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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

When crises strike, volunteers mobilize immediately because they are present, trusted and accountable to
their communities. Their action is not contingent on the presence of formal humanitarian systems. Across
emergency contexts, volunteers operate throughout the humanitarian programme cycle, from preparedness
and immediate response to recovery and transition. As access constraints, insecurity and funding shortfalls
intensify, volunteers increasingly remain the final delivery presence. Despite this operational reliance on
volunteers, the research finds that their contributions remain weakly articulated within humanitarian planning
instruments and insufficiently supported through resourcing, safeguarding and duty-of-care frameworks.

Against a backdrop of rising needs, constrained access and a hyper prioritized humanitarian response under
the “Humanitarian Reset,” the current period has been described by humanitarian leadership as a turning point.
Applied to localization, the findings indicate that continued reliance on volunteers without explicit recognition,
resourcing or safeguarding reflects not an implementation gap, but a sign the system is misaligned. The result
is a system that depends on volunteer-based delivery, while planning, financing and safeguarding in a way
as if it does not exist.

What the research has revealed:

»» Volunteers perform core and life-saving response functions across all phases of the humanitarian programme
cycle, often outside formal system logic. In Sudan, volunteer-led Emergency Response Rooms (ERRs) and
in Ukraine, civic, medical and municipal volunteer networks increasingly substitute for formal actors and
where access is constrained.

»» Volunteerism is weakly reflected in humanitarian planning instruments. A review of Humanitarian Needs and
Response Plans (HNRP’s), flash appeals and pooled fund frameworks, across varied emergency typologies
shows only 50 per cent explicitly name volunteers as actors; most rely on proxy language, and an average
of 35 per cent omit volunteers entirely, despite clear operational reliance.

P> Sectors including child protection, health and the Gender-Based Violence (GBV) Area of Responsibility
demonstrate clearer visibility of volunteer engagement in planning instruments, reflecting the influence of
sector guidance and minimum standards that define expectations around community-based and volunteer
roles, functions and accountability.

P> Early response effectiveness depends heavily on volunteer capacity yet remains poorly reflected in formal
systems. In the Turkiye-Syria earthquake response, inter-agency evaluations document extensive reliance
on volunteers during the initial phase, despite their near-absence from flash appeals and early planning
frameworks.
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»» Planning cycles for 2025-2026 show increased attention to localization; however, volunteer roles central
to last-mile delivery remain largely implied within broader local partner categories rather than explicitly
identified, planned or costed.

»» Duty of care and safeguarding for volunteers decline as institutional affiliation weakens. Case studies from
Haiti, Sudan and the State of Palestine show that volunteers affiliated with United Nations agencies or
international Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) are more likely to be covered by Protection from
Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) and Duty of Care systems, while non-affiliated volunteers perform
comparable high-risk functions with limited or no protection.

P> Trust and local legitimacy increasingly shape response effectiveness yet remain weakly recognized. In
contexts such as Sudan and Haiti, collective community practices sustain responses through reciprocity
and community accountability where institutional presence is limited or distrusted, although these locally
legitimate volunteer models remain largely invisible to formal planning, coordination and financing frameworks.

Investing in preparedness improves readiness and responsiveness

Evidence from contexts where Member States and partners invest in volunteer frameworks ahead of crises
shows improved volunteer visibility, integration and response effectiveness. In responses to Ebola, volunteer
engagement is anticipated through preparedness frameworks with defined roles, training and supervision,
enabling rapid mobilization and continuity. Similar outcomes are seen in disaster-prone settings such as
Bangladesh, where volunteers are now clearly embedded within national disaster management systems and
other frameworks.

Member States therefore have a central role to play. Volunteers operate first and most visibly within national
territories, filling gaps where public systems are overwhelmed or disrupted. Operational reliance on volunteers
without formal recognition, resourcing or duty-of-care and safeguarding arrangements creates systemic risk
for volunteers as individuals, the communities they serve and the humanitarian system itself.



SUMMARY OF PRIORITY RECOMMENDATIONS:

These priority recommendations are directed at Member States, with corresponding responsibilities for United
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Humanitarian Country Teams, donors,
cluster leads, United Nations agencies and volunteer-engaging partners to advocate for, operationalize and
support effective and accountable volunteer engagement as well as better meet localization commitments.

