service performance, 

http://g7plus.org/
https://www.sdg16.plus/
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Figure 5. SDG16+ TargetsIn a similar tone, the UN Sustaining Peace agenda called for a more integral 
way of working across the developmental, human rights and peacebuilding 
UN pillars, putting conflict prevention at the heart of programming efforts. 
The SDG16+ and Sustaining Peace agenda therefore provide the policy 
frameworks for working with an inclusive understanding of rights, but also a 
fair understanding of responsibilities, paving the way to working with a truly 
global,48 multi-stakeholder and multi-sectoral approach: “The SDGs contain 
a shared results framework that spans the development, governance and 
peacebuilding nexus, which can be utilized to underpin the sustaining peace 
approach and align it with the more comprehensive SDG agenda.”49

The framework associates the SDG16+ targets and indicators with the three dimensions 
of change for positive peace, as summarized in Figure 6 (for details see Annex 1).

The adaptive framework (Annex 1) helps interested actors to map out intended 
or unintended volunteering contributions to sustaining peace by linking their 
practices with multilateral efforts to measure progress on Agenda 2030. Section 
4 below provides initial guidance on how to use this adaptive framework.

48.  For a deeper understanding of this idea, see: For a truly global peace agenda in a multipolar world, Cecilia Milesi, Asia 
Global Institute Online Journal, October 2019: http://bit.ly/32sm37o.
49.  For an interesting reflection on the potential of the Sustaining Peace agenda, see the blog Sustaining Peace: Can a 
New Approach Change the UN?, by Cedric de Coning: https://theglobalobservatory.org/2018/04/sustaining-peace-can-
new-approach-change-un/. 

http://bit.ly/32sm37o
https://theglobalobservatory.org/2018/04/sustaining-peace-can-new-approach-change-un/
https://theglobalobservatory.org/2018/04/sustaining-peace-can-new-approach-change-un/
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and development nexus and SDG16+. The following paragraphs provide 
a glimpse to the existing evidence on how volunteering initiatives are 
working in relation to the three dimensions of change presented in Figure 6. 
Volunteerism and Cultural Understanding 
As we laid out our adaptive framework, the first element that stood out from the 
evidence reviewed and that of our own professional experience is that several 
volunteering programmes aim to transform cultural violence, understood as: 
“any aspect of a culture that can be used to legitimize violence in its direct or 
structural form. Symbolic violence built into a culture does not kill or cause 
direct violence, but it legitimizes violence in its direct or structural form.”52

As such, transforming the negative and discriminatory attitudes, beliefs and 
social norms behind cultural violence seems essential to sustaining peace, 
and working from the dimension of cultural understanding addresses the 
personal, interpersonal and community issues that might fuel violence. 
For years, volunteering programmes have worked on intangible aspects 
such as tackling individual beliefs, ideas and social norms that justify the 
discrimination, marginalization and even killing of “the other”. From human 
rights activism to solidarity exchanges, many volunteering initiatives aim to 
promote cultural understanding. For example, a mixed-method study by 
the global network the Coordinating Committee for International Voluntary 
Service (see Case example 1)53 shows how volunteering exchanges promote 
the enhancement of what is sometimes defined as the “power within”, 
“power to” and “power with”,54 which are all essential for achieving 

52.  Galtung, 1990.
53.  The selection of case examples presented in this section is not fortuitous. We the authors have been professionally 
engaged with the programmes or the organisations in different capacities as researchers, evaluators, consultants, expert 
advisors or allies. This has allowed us to recognize these efforts, although not without acknowledging that no volunteering 
initiative is faultless. 
54.  VeneKlasen and Miller (2002) outlined several ways of looking at power as a positive rather than a negative force. These 
positive expressions of power can be recognized and supported significantly by grassroots movements and activism: 
Power within: a sense of confidence, dignity and self-esteem that comes from gaining awareness of your situation and the 
possibility of doing something about it.  
Power to: is about being able to act. It begins with awareness and can grow into taking action, developing skills and 
capacities, and realizing that you can effect change. 
Power with: describes collective action; including both the psychological and political power that comes from being united.

Figure 6. Connecting the Positive Peace dimensions of change to SDG16+ 

3.2 Volunteerism and the adaptive framework  
In the voluntary sector, the discussion on the “peace and development nexus” 
is slowly gathering force. Prominent scholars in the field50 recently made a call 
to enhance efforts to understand volunteer contributions to Agenda 2030 
as a whole, and to consider issues and actors that are particularly relevant 
to volunteering. We recognize that efforts and investments have been 
made to produce new evidence on volunteer contributions to sustainable 
development.51 However, most of this work remains siloed in specific 
themes: it is often project-oriented, and largely focused on international 
volunteerism. We expect that this adaptive framework will provide an avenue 
for volunteering initiatives to look at complementarities between the peace 
50.  Lough et.al., 2018.
51.  Burns et.al. 2015; Haddock and Devereux, 2015; Hacker et.al., 2017.



23

sustainable peace and development. The research, demonstrates how 
volunteering builds inner strength and confidence among volunteers and 
community members to identify, analyze and discuss issues that affect them, 
and to engage with others to address these on the basis of mutual respect.

Other pieces of research highlight the importance of the relational aspects of 
volunteering experiences. For example, Valuing volunteering55 distinguishes 
that, depending on each context, different types of volunteers can build 
relationships of trust, brokering conversations with multiple actors and creating 
opportunities to access information and institutional spaces to monitor and 
advocate (for example, for better public services), or mediate to overcome 
community challenges. Furthermore, in some contexts, the relational way in 
which volunteers work makes them better able to interact with the groups 
that are hardest to reach,56 contributing to “leaving no one behind.” Lough 
and Matthew’s research identified that “international volunteering can help 
change informal norms and attitudes that determine how people perceive 
and act on governing institutions, as well as inspire direct participation in 
political processes that determine formal rules and laws.” 57

The conceptual model presented in this paper, includes “informal institutional 
contributions” to good governance, such as motivation, cultural exchange, 
bridging social capital and other factors that are sometimes “invisible”. In 
Volunteering for peace in East Africa,58 the authors argue that social identity 
and intergroup contact theory evidences that greater exposure to an “out-
group” widens the chances of greater understanding and acceptance, 
thereby making volunteering a potential enabler of peacebuilding. 
However, they also point out that merely bringing people together without 
proper infrastructure and facilitation is not a pre-condition for mutual 

55.  Burns et.al., 2015.
56.  Burns and Howard, 2015.
57.  Lough and Matthew, 2014.
58.  Volunteering for peace in East Africa by Benjamin J. Lough, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, Center for 
Social Development, and Jacob Mwathi Mati, Volunteer and Service Enquiry Southern Africa (VOSESA), University of 
Witwatersrand.

EXAMPLE 1:
International workcamps (South-South, 

South-North, North-South1)
Organization: CCIVS2, the Global Coordinating 

Body of International Voluntary Service Organizations

CCIVS together with its 181 members working across the globe, 
conducted comparative ex-ante and ex-post surveys to measure 
how volunteering experiences through international workcamps 
promote a positive transformation of preconceptions and negative 
ideas about other cultures and social groups, while enhancing 
skills towards improving personal, interpersonal and community 
dimensions. CCIVS impact studies have measured the following 
indicators:

• Personal level: self-awareness, confidence, autonomy, motivation 

• Interpersonal skills: communication, problem-solving, teamwork, 
adaptation, conflict management

• Community dimension: intercultural awareness, social inclusion 
and integration, and active participation.

Example research findings: The recent Raising Peace workcamps 
impact evaluation post-test analysis highlighted a steady increase in 
the percentage of participants looking at problems as opportunities 
to improve their life (+15%), but also of volunteers feeling more able 
to communicate with people from different countries and cultures 
(+11.3%), more confident in taking part in debates and discussions 
(+9.8%), enjoying taking initiative (+8.9%). 

1. CCIVS and many of its member organizations have International Solidarity Funds and mechanisms to balance the 
flows of volunteers and support the reciprocity of the exchanges, also promoting voluntary South-South and South-
North exchanges.
2. Information about the Coordinating Committee for International Voluntary Service can be found in its website: www.
ccivs.org. The impact evaluation can be found here: https://ccivs.org/research/raising-peace-impact-summary/.



