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16  Volunteering and People to People Exchange

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) call for a 
participatory approach to development, focused on 
collaboration and “leaving no one behind”. Local 
development actors – including government, civil 
society, and private sector - are the key partners to 
achieve this; however they often lack the means to 
share their unique knowledge and specialized 
expertise. At the same time, challenges to cross-
border collaboration arise due to differences in values 
and working practices which means that neighboring 
communities often unilaterally face common and 
interconnected challenges, running the risk of 
replicating past mistakes and missing out on the 
benefits of cooperation. Exciting opportunities also 
now exist to facilitate international cooperation 
between new volunteering actors and with the new 
development initiatives of Middle Income countries. To 
fully realize these opportunities, approaches to future 
cooperation need to respond to local needs and avoid 
reinforcing unequal relationships, while ensuring that 
new development initiatives take participatory 
approaches that promote local ownership and mitigate 
the social and environmental impacts of the “hard” 

To tackle these issues China and other developing countries can leverage UNDP’s support to assist in developing 
capacity, brokering knowledge, and building partnerships. UNDP has strong and diverse experience in promoting a 
demand-driven approach that enables countries to share and co-create innovative and mutually beneficial responses to 
common challenges that are suited to developing country contexts. Across its broad network UNDP possesses the 
capacity to identify, analyze, and disseminate local knowledge and best practices in an impactful and systematic way that 
can be used to scale-up and leverage additional resources.

There are many ways in which volunteering and people to 
people exchange can support sustainable development. 
Experts can transfer skills, provide technical support, and 
develop local capacity through training and guidance, 
while volunteers are particularly well suited to enhancing 
monitoring and evaluation. UNDP’s experience shows that 
best practices can be adopted much more quickly when 
they are shared peer-to-peer or community-to-
community, and that volunteers can connect global 
initiatives with local action while bridging cultural 
differences to build trust, promote norms of cooperation 
and reciprocity, and model and advocate for sustainable 
development behaviors. Three example development 
solutions that harness the power of volunteering and 
people to people exchange are: 

• Promoting dialogues, study tours, and exchanges 
between local development actors to transfer 
knowledge and skills, while encouraging international 
and intercultural understanding and creating 
opportunities for the co-creation of development 
solutions. Similarly, facilitating secondments or 
reciprocal exchanges for local development 
practitioners can develop capacity through hands-on 
learning and skills transfer 

• Developing impactful South to South international 
volunteering programmes to transfer skills, foster 
norms of cooperation and reciprocity, and create 
engaged populations of global citizens. Done well, 
international volunteering aligns perfectly with the 
ideals of South to South Cooperation, bringing 
benefits to the recipient community, the individual 
volunteer, and the sender community 

United Nations Development Programme

UNDP China is supporting a new three-year UNV project with the Beijing Volunteer Federation which aims to promote a 
participatory approach to development in China’s flagship Belt and Road Initiative through creating opportunities for 
Chinese youth to volunteer internationally, share international experience to develop the capacities of Chinese 
volunteering organizations and facilitate cross-country knowledge-sharing and co-creation.
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