1. Explicitly mention volunteer-based delivery in planning instruments, sectoral guidance
and standards: move beyond proxy language to treat volunteerism as a legitimate capacity, enabling
improved planning, costing, safeguarding, accountability and participation across the humanitarian
programme cycle.

Key stakeholders: OCHA, United Nations agencies, cluster leads.

2. Develop or update National Volunteer Engagement Frameworks that embed volunteer roles,
risks and requirements into contingency and anticipatory action planning, aligned with existing national
disaster management authorities (NDMAs) and volunteer systems ahead of crises.

Key stakeholders: Member States, NDMAs, OCHA, United Nations agencies.

3. Ensure humanitarian financing mechanisms are fit for volunteer-enabled, community-
embedded responses: including proportionate compliance and predictable access for smaller and
volunteer-engaging actors. Reduce administrative, language, and due diligence barriers that exclude
women-led organizations (WLOs) from pooled funds and Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF)-
linked financing, and track how localization commitments, including the 25 per cent target, translate
into direct funding access and governance influence, rather than continued reliance on sub granting.

Key stakeholders: donors, pooled fund managers, United Nations agencies.

4. Ensure frameworks and budget are in place for minimum, proportionate programme-level
duty of care and safeguarding measures including codes of conduct, training, supervision and
accessible reporting mechanisms. Acknowledge the fact that women and girls may face specific risks
as volunteers, making it critical to ensure feedback and response mechanisms are in place that are
safe and accessible for female volunteers and that protection risks are addressed.

Key stakeholders United Nations agencies, iNGOs, Member States.

5. Continue to invest in mixed-modality UNV response structures and measure impact:
Expand first-phase deployment opportunities through mixed-modality structures including strengthened
regional UN Volunteer rosters to increase robustness, while systematically tracking emerging critical
needs and measuring the impact of support.

Key stakeholders: UNV and receiving United Nations agencies.
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INTRODUCTION

The opening lines of the 2025 Global Humanitarian Overview describe the current situation as a “moment
of reckoning”,' marked by record levels of need, aid cuts and a growing strain on coordination mechanisms.

Faced with unprecedented funding cuts, in 2026 the Global Humanitarian Overview requested $33 billion to
reach 135 million people in need in a “hyper prioritized” appeal, with the humanitarian community standing
with “local organizations aiding their own communities”.? In a letter to the Inter-Agency Standing Committee
(IASC) Principals on their launch of the Humanitarian Reset, Emergency Relief Coordinator Tom Fletcher called
on humanitarian actors to “put people facing crises first, and provide as much funding as possible to local
and national actors” as part of efforts to reimagine how the system works for those most affected.3

Funding pressures coincide with longer-term trends of rising conflict, climate shocks, displacement and recurring
public health risks, as reflected in recent Global Humanitarian Overviews.

Analysis is grounded in established frameworks for humanitarian coordination and reform, including United
Nations General Assembly Resolution 46/182,* the IASC Transformative Agenda® and the Grand Bargain
(2016)% and its subsequent iterations, alongside reforms aimed at channelling more flexible financing through
Country-Based Pooled Funds (CBPFs). While these reforms have strengthened coordination, leadership and
accountability, they have also exposed persistent centralization and the limited inclusion of local actors and
volunteer networks, particularly in terms of how delivery capacity is recognized, governed and supported
within formal humanitarian systems.

Volunteerism represents a vast component of global social action. According to the UN Volunteers State of
the World’s Volunteerism report, some 34.5 per cent of working-age people, or 2.1 billion individuals, engage
in volunteer work each month.” Analysis further reveals that engagement in volunteer activities primarily takes
place through informal, community-based and crisis-related action rather than through formal organizations
(Salamon et al., 2018; United Nations Volunteers, 2021b).8

As the United Nations enters the final stretch of the 2030 Agenda 2026-2029,° the UNV Strategic Framework,
2026-2029'0 reflects a consolidation of experience to date and a clear articulation of volunteerism as a cross-
cutting delivery mechanism across the United Nations system, including in emergencies. The framework is
aligned with the 2024 Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Review and General Assembly resolutions on
strengthening volunteerism for the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals, leaving no one behind.