24

accountability, and responsiveness from a range of governance actors and 
institutions at all levels. The report also acknowledged that volunteerism has 
its own power dynamics and hierarchies: volunteer spaces are gendered, and 

understanding. Ultimately, it seems that volunteering exchanges, connecting 
international, national and community volunteers can promote intangible 
personal and intercultural dividends that are relevant to transforming 
regressive beliefs and discriminatory attitudes, behaviours and social norms.

Unfortunately, when analyzing the SDG16+ indicators, it stands out that 
almost none of them are about the intangible elements that make up 
the dimension of cultural understanding, which is essential to sustaining 
peace. As seen in Annex 1/Column F, we have therefore integrated CCIVS 
indicators59 and SDG targets 16.7, 16.B and 4.7 as proxies. Considering the 
abovementioned evidence, the adaptive framework invites volunteering 
organizations to reflect on how those indicators can be used to identify 
and celebrate the personal, interpersonal and relational aspects that enable 
understanding and cooperation between multiple “others”.

Volunteerism and Structural Justice
The adaptive framework presents two components of structural justice: 
1. its relationship to governance and accountability; and 
2. its relationship to ending poverty and multiple inequalities, and 
discriminatory policies and practices. 

This is the dimension of change to which the contribution of most volunteerism 
initiatives are seemingly linked. With regard to the first, in 2015, the State 
of the world’s volunteerism report (SWVR)60 gathered global evidence and 
found that volunteerism contributes to enhancing voice and participation, 

59.  CCVIS studies were built with and by the member organizations based on a common need to understand, improve and 
valorize the network’s impact and practices. Several key members such as Solidarités Jeunesses (France) and IWO (Korea), 
played an important role catalyzing the participatory research process, undertaken with the support of universities such us 
the University of Illinois and John Hopkins University (USA), the University of Salzburg (Austria), UKM University (Malaysia) 
and Myongji University (Korea). CCVIS recognizes that the indicators integrated here are also based on several recognized 
standards and categories developed in several other studies valuing attitudinal and behaviour change. We cannot present 
references to all these important research efforts in this paper. For now, we thank the CCIVS for granting direct access 
to preliminary research findings, demonstrating changes at personal and interpersonal levels and taking into account 
volunteer participation in workcamps and mid- and long-term volunteering experiences. We expect to continue exploring 
these important matters with a global perspective.
60.  Wallace, 2015.

EXAMPLE 2:
Integration of social accountability

into volunteerism programming
Organization: Voluntary Services

Overseas (VSO)1 and Youth task forces in Kenya

VSO has integrated social accountability, alongside gender, inclusion 
and resilience, as a core approach to all volunteering programmes. 
This is central to achieving sustained change in all of the dimensions 
laid out in its Volunteer for Development strategy: individual, family/
community, policy and structural. In Kenya, youth task forces in several 
counties have used social accountability tools, such as community 
scorecards and forum theatre, to hold those responsible for poor 
service provision accountable. The actions of these volunteers have 
gone further by unveiling corrupt dynamics, but also by inspiring 
other young people to join their efforts. VSO staff, and national and 
international volunteers, have helped build youth capacity to analyze 
power, campaign, use the tools in a context-appropriate and inclusive 
way, analyze and mitigate risks, etc. The partnership between VSO 
and the youth task forces is thereby building strong foundations and 
local capacities, in order to move from a context of structural violence 
– in which young people are discriminated against, criminalized and 
ignored – to one of structural justice.

1.  For more about VSO’s core approaches to its Volunteering for Development programme, see: https://www.
vsointernational.org/our-work/volunteering-for-development-programme.
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different volunteer groups have different access to funding and support, as 
well as access to people in power. Today, academics and practitioners alike61 
continue to search for ways to document the multiple ways that volunteers 
and activists can make a difference in improving service provision, creating 
more participation in decision-making at multiple levels (see Case example 
2), and holding the powerful to account.

Multiple volunteerism initiatives claim to have an impact on the reduction of 
poverty and inequalities. However, we must be cautious, as not all of those that 
claim this are working to address the structural causes behind these issues.62 In 
fact, volunteerism (not just in North-South volunteering programmes but also 
in community volunteering) might be contributing to deepening inequalities. 
The 2018 SWVR63 identified the power that informal volunteerism can have in 
fostering community resilience, particularly by enabling collective strategies for 
managing risk in a self-organized way, and by forming connections with others. 
However, the report highlights that it is important not to idealize local voluntary 
action as it is not inevitably inclusive or egalitarian; people under stress and 
crisis tend to focus on helping those within their own circles. The burden of 
volunteering can disproportionately affect more vulnerable groups, stretching 
their already limited time, capacity and resources to breaking point. In addition, 
the way in which external actors (such as donors, international volunteering 
organizations and government agencies) engage with informal volunteerism is 
also important, as they shape these actions significantly. 

Moving away from “assistencialist” and charitable approaches, volunteers 
in social movements from grassroots to global levels have taken the 
approach of demanding an end to structural discrimination and poverty  

61.  Soomro and Shukui, 2016. Volunteerism as co-production in public service management: application to public safety 
in California, Juliet A. Musso, Matthew M. Young and Michael Thom, Public Management Review, 21:4, 473-494 (2019). 
Innovation Case Studies in Social Accountability, Ethicore and World Vision UK (no year): https://assets.worldvision.
org.uk/files/4014/9865/4701/Case_Studies_of_Innovative_Social_Accountability_programmes__WVUK_Feb.2017.pdf. 
Milesi, Howard and Lopez Franco (2020, unpublished) Scoping study on the role of volunteers in social accountability, 
IDS and VSO, UK.
62.  Simpson, 2004.
63.  Lough, 2018.

EXAMPLE 3:
Global volunteer corps fighting extreme

poverty alongside people living in poverty
Organization: International Movement 

All Together in Dignity (ATD Fourth World)1

ATD Fourth World is a global movement that prioritizes the poorest 
people, both in the Global North and South. It brings together 
members of an international volunteer corps, activists with first-hand 
experience of poverty, and multiple allies to develop initiatives that 
promote family life, advocacy and skills for professional development. 
The movement’s approach to structural change starts at the individual 
level, but connects to multiple spheres of action to attain structural 
change, including at global scale. Through People’s University 
sessions, street libraries and its participatory research approach 
Merging of Knowledge©, volunteers support the progressive growth 
of people’s sense of self-worth and dignity, and their capacity to join 
others to drive change. Volunteers also promote alternative work 
experiences that develop strong ties and solidarity, in addition to 
generating income for those in extreme poverty. Recently, in the 
Central African Republic, a cohort of young people participated in a 
12-month training programme on social and cultural mediation, each 
making a commitment to offer gestures of peace in their community 
to counter the violence their country has experienced. Finally, the 
movement has opened doors for activists with first-hand experience 
of poverty to address global policy spaces directly, including the 
UN-HLPF, UNHRC sessions and COP 25. Actions to promote gender 
equality are taken across all of these initiatives.

1.  Van Breen, Tardieu and Letellier, 2020.

https://assets.worldvision.org.uk/files/4014/9865/4701/Case_Studies_of_Innovative_Social_Accountability_programmes__WVUK_Feb.2017.pdf
https://assets.worldvision.org.uk/files/4014/9865/4701/Case_Studies_of_Innovative_Social_Accountability_programmes__WVUK_Feb.2017.pdf
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by tackling multiple inequalities. These contributions are now being 
increasingly studied64 and, as seen in Case example 3, the ways in which 
some volunteering initiatives are building structural justice addresses the 
personal, social and economic factors keeping people at the margins. 

Taking the abovementioned evidence into consideration, the adaptive framework 
invites volunteering initiatives to reflect on how to learn how their emerging 
outcomes map out against the SDG16+ targets included in the framework, with 
regard to structural justice. This would allow volunteering initiatives to make 
explicit linkages with the multiple thematic areas agreed multilaterally. 

Volunteerism working to end direct violence 
Our initial scoping exercise of volunteering initiatives shows that, except for 
UNV stabilization and peacekeeping operations, there are few volunteerism 
initiatives tackling direct violence. Given the limitations of this paper, we can 
only highlight how volunteers and activists have made some achievements 
in ending direct violence, particularly through campaigning (see Case 
example 4). This might seem a slow route to take, but it represents a long-
term vision for sustainable peace. 

Furthermore, the adaptive framework invites volunteering initiatives to 
reflect on how their long-term impact (intended or otherwise) might be 
somehow associated with preventing and ending direct violence. This 
depends very much on the dynamics and objectives of each endeavour. 
The inclusion of this dimension with its associated SDG16+ targets and 
indicators provide the initial basis for this analysis. 