Within the humanitarian sector, organized volunteer engagement represents a smaller but highly structured
subset of this broader landscape. The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement alone reports approximately
17 million volunteers globally," forming the largest organized humanitarian volunteer workforce in the world.
Of all UN Volunteers in the UN system in 2025, 13,549 (79 %) served with IASC member agencies. One-third
(4,979) served in countries covered by HNRPs. This reflects a strong upward trend in UN Volunteers supporting
the United Nations humanitarian response in recent years (these same entities deployed 6,599 volunteers
in 2020, meaning there has been a 105 % increase over the past six years). Looking more specifically at
predominantly humanitarian entities in 2025 (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR), International Organization for Migration (IOM), World Food Programme (WFP), United Nations Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR),



United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), there were 1,706
United Nations Volunteers, of which 1,272 were nationals of the country in which they were volunteering
(75 %) and 945 (55 %) were women.'2

Alongside this, millions of additional volunteers operate through informal networks, mutual aid groups, faith-
based organizations and spontaneous community responses, particularly in contexts of conflict, occupation
and state fragility.

This research has confirmed that, in crisis contexts, volunteer engagement is driven primarily by collective
responsibility, social obligation, survival and a shared moral duty rooted in long-standing social and cultural
practices, rather than by crisis-specific incentives or humanitarian identity. Crises do not create these motivations;
they expose, intensify and reconfigure existing norms of obligation, making volunteer action inseparable from

community survival where state systems fail or exclusion persists.

Purpose and objectives of the report

This study forms part of a UN Volunteers’ global research series led by the Volunteer Advisory Services Section
(VASS), which generates evidence on the contribution volunteering makes to the implementation of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development.’3

The study examines the extent to which volunteers are recognized and integrated within humanitarian
planning and coordination frameworks, and identifies practical entry points for strengthening this integration,
including considerations for how volunteer contributions are monitored within existing planning and reporting
frameworks. The term “recognized” refers to whether volunteers are explicitly named and described in formal
planning and coordination documents such as HNRPs rather than being implied through proxy terms such as
“community outreach” or “local capacity.” The term “integrated” refers to whether volunteers have defined
roles within coordination and delivery structures, including participation in cluster or sector mechanisms,
access to relevant training and protocols, inclusion in safeguarding and duty-of-care arrangements and clear
lines of accountability.

The report also examines recurring approaches through which volunteer engagement has been successfully
leveraged into humanitarian responses, as well as common challenges and constraints affecting such integration.
While HNRPs provide an important reference point, the analysis reflects recent shifts in humanitarian planning,
including the streamlining of HNRPs and the growing importance of the wider humanitarian architecture.
Other critical spaces for advancing volunteer engagement that have been observed include pooled funding
mechanisms, sector and cluster response plans and inter-agency coordination structures.

Finally, the report provides actionable recommendations for Member States and relevant national authorities,
United Nations agencies (including OCHA and cluster leads), Humanitarian Coordinators and Humanitarian
Country Teams, donors and international and national NGOs to support the systematic integration of volunteering
within HNRPs and across the Humanitarian Programme Cycle (HPC).
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Methodology

This study used a mixed-methods approach to examine how volunteerism is recognized and integrated within
humanitarian planning and coordination frameworks. The research combined secondary and primary data.
Secondary analysis included a desk review of 20 humanitarian planning and coordination instruments from
2021-2025 (see appendices for full list), including HNRPs, flash appeals and pooled fund frameworks, alongside
selected academic and grey literature. Primary data comprised 35 key informant interviews with stakeholders
from the United Nations Volunteers (UNV), United Nations agencies, IFRC and Red Cross/Red Crescent actors,
international and national NGOs, researchers and formal and informal volunteer networks.

A comparative case study approach was used. Five primary country cases were selected: Sudan, Ukraine,
the State of Palestine, Haiti and the Tirkiye-Syria earthquake response. These were supplemented by two
thematic mini-cases, namely Women and Girls Safe Spaces (WGSS) as a protection modality that is heavily
reliant on volunteer engagement and responses to Ebola as public health emergencies in which structured
volunteer integration has been central.

Figure 1: Case study selection criteria

Emergency Regional coverage Coverage across

Formal and Stakeholders

informal volunteer
mechanisms.