Having introduced the three components of the adaptive framework, 
together with case examples of pertinent volunteerism initiatives, the next 
section provides a stage-by-stage process for using the adaptive framework, 
considering key guiding questions for collective analysis. 

64.  Tiessen et.al, 2018; Tiessen and Delaney, 2018.

EXAMPLE 4:
Global campaign and 

volunteerism on the abolition 
of the death penalty

Organization: Amnesty International

For 40 years, Amnesty has been campaigning to abolish the death 

penalty around the world through monitoring data, publishing 

annual reports, strengthening national and international standards 

against its use, and applying pressure in cases of imminent execution. 

Amnesty’s work on this issue is bolstered by its incredible activists, 

who take it upon themselves to campaign against the death penalty 

in their own countries. A notable example is that of Souleymane Sow, 

who has been volunteering with Amnesty International since he was 

a student in France. Inspired to make a difference, he returned to 

his country of origin, Guinea, and set up a local group of Amnesty 

International volunteers with the aim of promoting the importance of 

human rights, educating people on these issues, and abolishing the 

death penalty. With the help of other NGOs, they finally achieved 

their goal in 2019.

Albeit slow, the outcomes of this campaign combining global and 

local pressure have been significant: when Amnesty started its work in 

1977, only 16 countries had totally abolished the death penalty. Today, 

that number has risen to 106 – more than half the world’s countries.



4. Using the
adaptive

framework
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		  Multi-stakeholder assessment of 		
		  the root causes of conflict

This first stage is about facilitating multi-stakeholder spaces to discuss, 
identify and understand the complex and interrelated root causes of 
tensions, instability, and structural and direct violence, while assessing 
what different groups and powerholders are doing (or not) in order to 
sustain peace and justice.

We propose considering two types of guiding questions during Stage 1

A. Process guiding questions: to assess the extent to which 
volunteering initiatives are, in fact, inclusive and accountable 
endeavours that deliberately promote peace in their own working 
standards from the outset.

B. Issue guiding questions: to support an in-depth, collective 
examination of the drivers of conflict, relating them to the framework 
SDG16+ issues and targets matrix. 

A) Process Guiding Questions 
These guiding questions will support volunteering initiatives to assess 
how volunteering initiatives are set up and how they operate. This is as 
important as assessing the effectiveness of initiatives because peace is both 
a journey and a destination. They are built on the understanding that a few 
SDG16+ targets could also work well as process indicators.65 The table 
below presents the guiding questions associated with a few selected key 
actors66 involved in volunteering initiatives. 

65.  Process indicators describe the important processes that contribute to the achievement of outcomes.
66.  We recognize that partners, volunteers and citizens are not the only three main actors typically involved in volunteering 
initiatives. However, we have simplified this for the purposes of this paper.

To facilitate use of the framework, this section presents guidance and 
details to enable volunteering initiatives to lead locally owned joint-analysis 
processes, in order to design and learn about intended (or unintended) 
impacts, while being conflict-sensitive. The process is split into three stages, 
each with some initial guiding questions and insights to prompt reflection 
by those involved in volunteering actions.

Figure 7. Stages for using the adaptive framework 

This “how-to” is about supporting a dynamic process for reflecting 
and documenting perspectives on a number of key guiding questions. 
Volunteering initiatives can use these questions to prompt collective, 
empowering analysis with the aim of fully understanding whether and how 
volunteers and activists are creating more peaceful, just and accountable 
societies. The guiding questions are linked to the adaptive framework 
presented above, including the SDG 16+ targets. 
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1.Recent papers (Devereux and 
Learmonth, 2017; and Peace Direct, 

2019) have raised the centrality 
of partnerships in volunteerism 

outcomes.
2. Valuing volunteering (Burns et.al., 
2015) identified that one big barrier 

for volunteering initiatives to achieve 
development outcomes is that they 
tend to focus a lot on what type of 

local organization can host a (natio-
nal/international) volunteer, rather 

than on their capacity to understand 
and respond to community demands 

and real challenges. 
3. A number of initiatives are explo-

ring and acting on the worldwide 
emergency of “closing civic space”, 

a phenomenon that is taking place in 
more and more countries every day, 
especially over the last decade. See 
Here is what we know about closing 
civic space on Oxfam’s From Poverty 

to Power blog, and Hossain et.al. 
(2019). Taking this into consideration, 

making a critical assessment the human 
rights record of volunteering initiatives’ 
partners seems key, as these initiatives 

are not operating in neutral and 
apolitical environments.

4. See, for example, the recently 
published Global standard for volun-

teering for development (Forum) with 
concrete considerations and guidan-
ce for safeguarding, protection, duty 
of care and due diligence in partner-
ships: https://bettercarenetwork.org/
sites/default/files/2019-10/The-Glo-

bal-Standard-for-Volunteering-for-De-
velopment.pdf. See also the National 

Council for Voluntary Organisations’ 
safeguarding guidance at: https://

www.ncvo.org.uk/practical-support/
information/safeguarding.

 

SDG 16.7

By 2030, ensure 
responsive, 
inclusive, 

participatory and 
representative 

decision-making at 
all levels

 Are volunteering 
initiatives’ partners 
responding to citizens’ 
rights and demands? 

 Are volunteering 
initiatives’ partners 
involved in violent 

violence directly or 
indirectly? 

 Volunteering initiatives that ensure they respond to 
citizens’ demands rather than acting on externally pre-

2 are better at delivering the Agenda 
2030 vision. 

 What are the consequences of volunteering initiatives 
partnering with abusive authorities or institutions? 
How might partners play a role in escalating or de-

3

Volunteers
(including 

community/ 
informal 

volunteers)

Partnerships1 
(including

governments)

 Are all volunteers 
involved in co-creating 
volunteering initiatives? 
Are they involved in 

dynamics?

 Are volunteering 
initiatives responsive 
when volunteers witness 
or suffer abuse or other 
types of violence?

 In inclusive and transformative endeavours, volunteers 
are not merely actors performing tasks: they actively 
provide useful feedback and ideas to ensure impact.

 In the voluntary sector, there is growing concern about 
safeguarding volunteers and activists. It is important to 
assess how volunteers can be protected and provided 
with channels to ensure internal accountability,4 in line 
with the SDG16 aspiration. 

Citizens  Are volunteering 
initiatives proactively 
listening to citizens in 
order to understand local 
challenges and establish 
priorities with them?

 Active participation and locally owned programming 
enable sustainable peace and development.

SDG16+ Targets Key actors  Guiding questions

.  Process indicators describe the important processes that contribute to the achievement of outcomes. .  Process indicators describe the important processes that contribute to the achievement of outcomes.

http:/bettercarenetwork.org/sites/default/files/2019-10/The-Global-Standard-for-Volunteering-for-Development.pdf
http:/bettercarenetwork.org/sites/default/files/2019-10/The-Global-Standard-for-Volunteering-for-Development.pdf
http:/bettercarenetwork.org/sites/default/files/2019-10/The-Global-Standard-for-Volunteering-for-Development.pdf
http:/bettercarenetwork.org/sites/default/files/2019-10/The-Global-Standard-for-Volunteering-for-Development.pdf
www.ncvo.org.uk/practical-support/information/safeguarding
www.ncvo.org.uk/practical-support/information/safeguarding
www.ncvo.org.uk/practical-support/information/safeguarding
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5. For some interesting material 
on South-South volunteerism see: 

Resourcing Youth-Led groups a 
movements, a reflective playbook 

for donors and youth organizers, CI-
VICUS – Recrear International; Story 

VII: Building a South-to-South ne-
twork of peacebuilders, Peacemaker 
360, Democratic Republic of Congo; 

and South-to-South volunteering: 
from one developing country to 
another, an article by Jenny Lei 

Ravelo, which can be accessed here: 
https://www.devex.com/news/sou-

th-south-volunteering-from-one-de-
veloping-country-to-another-84320. 

Organizations such Voluntary Service 
Overseas (VSO), Oxfam, CIVICUS 

and United Nations Volunteers (UNV) 
initiated the long road to promoting 

and documenting better cooperation 
on volunteering among developing 

countries. The scope of this paper 
cannot include emerging evidence 

on the relevance of this type of 
cooperation, but there seems to be 
a need for a research effort to meet 

the Agenda 2030 aspiration for more 
and better Global South inclusion.