(including women’s
groups, youth,
organizations

of persons with
disabilities and
local civil society).

typologies: rapid-
onset, complex
emergencies,
protracted crises,
displacement,
protection crises,
public health
emergencies.*

across Africa,
the Middle East,
Europe, Latin
America and the
Caribbean and
Asia-Pacific.

the emergency
timeline from
preparedness to
recovery.

*Slow-onset crises (e.g. drought, climate-related displacement, protracted food insecurity) are reflected within relevant typologies

rather than treated as a stand-alone category.

Ethical standards were applied throughout, including informed consent, confidentiality and secure data handling.
Findings were triangulated across data sources and a light peer review process was used to strengthen
analytical clarity and operational relevance.



Research limitations

The study relies primarily on the qualitative analysis of planning documents and interviews. Given ongoing
and access-constrained crises, it does not attempt to quantify volunteer outputs or measure impact. Access
restrictions, security conditions and uneven documentation across contexts affect the availability and consistency

of information on volunteer engagement.

Defining volunteering in humanitarian action

For the purposes of this study, volunteering is understood in line with United Nations General Assembly resolution
56/38," which defines volunteering as “freely undertaken, non-compulsory activities carried out for the benefit
of others, communities, and society, without expectation of financial gain”. This definition encompasses both
formal volunteering, undertaken through organized entities and programmes and informal or self-organized
volunteering, embedded in everyday community, social and cultural practices.

This framing aligns with humanitarian normative frameworks that recognize the central role of community and
volunteer capacities in effective response. The Sphere Humanitarian Charter' affirms that a “combination of
official and voluntary action is essential to humanitarian response”, while the IASC Centrality of Protection
policy'® highlights the role of community and volunteer actors in enabling early warning, safe access and
protection outcomes.

To reflect the diversity of volunteer engagement observed across contexts, the analysis draws on the UNV
modality framework, which conceptualizes volunteering across five interrelated dimensions: structure (formal/
informal), site (on-site/online), intensity (episodic—regular), aspiration (community-building/self-building) and
category (e.g. mutual aid, service, participation). These dimensions often coexist within a single response,
reflecting the hybrid and adaptive nature of volunteer engagement in humanitarian settings."

Defining emergencies and humanitarian action

For the purposes of this study, emergencies are understood, in line with United Nations General Assembly
resolution 46/182% and subsequent OCHA-led IASC guidance,” as being situations in which humanitarian
needs exceed national response capacity, requiring coordinated international support. These include natural
disasters, complex emergencies, armed conflict, slow-onset emergencies, public health emergencies including
infectious disease events emergencies and protracted crises.

The term “humanitarian response” refers to coordinated actions undertaken to save lives, alleviate suffering
and maintain human dignity during and after crises. This includes preparedness and risk reduction, immediate
life-saving assistance, protection and early recovery or transition activities, as articulated through OCHA-led
humanitarian planning and coordination frameworks.
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Understanding Humanitarian Needs and Response Plans (HNRPs)

HNRPs constitute the United Nations principal mechanism for coordinating and financing humanitarian action
at country level. Led by the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), HNRPs
are developed through inter-agency processes under the leadership of the Humanitarian Coordinator and the
Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) and provide a shared strategic framework for humanitarian actors operating
in complex emergencies.2°

According to the Global Humanitarian Overview 2024, coordinated humanitarian response plans covered more
than 70 countries through a combination of HNRPs, regional response plans and flash appeals, collectively
seeking tens of billions of dollars to assist over 180 million people in need of life-saving assistance and
protection.?!

Beginning with the 2024-2025 planning cycle, OCHA introduced a more streamlined, HNRP approach,
characterized by tighter severity-based prioritization and reduced target caseloads in response to acute and
sustained funding constraints, while maintaining the underlying analytical processes for needs assessment,
prioritization, response planning and financial tracking. This shift reflected an explicit move towards more
focused targeting of people in the most severe need, considering unprecedented global funding gaps, without
compromising the integrity of the evidence base underpinning humanitarian decision-making.22

For the purposes of this report, the term “HNRP” will be used to reflect the current humanitarian planning
terminology and to align with the latest OCHA HPC guidance.



2 WHERE, WHEN AND HOW
VOLUNTEERS APPEAR IN
HUMANITARIAN PLANNING
INSTRUMENTS

This section analysis presents and compares volunteer engagement across crisis typologies, humanitarian
sectors and phases of the HPC, examining where volunteer roles are visible, implicit or absent within planning,
coordination and financing instruments and how this visibility shifts over time.