6. For a good repository of research, 
policy, historical information and 

calls to action on women and 
conflict issues, please refer to The 
Beijing Platform for Action on the 
UN Women website: https://bei-

jing20.unwomen.org/en/in-focus/
armed-conflict. 

7. See for example Raush, 2019 and 
this blog published by the United 

States Institute for Peace, “Inclusive 
Peace Processes are key to ending 

conflict”: https://www.usip.org/
publications/2017/05/inclusive-pea-

ce-processes-are-key-ending-vio-
lent-conflict

SDG 16.8
By 2030, broaden 

and strengthen 
the participation 

of developing 
countries in the 
institutions of 

global governance

Global 
South 

partners

 Do Global South 
volunteering initiatives 
have space and 
resources to shape the 
global volunteerism 
agenda?

 There is an increasing debate within the volunteerism 
space on the concentration of power, resources and 
opportunities on Northern volunteers and institutions. 
These two guiding questions aim to stimulate 

assessment of how to rebalance this asymmetry for 
peace and development.5

Global 
South 

volunteers

 Are Global South 
volunteers actively 
participating in 
volunteering endeavours 
and what is the 

SDG 5.1
By 2030, end 
all forms of 

discrimination 
against all 

women and girls 
everywhere 

Women and 
girls

 Are women and girls 
actively involved 
in voicing their 
challenges and ideas 
when volunteering 
initiatives are designed, 
implemented and 
adapted?

 Similarly, SDG16+ targets clearly integrate the idea 
that peace is not achievable without including women 
and girls in peacebuilding and broader policymaking. 
It is therefore also vital to assess whether and how 
volunteering initiatives are creating the institutional 
conditions to promote women’s participation despite 
challenges.6

SDG 10.2
By 2030, empower 
and promote the 

social, economic and 
political inclusion of 
all, irrespective of 
age, sex, disability, 

race, ethnicity, 
origin, religion, 

economic or other 
status

People 
of every 
age, sex, 
disability, 

race, 
ethnicity, 

origin, 
religion or 

economic or 
other status

 Are volunteering 
initiatives proactively 
listening to citizens 
of every age, gender, 
ability, race, ethnicity, 
origin, religion and 
economic status in 
order to understand 
local challenges, and to 
establish priorities with 
them?

This SDG16+ target highlights the global call to ensure 
inclusive governance. This aligns well with substantive 
evidence on the importance of ensuring inclusivity 

contexts.7  For example, undertaking a voluntary 
project in a community divided by ethnic or religious 
tensions and only engaging with one of those groups 
could have negative consequences, despite good 
intentions. 

SDG16+ Targets Key actors  Guiding questions

http:/www.devex.com/news/south-south-volunteering-from-one-developing-country-to-another-84320
http:/www.devex.com/news/south-south-volunteering-from-one-developing-country-to-another-84320
http:/www.devex.com/news/south-south-volunteering-from-one-developing-country-to-another-84320
http:/beijing20.unwomen.org/en/in-focus/armed-conflict
http:/beijing20.unwomen.org/en/in-focus/armed-conflict
http:/beijing20.unwomen.org/en/in-focus/armed-conflict
http:/www.usip.org/publications/2017/05/inclusive-peace-processes-are-key-ending-violent-conflict
http:/www.usip.org/publications/2017/05/inclusive-peace-processes-are-key-ending-violent-conflict
http:/www.usip.org/publications/2017/05/inclusive-peace-processes-are-key-ending-violent-conflict
http:/www.usip.org/publications/2017/05/inclusive-peace-processes-are-key-ending-violent-conflict
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or faultless, but rather an initial description that might be helpful when assessing 
and reflecting on local challenges. For example, we recognize that many other 
problems that are currently sparking conflict are not integrated into the SDG16+ 
framework, including climate change. We therefore invite organizations to go 
beyond the SDG16+ targets and undertake an honest, in-depth reflection to 
unveil how challenges related to multiple SDGs are, in fact, generating violence. 

B) Issues Guiding Questions
In each context, the drivers of violent conflict will vary. If voluntary organizations 
work with the transformative lens proposed by this paper, then it is key to look at 
the diversity of issues playing a part at the cultural, structural and direct violence 
levels. To support volunteering initiatives undertaking Stage 1, the adaptive 
framework (Annex I, Column D) pre-identifies the list of issues or problems that can 
be associated with the SDG16+ targets and indicators. This list is not exhaustive  
 

Cultural 
violence – 
beliefs and 

social norms 
issues:

Structural 
violence – 

governance 
Issues: 

Lack of knowledge, 
appreciation and 
respect for other 

cultures and social 
groups; lack of 

skills; individualism 

etc. 

Corruption; lack 
of transparency in 

budget-setting; lack 
of opportunities 
to participate in 
policymaking; 
lack of respect 

for fundamental 
freedoms, etc.

 Are there challenges at the cultural 
level generating tensions and 
violence? How do they reinforce 
each other? 

 Is the volunteering initiative going 
to try to tackle these issues? 

 Are there issues linked to 
oppressive governance structures 
that are causing tensions and 
violence? How exactly? Is the 
volunteering initiative going to 
focus on one or more of these 
issues? 

Key issues
(See details Annex I)  Guiding questions

(general)
Type

of violence

 If the adaptive framework matrix 
is used, it seems that there are 
many potential entry points for 
voluntary initiatives aiming to 
evaluate how they interlink with 
SDG16+. Volunteering initiatives 
could be working on diverse issues, 
from education to human rights 
education, from governance to tax 
justice, etc. 

 Volunteering initiatives could aim to 
assess how they work at various levels in 

on how they are enabling cultural 
understanding in initiatives in which the 
main purpose might be, for example, 
promoting good governance and 
accountability.
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Structural 
violence –

socioeconomic 
issues: 

Little public 
spending on social 
policies; no access 

to education; 
poverty; workers’ 

rights not respected; 
unemployment; 
discrimination 

against women, etc.

 Are there issues linked to 
oppressive socioeconomic 
structures that are causing tensions 
and violence? How exactly? Is 
the volunteering initiative going 
to focus in one or more of these 
issues?

Direct violence Sexual violence; 
killings; harassment; 

terrorism, etc.

 Are there problems related to current 
expressions of direct violence that 
are escalating and need an urgent 
response to prevent a wider outbreak 
of violence? Is the volunteering 
initiative going to be able to work at 
this level? 

Interrelated 
issues 

and actors

Dynamic factors 
and issues

 How are the different issues 
interlinked, causing tensions, 
insecurity and violence? 

 How are various actors and policy 
processes negatively or positively 

is the volunteering initiative going 
to engage with them?

 How are volunteers perceived 
and how could their identities/
roles generate tension or promote 
constructive engagement? 

Key issues
(See details Annex I)  Guiding questionsType 

of violence (general)

 Volunteer initiatives that are working in 
economic empowerment of women, 
youth, and other vulnerable groups 
and/or developing alternative livelihood 
sources could also be contributing 
indirectly to peace.

 The safety of volunteers must be central 
to any endeavor. Adequate and periodic 
risk assessments must be undertaken with 
participation of volunteers and activists as 
they will hold valuable information. Also, 
volunteers should give explicit consent of 
their willingness to continue their work in 
case of escalation of violence

 Analysis of the relationships between 
different issues that could
trigger conflict and the role volunteers 
play in these can change over
time; so, think about how to monitor this 
aspect periodically.
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mapping out voluntary initiatives’ outcomes against the framework could 
be done at the design stage, helping to prepare for sound monitoring, 
evaluation and learning. However, we recognize this might not always 
be possible, so it could be done once implementation has started. As a 
brief example of this, Annex 2 presents an initial mapping of voluntary 
programmes across all components of the adaptive framework. 

		

		  Collective agreement on the options 	
		  for promoting peace and justice

This second stage is about enabling locally grounded, collective agreements 
on options and alternatives for action, taking specific context challenges 
and conflict drivers into consideration. For volunteering initiatives this 
means deciding how voluntary efforts will be galvanized in order to tackle 
one or several drivers of conflict in order to create lasting peace. 

At this point, based on the mapping of the root causes of violent conflict 
and insecurity (issues), and having analyzed various factors and actors that 
sustain violence (or otherwise), facilitators of volunteerism initiatives will aim 
to prioritize a set of strategic objectives on which to focus their actions. That 
prioritization will depend on multiple factors, including citizens’ demands 
but also organizational capabilities, resources and opportunities for entry 
points to help sustain peace. The top-level guiding questions to respond to 
during this phase, could be as follows:

Guiding Questions: Targets and Indicators
The framework matrix clearly shows that the programmatic focus of 
voluntary initiatives promoting the achievement of SDG 16 + could vary 
hugely. For example, initiatives focusing on peace education, as well as 
others supporting women and people with disabilities to access formal 
education, could be promoting conflict prevention and transformation if 
both have set this as an outcome. The idea is to use these guiding questions 
to develop a theory of change and action, mapping out what outcomes 
each volunteerism initiative is or will be working towards. 

Annex 1 provides guidance for mapping out collective decisions against 
the globally agreed SDG16+ targets and indicators. Ideally, this exercise of 
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		  Iterative reflection on whether (and 		
		  how) change is happening

This stage is about facilitating the collective identification of emerging positive 
change, as well as failures and setbacks, from implementation in order to 
adapt to context dynamics quickly, with the aim of increasing the chances of 

voluntary action contributing to positive peace.

This stage aims to support mutual learning and accountability. It also ensures 
rapid adaptation based on early signs of what is working or not, so integrating 
learning and reflection is encouraged throughout implementation and not just 
at the end. The process guiding questions presented in Stage 1, remain relevant 
for Stage 3. Similarly, it is vital to put the right structures and incentives in place to 
allow for open reflection, constructive criticism and flexibility to change direction 
if need be. Otherwise, there is a risk that these will become tokenistic exercises. 

Guiding Questions: Learning
For reasons of brevity, we will only summarize here the type of questions it is relevant 
to share when conducting learning and reflection with various stakeholders.

This three-stage process invites all actors engaged in voluntary projects, 
programmes and movements to critically assess whether and how they are 
promoting a culture of peace and inclusive development by responding to 
citizens’ demands, needs and contextual challenges, while also ensuring 
demand-driven, adaptive programming based on real-time feedback from 
volunteers and activists, as well as grounded knowledge. In doing so, these 
initiatives will be achieving the Agenda 2030 vision in practice, across the 
three stages, including the “leave no-one behind” principle, throughout 
the design, implementation, and learning and evaluation of volunteering 
initiatives. 



CELEBRATE!
Finally, our experiences of supporting volunteering and activist initiatives worldwide confirms that: 
“volunteering and volunteer opportunities are unlikely to inspire or sustain an active citizenship unless 
people see that volunteering has an impact.”  We have observed in all regions and countries what people 
of all ages, socioeconomic backgrounds and cultures can achieve when they join together in a common 
purpose and feel empowered by seeing real and concrete results from their hard work. Particularly for 
a young person, volunteering can be a transformational life experience, enabling them to develop a 
professional and personal path in which the common good is no longer perceived as an “externality” to be 
managed by someone else. 

Valuing and understanding volunteers’ achievements, and learning from their failures, is therefore also 
an opportunity to celebrate with the objective of nurturing active citizens, who are responsible and 
conscious of how their actions, omissions and decisions have an impact on someone else in the world, as 
well as on our planet. With our adaptive framework, we invite volunteering organizations to share learning 
and documentation from their actions, not only for accountability purposes, but also to celebrate and 
reinforce the vision of a more dignified citizenship. 
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5. Conclusion
and next steps
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This paper presented an adaptive framework to identify, value and 
celebrate the contribution of volunteerism in achieving more peaceful, 
just and accountable societies. The first two sections provided important 
background on the global policy debates in relation to volunteerism, peace 
and the politics of generating evidence. We then went on to describe all 
components of the framework and the importance of a principled approach, 
presented evidence on the connections between volunteerism and the 
framework, and proposed how the adaptive framework should be used. 

This is an original piece of work devised as part of the UNV Innovation 
Challenge following a reflective and analytical process, and taking into 
account some very useful feedback from the UNV team and our peer-
reviewers (see Annex 3: Methodology). However, this adaptive framework 
has not been piloted or tested in an in-depth, consultative way involving 
diverse volunteers, activists and voluntary organizations. As such, this 
paper is just the first step in a process that will, hopefully, involve dialogue 
with movements, governmental and non-governmental organizations, 
multilaterals, and UN agencies that are willing to explore how best to apply 
a principled participatory approach to research, with the aim of thoroughly 
and systematically evaluating the contribution that volunteers make to 
peace and development. The time is right to recognize volunteerism and 
activism as powerful enablers of Agenda 2030 and SDG16+ in particular, 
and our team expects to begin a process of dialogue and joint work with key 
stakeholders to achieve that. A key part of that process will be mobilizing 
and connecting knowledge, especially from and between Southern actors, 
as well as all those who, like us, believe that volunteerism is much more than 
performing technical tasks and donating time.
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Annex 1

Column A Column B Column C Column D Column E Column E

TYPE OF VIOLENCE DRIVERS OF VIOLENCE DIMENSION OF CHANGE ISSUES/ PROBLEMS INDICATORS TARGETS

Disconnection with own emotions, self Self-awareness

Lack of self-confidence Confidence

Feelings of fear and insecurity Autonomy

Lack of interest, motivation, drive Motivation

Violent and judgemental communication Communication

Linear, impositive, discriminatory thinking Adaptation
Vertical/specialized ways of organizing life 

and work (including gendered roles, 
leadership roles, etc.) vs horizontal and 

participative ways of working

Teamwork

Vertical/specialized ways of organizing life 
and work (including gendered roles, 

leadership roles, etc.) vs horizontal and 
participative ways of working

Conflict management

Lack of knowledge, appreciation and respect 
of other cultures, social groups

Intercultural awareness

Feelings of living in a diverse society and not 
being excluded by it

Social Inclusion and Integration

No chances/ interest to engage in solidarity in 
action. Disengagement from social problems, 
no understanding of responsabilities as citizen

Active participation

People believe decision-makers are not 
inclusive and responsive

16.7.2 Proportion of population who believe  decision-
making is inclusive and responsive, by sex, age, 

disability and population group

SDG 16.7. Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and 
representative decision-making at all levels --- Decision-makers' 

behaviours

People does not report when they are 
discriminated and harrassed

16.B.1 Proportion of population reporting having 

personally felt discriminated against or harassed in the 
previous 12 months on the basis of a ground of 

discrimination prohibited under international human 
rights law

SDG 16.B. Promote and enforce non-discriminatory laws and 
policies for sustainable development --- Peoples' behaviours

Learners/ people don't have access to 
education on global citizenship and 

sustainable development 

Extent to which (i) global citizenship education and
(ii) education for sustainable development are

mainstreamed in (a) national education policies;
(b) curricula; (c) teacher education; and (d) student

assessment

SDG 4.7 By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and 
skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, among 

others, through education for sustainable development and 
sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a 

culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation 
of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable 

development -- Learners' knowledge and behaviours

CULTURAL 

VIOLENCE

Negative attitudes towards 
“the other” that justify 

structural and direct violence

Cultural understanding and 
inclusion

 Focus on personal,  
interpersonal, and socio-

cultural relations sustaining 
peace or violence

As mentioned in the paper, this set of indicators come from global 
impact studies carried out by CCIVS and hence do not speak to the 

SDG16+ targets.CCIVS research methodology compares data against 
these 11 indicators, conducting ex-ante and ex-post surveys to 

volunteers participating in international workcamps. The aggregated 
degree of change across each of them is measured in a quantitative 
manner, considering intended positive outcomes rather than pre-

defined quantiative targets. The research compares baseline and data 
collected every year.

CCIVS has been integrating global research in every project of the 

last 4 years that was run directly by the network, and together with the 
members and partners collected 680 pre-post tests and 140 interviews 
from more than 300 different workcamps and over 70 nationalities.The 
process in under review now with the aim to improve it and stimulate 

a wider use by the network and the members. 