21 Visibility in Humanitarian Needs and Response Plans (HNRPs)

A missed entry point at the level of definition

Across humanitarian planning instruments and their corresponding guidance documents, HNRPs, Country-Based
Pool Funds and Flash Appeal reports, the research found little evidence or common terminology or functional
definition that specifies who volunteers are, what roles they play or what responsibilities humanitarian systems
hold towards them. Instead, volunteer engagement is absorbed into proxy categories such as “community
mechanisms,” “local actors” or “outreach,” without distinction between voluntary, contracted or institutional roles.

This definitional gap is not due to the absence of policy precedent within the United Nations system.
For example, other United Nations financing and programme frameworks such as United Nations Joint
Programmes,23 the Peacebuilding Fund,2* and the United Nations Trust Fund for Human Security2> explicitly
require roles, sustainability and resourcing of local capacity — including volunteer engagement — to be defined
at the design stage.

A review of 20 HNRP planning instruments (see Table 1) from 2020-2026 across emergency typologies assessed
whether volunteer engagement was explicitly named, implicitly referenced through proxy language or absent.
Only half of the plans reviewed explicitly referenced volunteers in the main narrative, seven made no reference
at all, while the remainder relied on indirect functional language without naming volunteers as actors.

This absence represents a critical missed entry point. Actors who are not explicitly named are unlikely to be
systematically planned for, costed, protected or meaningfully included in coordination and decision-making
processes.
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Table 1: Visibility of volunteerism in humanitarian planning instruments

Category of visibility (E::I?;it) Implicit ( Abg:nt)
1. Visibility of the term “volunteer” in HRNP type narrative. 10 3 7

2. Visibility of volunteers in HNOs (needs framing sections) 5 5 10

3. Volunteer-type functions articulated in cluster / sector sections. 17 2 1

4. Volunteer-type engagement reflected in financing / costing sections. 1" 6 3

5. Duty of care / safeguarding frameworks extending to volunteers. 8 8 4

6. Volunteer-type roles in monitoring, referrals or feedback mechanisms 13 5 2

Table key: “Explicit” indicates that volunteers are clearly named as actors (e.g. volunteers, community volunteers, volunteer networks,
UN Volunteers). “Implicit” indicates that volunteer-type engagement is inferred through described functions or proxy terms (e.g.
community outreach, peer support, local mobilization) without naming volunteers. “Absent” indicates no reference to volunteers or
volunteer-type visibility, including cases where sections of information were missing or not specified.

Visibility by sector and typology in planning instruments

The visibility of volunteer engagement in planning instruments varies significantly by sector, coordination structure
and emergency typology (see Tables 1 and 2). The clearest and most consistent recognition appears in the
health and protection sectors (including Child Protection and Gender-Based Violence Areas of Responsibility
(AoR)). In these settings, community-based roles are institutionally embedded within outbreak preparedness,
surveillance and risk communication functions, resulting in more explicit references to volunteers and volunteer-
like personnel in plans and strategies.

In the protection sector and particularly within the GBV AoR, clearer visibility reflects the existence of dedicated
coordination guidance and standards that explicitly reference community-based and volunteer roles, define
functions and set expectations for supervision, safeguarding, and accountability. Sector guidance such as
the Handbook for Coordinating GBV in Emergencies2® provides a structured basis for naming and integrating
community and volunteer engagement within coordination, monitoring and service delivery frameworks,
contributing to greater consistency in how these roles are articulated in planning instruments.

In the child protection and health clusters, sector strategies and standards provide a basis for community-level
engagement that is more consistently visible in planning instruments. For example, the Minimum Standards
for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action?? explicitly frames community participation and accountability,
supporting the inclusion of community-based actors in child protection planning. Similarly, the Health Cluster’s
generic terms of reference emphasize a people-centred, community-focused approach that underpins the
involvement of Community Health Worker roles and volunteer-like functions in health planning and response.