Column A Column B Column C Column D Column E Column E

TYPE OF VIOLENCE DRIVERS OF VIOLENCE DIMENSION OF CHANGE ISSUES/ PROBLEMS INDICATORS TARGETS

Little public social spending to support 
poor/marginalized/ gender sensitive oriented 

public policies

1.B.1 Pro-poor public social spending

SDG 1: End Poverty in all forms everywhere

1.B Create sound policy frameworks at the national,
regional and international levels, based on pro-poor and

gender-sensitive development strategies, to support
accelerated investment in poverty eradication actions

Lack of access to education by marginalized/ 
minorities/ indigenous/ vulnerable people/ 

women and diverse gender groups

4.5.1 Parity indices (female/male, rural/urban, 
bottom/top

wealth quintile and others such as disability status,
indigenous peoples and conflict-affected, as data 

become
available) for all education indicators on this list that can

be disaggregated

SDG4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all

4.5. By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and
ensure equal access to all levels of education and vocational

training for the vulnerable, including persons with
disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable

situations

No education on global and active citizenship 
and sustainable development

4.7.1 Extent to which (i) global citizenship education 
and

(ii) education for sustainable development are
mainstreamed in (a) national education policies;

(b) curricula; (c) teacher education; and (d) student
assessment

4.7. By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge
and skills needed to promote sustainable development,

including, among others, through education for sustainable
development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender
equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence,
global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and

of culture’s contribution to sustainable development

Lack of education facilities which are 
accessible to all and safe

4.A.1 Proportion of schools offering basic services, by
type of service

4.A. Build and upgrade education facilities that are child,
disability and gender sensitive and provide safe, non-violent,

inclusive and effective learning environments for all

Women are discriminated and treated unfairly 
in various spheres

5.1.1 Whether or not legal frameworks are in place
to promote, enforce and monitor equality and

non-discrimination on the basis of sex

SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and 

girls

5.1. End all forms of discrimination against all women and
girls everywhere

Women are subject to sexual, physical, 
psychological violence by partners and/or 
others

5.2.1 Proportion of ever-partnered women and girls 
aged

15 years and older subjected to physical, sexual or
psychological violence by a current or former intimate
partner in the previous 12 months, by form of violence 

and
by age

5.2. Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and
girls in the public and private spheres, including trafficking
and sexual and other types of exploitation

Women are forced to marry early age and are 
forced to genial mutilation

5.3.1 Proportion of women aged 20–24 years who 
were

married or in a union before age 15 and before age 18

5.3. Eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early and
forced marriage and female genital mutilation

STRUCTURAL 

VIOLENCE 

Poverty and 

Inequality

Structural Justice 
Focus on policies promoting 
equality, wealth distribution, 

access to education, fair fiscal 
and financial policies, inclusion 

of women, migrants and 
minorities and integrate the 

voice of Global South countries 
in global policy-making

Opressive socio-economic 
structures:

Poverty, lack of resources to 
fund pro-poor policies, 

unemployment and 
unprotected workers, 
inequality, exclusion of 

migrants and minorities, 
discrimination, poor social 
protection policies, unfair 
fiscal and wages policies, 
money laundering, global 

south countries 
underrepresented in financial 
institutions, unsafe and non-
inclusive cities, lack of access 

to quality education, 
discrimination and violence 
against women, unfair trade 

policies and lack of funding to 
resources SDG agenda



Column A Column B Column C Column D Column E Column E

TYPE OF VIOLENCE DRIVERS OF VIOLENCE DIMENSION OF CHANGE ISSUES/ PROBLEMS INDICATORS TARGETS

Poorly regulated Financial flows create 
inequality and economic crisis 10.5.1 Financial Soundness Indicators

10.5. Improve the regulation and monitoring of global
financial markets and institutions and strengthen the

implementation of such regulations

Global South Countries are not represented 
fairly in international governance institutions

10.6.1 Proportion of members and voting rights of
developing countries in international organizations

10.6. Ensure enhanced representation and voice for
developing countries in decision-making in global international 

economic and financial institutions in order to deliver more effective, 
credible, accountable and legitimate institutions

Migrant and refugee rights are abused

10.7.2 Number of countries with migration policies 
that facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible 

migration and mobility of people

10.7.3 Number of migrants killed while attempting to 
cross maritime, land and air borders

10.7.4 Proportion of the population who are 
refugees, by country of origin

10.7. Facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible
migration and mobility of people, including through the
implementation of planned and well-managed migration

policies

People living in slums/ settlements with poor 
conditions, lack of infraestrure and housing

11.1. Proportion of urban population living in slums,
informal settlements or inadequate housing

SDG 11: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 

resilient and sustainable

11.1. By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and
affordable housing and basic services and upgrade slums

Citiznes has not access to public transport
11.2. Proportion of population that has convenient 

access to public transport, by sex, age and persons with 
disabilities

11.2. By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible
and sustainable transport systems for all, improving road

safety, notably by expanding public transport, with special
attention to the needs of those in vulnerable situations,

women, children, persons with disabilities and older persons

Citizens are not participating in the planning 
and management the urban spaces where thy 

live

11.3.2 Proportion of cities with a direct participation
structure of civil society in urban planning and

management that operate regularly and democratically

11.3. By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable
urbanization and capacity for participatory, integrated and

sustainable human settlement planning and management in
all countries

Citizens don't have access to open and public 
spaces for use/recreation

11.7.1 Average share of the built-up area of cities that 
is open space for public use for all, by sex, age and 

persons with disabilities

11.7. By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive
and accessible, green and public spaces, in particular for

women and children, older persons and persons with
disabilities

Lack of funding and resources to finance the 
SDGs agenda

17.1.1 Total government revenue as a proportion of
GDP, by source

17.1.2 Proportion of domestic budget funded by 
domestic taxes

SDG 17: Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize 

the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development

17.1. Strengthen domestic resource mobilization, including
through international support to developing countries, to

improve domestic capacity for tax and other revenue collection

Unfair and unbalanced trade policies 17.10.1 Worldwide weighted tariff-average

17.10. Promote a universal, rules-based, open,
non-discriminatory and equitable multilateral trading system
under the World Trade Organization, including through the

conclusion of negotiations under its Doha Development Agenda

STRUCTURAL 

VIOLENCE 

Poverty and 

Inequality

Structural Justice 
Focus on policies promoting 
equality, wealth distribution, 

access to education, fair fiscal 
and financial policies, inclusion 

of women, migrants and 
minorities and integrate the 

voice of Global South countries 
in global policy-making

Opressive socio-economic 
structures:

Poverty, lack of resources to 
fund pro-poor policies, 

unemployment and 
unprotected workers, 
inequality, exclusion of 

migrants and minorities, 
discrimination, poor social 
protection policies, unfair 
fiscal and wages policies, 
money laundering, global 

south countries 
underrepresented in financial 
institutions, unsafe and non-
inclusive cities, lack of access 

to quality education, 
discrimination and violence 
against women, unfair trade 

policies and lack of funding to 
resources SDG agenda



Column A Column B Column C Column D Column E Column E

TYPE OF VIOLENCE DRIVERS OF VIOLENCE DIMENSION OF CHANGE ISSUES/ PROBLEMS INDICATORS TARGETS

Number of victims of intentional homicide per 100,000 
population, by sex and age

Conflict-related deaths per 100,000 population, by sex, 
age and cause

Proportion of population subjected to physical, 
psychological or sexual violence in the previous 12 

months
Proportion of population that feel safe walking alone 

around the area they live

Victimisation of people because of 
punishement, psychological agression

Proportion of children aged 1-17 years who 
experienced any physical punishment and/or 

psychological aggression by caregivers in the past 
month

Human Trafficking
Number of victims of human trafficking per 100,000 

population, by sex, age and form of exploitation

Sexual violence
Proportion of young women and men aged 18‑29 years 

who experienced sexual violence by age 18

5.2.1 Proportion of ever-partnered women and girls 
aged 15 years and older subjected to physical, sexual or 
psychological violence by a current or former intimate
partner in the previous 12 months, by form of violence 

and by age

5.2.2 Proportion of women and girls aged 15 years 
and older subjected to sexual violence by persons other 
than an intimate partner in the previous 12 months, by 

age and place of occurrence

8.8.1 Fatal and non-fatal occupational injuries per 
100,000 workers, by sex and migrant status

8.8.2 Level of national compliance with labour rights 
(freedom of association and collective bargaining) 
based on International Labour Organization (ILO) 

textual sources and national legislation, by sex and 
migrant status

Suffering violence from terrorism and 
organised crime

Existence of independent national human rights 
institutions in compliance with the Paris Principles

16.A. Strengthen relevant national institutions, including through 
international cooperation, for building capacity at all levels, in 

particular in developing countries, to prevent violence and combat 
terrorism and crime

Total value of inward and outward illicit financial flows 
(in current United States dollars)

Proportion of seized, found or surrendered arms whose 
illicit origin or context has been traced or established 

by a competent authority in line with international 
instruments

16.4. By 2030, significantly reduce illicit financial and arms flows, 

strengthen the recovery and return of stolen assets and combat all 
forms of organized crime

Women are subject to sexual, physical, 
psychological violence by partners and/or 

others

Workers rights are not protected/ respected

Illicit Financial and Arms Flows

SDG 16
16.1. Significantly reduce all forms of violence and related death 

rates everywhere

16.2. End abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence 
against and torture of children

SDG 5

5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and
girls in the public and private spheres, including trafficking

and sexual and other types of exploitation

SDG 8

8.8. Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure
working environments for all workers, including migrant

workers, in particular women migrants, and those in
precarious employment

Killlings of people because of crimes, work, 
physical violence, harrassment

DIRECT 

VIOLENCE

Destructive Behaviour 
towards the other:

War and violent conflict, 
destruction, rape, abuse, 

fighting, killings (including 
homicides), torture, 

trafficking, sexual violence, 
injuring others, terrorists 
attacks, criminal activities.