By contrast, in rapid-onset disasters and access-constrained contexts, visibility is uneven despite heavy
operational reliance on volunteers during early response. At cluster level, volunteer roles are most clearly
articulated in the WASH Cluster and Food Security Cluster, where delivery often depends on community access
and local facilitation. In the Education, Shelter and Emergency Telecommunications (ETC) clusters, however,
volunteer engagement remains weakly defined or absent in planning instruments, even where last-mile delivery
depends heavily on community trust, local knowledge and informal networks.

Centralized, asset-intensive clusters demonstrate the lowest visibility of volunteer engagement. The Logistics
Cluster shows almost no recognition of volunteers in the planning instruments reviewed. Where actors are
referenced, they are typically framed as contracted labour or implementing partners rather than volunteers. This
reflects a broader system pattern: volunteer engagement is most visible in sectors that depend on proximity,
trust and social access and is least visible in clusters oriented towards infrastructure, assets and supply chains.

Table 2: Visibility of volunteerism in sectors and emergency typology

Emergency typology/ Food

Health Protection WASH Education Shelter . ETC
Sector security

Protracted conflict/state

(1 1] (1 1] ( 1) [ ] [ ] (1) ¢}

collapse.
Rapid-onset emergencies. [ 1) [ (I 1) o [ 1) (I 1) [
Civil society rich conflicts. [ 1) 000 () [ 1) ® ( 1) ( 1)
Occupation/access

P . . [ 00000 (1} [ J ¢} ( 1} e)
constrained emergencies.
Public health emergencies. 000 ( 1) () o [ [

Note: ®@® = explicit and substantive reference; ®® = partial or indirect reference; ® = implied functional role; © = no reference identified.
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Visibility in financing and costing sections and flash appeals

The financing and costing sections of HRPs and flash appeals show a gradual increase in recognition, alongside
a continued reliance on indirect articulation. Just over half of the plans reviewed included some reference to
resourcing volunteer-type engagement (see Table 1). In earlier planning cycles (pre-2025), these costs were
most often embedded within partner, localization or project activity budgets, with volunteers being captured
implicitly under broad categories of local partners rather than explicitly identified as a distinct delivery modality.
At cluster level, this indirect treatment limited the visibility of volunteer-related costs for training, supervision,
safeguarding and dutyof care.

More recent plans, particularly those developed in 2025 and plans for 2026, including the Myanmar 2026
Earthquake Flash Appeal®Vii and the Sudan Humanitarian Fund report for 2025, include dedicated localization
sections that report on funding progress. This reflects a shift towards the more deliberate treatment of local
actors, even where volunteer roles continue to be only partially specified or subsumed within wider localization
frameworks.

Visibility in referral and feedback sections of HNRPs and other instruments

Volunteer-type support is more consistently referenced in monitoring, referral and feedback sections of
HNRPs. Eighteen of the 20 plans reviewed referenced or implied volunteer roles in community monitoring,
Accountability to Affected People (AAP), protection referrals and information flows, particularly in Protection,
Health and Nutrition clusters and in access-constrained contexts such as Sudan and the State of Palestine
(See Table 1). Once again, better visibility is noted in more recent instruments, particularly the 2026 HNRPs.
While this confirms volunteers’ central role at the community interface, it also highlights a structural imbalance:
volunteers are more readily recognized as data gatherers and referral intermediaries than as actors requiring
formal resourcing, protection and support.



2.2 Levels of overall integration in humanitarian planning instruments

To further analyse how volunteer engagement is reflected in humanitarian planning and coordination, the study
assessed the degree to which volunteer delivery is made visible and integrated across planning instruments
using four integration states, from low to formal integration against crisis typology (see Table 3). These states
describe system behaviours rather than differences in volunteer capacity or motivation.

The integration states show that volunteers perform critical delivery functions across all crisis types, yet their
visibility and recognition fluctuate as formal systems scale. The resulting risks vary by integration state, rather
than by volunteer capacity or intent.

Examples of low / informal integration: Sudan, the State of Palestine, Haiti
Typical contexts: protracted conflict, state collapse, occupation, severe access constraints.

System risk: core delivery functions are externalized to informal volunteer systems operating outside formal
planning, costing, safeguarding and accountability frameworks, creating a persistent gap between response
reality and humanitarian architecture.

Example of emerging integration: Tiirkiye-Syria earthquake
Typical contexts: rapid-onset disasters and early phases of conflict escalation.