 No direct violence 
Focus on sustaining policies to 

prevent, control, descalate, 
contain violence as performed 

by people, businesses, the 
state, criminal groups, armed 

groups and others



Annex 2
SDG 4

SDG 16.7. 
Ensure 

responsive, 
inclusive, 

participatory 
and 

representative 
decision-

making at all 
levels --- 
Decision-
makers' 

behaviours

SDG 16.B. 
Promote and 
enforce non-

discriminatory 
laws and 

policies for 
sustainable 

development --
- Peoples' 
behaviours

SDG 4.7 By 2030, ensure that all 
learners acquire the knowledge and 
skills needed to promote sustainable 

development, including, among 
others, through education for 
sustainable development and 

sustainable lifestyles, human rights, 
gender equality, promotion of a 

culture of peace and non-violence, 
global citizenship and appreciation of 

cultural diversity and of culture’s 
contribution to sustainable 

development -- Learners' knowledge 
and behaviours

Self-awareness Confidence Autonomy Motivation
Communicatio

n
Adaptation Teamwork

Conflict 
management

Intercultural 
awareness

Social 
Inclusion and 
Integration

Active 
Participation

16.7.2 16.B.1 4.7.1

* * * * * * * * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * * * * * * * *

* * *

*

* * * * * * * *

From Cultural Violence to Cultural Understanding

SDG 16

Indicators

CCIVS International Youth 
Workcamps

Youth task forces supported 
by VSO in holding authorities 
accountable

ATD 4th World's Global 
Volunteer Corps fighting 
extreme poverty

Volunteers campaigning 
against death penalty 
globally with Amnesty 
International

UNV Volunteers deployed to 
support the United Nations 
Multidimensional Integrated 
Stabilization Mission in 
Central Africa in its civil 
protection mandate, 
restoration of peace and the 
authority of the state.
Neighbours who join 
Community Policing Forums 
and other forms of activism 
to address gang violence in 
townships and hold police to 
account

Target SDG16+



disparities in 

SDG 1: End 

poverty in all its 
forms

16.8. Broaden 
and 

strengthen the 
participation 
of developing 
countries in 

the institutions 
of global 

governance

16.9. By 
2030, 

provide 
legal 

identity 
for all, 

including 
birth 

registratio
n

16.A. 
Strengthen 

relevant 
national 

institutions, 
including 
through 

international 
cooperation, 
for building 

capacity at all 
levels, in 

particular in 
developing 
countries, to 

prevent 
violence and 

combat 
terrorism and 

crime

16.B. Promote 
and enforce 

non- 
discriminatory 

laws and 
policies for 
sustainable 

development

1.b Create sound 
policy frameworks 

at the national, 
regional and 
international 

levels, based on 
pro-poor and 

gender-sensitive 
development 
strategies, to 

support 
accelerated 

investment in 
poverty 

eradication actions

4.5 By 2030, 
eliminate gender 

education and
ensure equal 
access to all 

levels of 
education and 

vocational
training for the 

vulnerable, 
including 

persons with
disabilities, 
indigenous 

peoples and 
children in 
vulnerable
situations

4.7. By 2030, ensure that 
all learners acquire the 
knowledge and skills 
needed to promote 

sustainable 
development, including, 
among others, through 

education for 
sustainable development 
and sustainable lifestyles, 

human rights, 
gender equality, 

promotion of a culture of 
peace and non-
violence, global 
citizenship and 

appreciation of cultural 
diversity and of culture’s 

contribution to sustainable 
development

4.A. Build 
and upgrade 

education 
facilities that 

are 
child, disabilit
y and gender 
sensitive and 
provide safe, 

non-
violent, inclus

ive and 
effective 
learning 

environments 
for all

16.5.1 16.5.2 16.3.1 16.3.2 16.4.1 16.4.2 16.6.1 16.6.2 16.7.1 16.7.2 16.8.1 16.9.1 16.10.1 16.10.2 16.A.1 16.B.1 1.b.1 4.5.1 4.7.1 4.a.1

* * * *

* * * * * * * * * *

* * * * * *

* * * * *

* * * * * *

* * * * * * * *

16.5. 
Substantially 

reduce 
corruption and 

bribery in all 
their forms

16.3. 
Promote the 
rule of law at 
the national 

and 
international 
levels and 

ensure equal 
access to 

justice for all

16.4. By 
2030, 

significantly 
reduce illicit 
financial and 
arms flows, 
strengthen 

the recovery 
and return of 
stolen assets 
and combat 
all forms of 
organized 

crime

16.6. Develop 
effective, 

accountable 
and 

transparent 
institutions at 

all levels

16.7. Ensure 
responsive, 
inclusive, 

participatory 
and 

representative 
decision-

making at all 
levels

16.10. Ensure 
public access to 
information and 

protect 
fundamental 
freedoms, in 
accordance 
with national 

legislation and 
international 
agreements

SDG 16:Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 

accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels

SDG4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 

education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all

Indicators

CCIVS International Youth 
Workcamps

Youth task forces supported 
by VSO in holding authorities 
accountable

ATD 4th World's Global 
Volunteer Corps fighting 
extreme poverty

Volunteers campaigning 
against death penalty 
globally with Amnesty 
International

UNV Volunteers deployed to 
support the United Nations 
Multidimensional Integrated 
Stabilization Mission in 
Central Africa in its civil 
protection mandate, 
restoration of peace and the 
authority of the state.
Neighbours who join 
Community Policing Forums 
and other forms of activism 
to address gang violence in 
townships and hold police to 
account

Target SDG16+



5.1 End 
all forms 

of 
discrimina

tion 
against all 
women 

and
girls 

everywher
e

5.5 
Ensure 

women’s 
full and 
effective 
participati

on and 
equal 

opportuni
ties for 

leadershi
p at all 

levels of 
decisionm
aking in 
political, 
economic 

and 
public life

g 

10.4 
Adopt 

policies, 
especially 

fiscal, 
wage and 

social
protectio
n policies, 

and 
progressi

vely 
achieve 
greater
equality

10.5 
Improve 

the 
regulation 

and 
monitorin

g of 
global

financial 
markets 

and 
institution

s and 
strengthe

n the
implemen
tation of 

such 
regulations

5.1.1 5.2.1 5.2.2 5.3.1 5.3.2 5.5.1 8.5.1 8.5.2 8.8.1 8.8.2 10.2.1 10.3.1 10.4.1 10.5.1 10.6.1 10.7.2 10.7.3 10.7.4

* * * *

* * * *

* * * * * * * * * * * * *

* * * * *

* *

* * * * * * * *

SDG 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries
SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women 

and girls

SDG 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and 

sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work 

for all

5.3 Eliminate all 
harmful practices, 
such as child, early 

and
forced marriage and 

female genital 
mutilation

8.5 By 2030, achieve 
full and productive 
employment and

decent work for all 
women and men, 

including for young
people and persons 
with disabilities, and 
equal pay for work

of equal value

5.2 Eliminate all 
forms of violence 
against all women 

and
girls in the public 

and private spheres, 
including trafficking
and sexual and other 
types of exploitation

8.8 Protect labour 
rights and promote 

safe and secure
working 

environments for all 
workers, including 

migrant
workers, in particular 

women migrants, 
and those in
precarious 

employment

10.7 FFacilitate orderly, safe, 
regular and responsible

migration and mobility of 
people, including through the

implementation of planned and 
well-managed migration

policies

10.2
By 2030, 
empower 

and 
promote 

the social, 
economic

and 
political 
inclusion 

of all, 
irrespecti-
ve of age, 

sex,
disability, 

race, 
ethnicity, 

origin, 
religion or 
economic 

or
other 
status

10.3 
Ensure 
equal 

opportu-
nity and 
reduce 

inequali-
ties of

outcome, 
including 

by 
elimina-

ting 
discrimi-
natory 
laws,

policies 
and 

practices 
and 

promo-
ting 

appropria-
te 

legisla-
tion,

policies 
and action 

in this 
regard

10.6 
Ensure 

enhanced 
represen-
tation and 
voice for
develo-

ping 
countries 

in 
deci-

sion-ma-
king in 
global 

internatio-
nal 

economic 
and 

financial 
institu-
tions in 
order to 
deliver 
more 

effective, 
credible, 
accounta-
ble and 

legitimate 
institutions

Indicators

CCIVS International Youth 
Workcamps

Youth task forces supported 
by VSO in holding authorities 
accountable

ATD 4th World's Global 
Volunteer Corps fighting 
extreme poverty

Volunteers campaigning 
against death penalty 
globally with Amnesty 
International

UNV Volunteers deployed to 
support the United Nations 
Multidimensional Integrated 
Stabilization Mission in 
Central Africa in its civil 
protection mandate, 
restoration of peace and the 
authority of the state.
Neighbours who join 
Community Policing Forums 
and other forms of activism 
to address gang violence in 
townships and hold police to 
account

Target SDG16+



11.1 By 
2030, 
ensure 
access 

for all to 
adequat
e, safe 

and
affordab

le 
housing 

and 
basic 

services 
and 

upgrade 
slums

11.2 By 2030, 
provide access to 
safe, affordable, 

accessible
and sustainable 

transport systems 
for all, improving 

road
safety, notably by 
expanding public 

transport, with 
special

attention to the 
needs of those in 

vulnerable 
situations,

women, children, 
persons with 

disabilities and 
older persons

11.3 By 
2030, 

enhance 
inclusive 

and 
sustainable
urbanization 

and 
capacity for 
participator

y, 
integrated 

and
sustainable 

human 
settlement 
planning 

and 
managemen

t in
all countries

11.7 By 
2030, 

provide 
universal 
access to 

safe, 
inclusive

and 
accessible, 
green and 

public 
spaces, in 

particular for
women and 

children, 
older 

persons and 
persons with
disabilities

17.10 Promote 
a universal, 
rules-based, 

open,
non-

discriminatory 
and equitable 

multilateral 
trading system

under the 
World Trade 
Organization, 

including 
through the
conclusion of 
negotiations 

under its Doha 
Development

Agenda

16.A. 
Strengthen 

relevant 
national 

institutions, 
including 
through 

international 
cooperation, 
for building 

capacity at all 
levels, in 

particular in 
developing 
countries, to 

prevent 
violence and 

combat 
terrorism and 

crime

11.1.1 11.2.1 11.3.2 11.7.2 17.1.1 17.1.2 17.10.1 16.1.1 16.1.2 16.1.3 16.1.4 16.2.1 16.2.2 16.2.3 16.A.1 16.4.1 16.4.2 5.2.1 5.2.2 8.8.1 8.8.2

* * * * * *

* * *

* * * * *

* * * * *

* * * * * * * * * * * *

* * * * *

8.8 Protect 
labour rights 
and promote 

safe and 
secure
working 

environments 
for all workers, 

including 
migrant

workers, in 
particular 
women 

migrants, and 
those in

precarious 
employment

SDG 11: Make cities and human settlements 

inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable

SDG 17: Strengthen the means 

of implementation and revitalize 
the Global Partnership for 
Sustainable Development

SDG 16 SDG 5 SDG 8

16.4. By 2030, 
significantly 
reduce illicit 

financial and arms 
flows, strengthen 
the recovery and 
return of stolen 

assets and combat 
all forms of 

organized crime

5.2 
Eliminate 

all forms of 
violence 

against all 
women and
girls in the 
public and 

private 
spheres, 
including 
trafficking
and sexual 
and other 
types of 

exploitatio
n

17.1 Strengthen 
domestic resource 

mobilization, 
including
through 

international 
support to 
developing 
countries, to

improve domestic 
capacity for tax 

and other revenue
collection

16.1 - Significantly reduce all 
forms of violence and related

 
death rates everywhere

16.2 -End abuse, 
exploitation, 

trafficking and all 
forms of violence 

against and torture 
of children
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Q1. We initiated the process by conducting a scan of the literature 
available via open repositories, rather than academic journals and catalogues 
alone, in an aim for finding grey literature on the topic explored. The first 
limitation encountered was that the links between volunteerism (particularly 
informal/community) and peacebuilding are not largely documented; the 
programmes implemented by global organisations such as United Nations 
Volunteers (UNV), Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) and Peacecorps were 
dominant and we explicitly did not want the paper to focus only on the Global 
North documented and published evidence. The second, is that it seems 
that most of the community-level action towards peacebuilding is framed 
more consistently as activism, community participation, active citizenship, 
youth-led peacebuilding, etc. This is particularly notable, when trying to 
understand the realities in Global South countries. There is a considerable 
difference in the way volunteerism/activism/community participation is 
named and explained in the Global North and South. Further, due to time 
limitations (the research and creation of the adaptive framework had to be 
concluded in the short lapse of two months),  we decided to make a tighter 
search and rely more on the guidance and resources shared by selected 
stakeholders. We decided to adapt to this reality by complementing the 
literature review with spending more quality time to reflect as a team and 
critically assess our own lessons learnt from the involvement with different 
volunteerism initiatives in all regions over the past of 15 years. We then, 
linked the literature review emerging lessons with with the conclusions of 
our own reflections. As such, we recognise that the evidence gathered 
was limited and, due to paper’s length restrictions, the case examples 
actually presented in the paper and Annex 2 even more so. However, we 
consider this to be a first step of a potential longer process to research, 
test and consolidate the findings and the original adaptive framework 
presented in this paper. 

Annex 3: Methodology
The following table presents the inquiry methods outlined for responding to 
the three main questions presented in the second version of the inception 
report submitted to UNV in late March 2020. Below, we present some 
modifications to the methodology followed by a brief explanation of the 
reasons behind this. We finally add a note of thanks.

1. According to available eviden-
ce, what is volunteers’ contribu-
tion to building peaceful, more 
accountable and just societies. As 
of today, how is this contribution 
being measured? 

3. Creating adaptive framework 
based on findings and our own 
expertise and experience on how 
to measure intangible variables in 
a participatory and bottom-up way

• Team collective reflection based 
on participatory observation, 
present and past experiences and 
literature review findings
• Exchange with peer-reviewers
• Discussion with UNV team and 
UNV Challenge Fund community 
of practice

2. What key sector stakeholders 
think are the lessons and challen-
ges, to measure volunteers’ 
contribution to peace and how 
they would go about measuring 
this specific contribution to 
change?

• In-depth semi-structure inter-
views 
All regions, mainly conflict affec-
ted countries and global leaders 
working in this area

• In-depth Literature review
Harvesting existing literature 
among key selected stakeholders, 
in-depth online search (English, 
French, Spanish, Portuguese) 

Question Inquiry methods
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Q2. Semi-structured interviews were proposed as an avenue to better 
understand the current challenges to measuring volunteerism contribution 
to peacebuilding from the perspective of expert practitioners and 
researchers. The first limitation found was that due to the Covid-19 global 
pandemic crisis, some of the people in our short-list did not get back 
to us when approached, we assume most were in some way or another 
linked to the crisis response or its analysis. In fact, one expert answered 
and herself and a family member were struck by the illness so we did not 
pursue further engagement. The second challenge again links to the length 
of the paper; once we realised the first draft was over the word count, we 
decided to not pursue the interviews further as there was no more space 
to add information about them in the paper. Having said this, we were able 
to have in-depth exchanges with two experts . One provided with relevant 
insights in relation to the Global South role in the constitution of SDG16, 
some of the politics behind the calls for the creation of SDG16+ and the 
most current global peace and development debates. Another, provided 
key unpublished impact studies and strategic insights on measuring the 
value of volunteerism. The feedback provider by peer-reviewers, experts in 
the volunteerism and participatory research fiels, complemented some of 
the gaps presented by the challenges in regards to interviewing. 
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