System risk: early response effectiveness depends on unplanned and uncosted volunteer capacity that is
subsequently displaced or overlooked, resulting in loss of continuity, institutional memory and local response
assets as formal systems scale.

Example of localized integration: Ukraine, the State of Palestine
Typical contexts: civil-society-rich conflicts and settings with strong municipal or civic systems.

System risk: sustained delivery capacity operates parallel to HNRP architecture, limiting strategic alignment,
financing access, influence despite high functional integration at local level.

Example of formal integration (sector or context-specific): Ebola, Bangladesh
Typical contexts: public health emergencies and prolonged camp-based displacement.

System risk: effective volunteer formalization remains sector-bound and difficult to replicate, leaving the
broader system without scalable mechanisms to integrate volunteer delivery beyond specific emergencies
or governance-stable settings.



Table 3: Level of volunteer integration by emergency and risk

Integration

state

Low / Informal
integration

Emerging
integration

Localized
integration

Formal
integration

Type of
emergencies

Protracted conflict;
state collapse;
access- and politically
constrained contexts.
(e.g. Sudan, State of
Palestine)

Dependent on
context, rapid-onset
disasters; early
phases of conflict
escalation. (Turkiye
earthquake)

Civil-society-rich
conflicts; some
protracted crises with
strong municipal or
civic systems. (e.g.
Ukraine)

Public health
emergencies; long-
term displacement
and camp-based
responses. (e.g.
Ebola, Bangladesh)

What volunteers
do in practice

Volunteers substitute
for absent or
inaccessible formal
systems, sustaining
protection, health
outreach, access,
coordination, service
continuity under high
risk.

Volunteers dominate
early rescue,
evacuation, rapid
needs identification,
logistics support,
first aid, but often
displaced, less
visible in planning
instruments as formal
systems scale.

Volunteer and
civil-society
ecosystems function
as sustained core
response capacity
through trusted local
arrangements, often
operating parallel to
formal systems.

Volunteers are
embedded within
sector or response
systems with

defined roles,
training, supervision,
safeguards and, in
some cases, stipends.
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Primary risks

High reliance
without workforce
recognition; safety,
safeguarding

and continuity
risks transferred
downward; minimal
reflection in HNRP
costing.

Early operational risk
absorbed without
retroactive protection
or recognition; early
reliance largely absen
tfrom flash appeals
and early HRP logic.

Strong delivery
capacity remains
outside formal
financing,
coordination
frameworks, limiting
influence.

Often remains sector-
bound; sustainability,
progression and
cross-sector
recognition gaps
persist.

How they appear

Sector coordination
spaces most
consistently;
protection-related
mechanisms; weak
visibility at inter-
cluster and HNRP
narrative level.

Early response
coordination and civil
protection interfaces;
short-lived visibility in
cluster strategies.

Municipal, civic and
sectoral systems
operating alongside
HNRP architecture;
partial visibility

in protection and
health.

Health sector
strategies and
camp coordination
frameworks where
volunteer roles are
explicitly named,
standardized and
costed.



Box 1: Why Ebola differs - from informal to formal volunteer integration

Responses to Ebola illustrate one of the few humanitarian contexts in which volunteer engagement evolved
from largely informal reliance to formalized integration within humanitarian and national systems. The
operational demands of controlling outbreaks made sustained community-level engagement indispensable,
compelling actors to translate early volunteer reliance into defined roles, standards and protection.

Early evaluations of the West Africa Ebola response were critical of the initial approaches, highlighting
that community members and volunteers were rapidly mobilized without standardized training, protective
equipment or clear reporting lines raising personal risk, undermining trust and contributing to continued
transmission (WHO, 2015).0

Phase 1: informal / ad hoc engagement. During early Ebola outbreaks in West and Central Africa, community
members, including traditional healers, burial volunteers, youth groups and informal health volunteers were
mobilized for surveillance, outreach and care-seeking. Often serving as the primary interface between
communities and responders, volunteers operated with limited training, unclear authority and minimal
protection, taking on significant personal risk while performing essential functions.

Phase 2: transitional integration driven by public health necessity. As outbreaks escalated, governments
supported by WHO, UNICEF, IFRC and Health Cluster partners recognized that effective control depended
on sustained, standardized community engagement. Informal volunteers were progressively reorganized
into Community Health Worker (CHW) or equivalent cadres, with defined roles in contact tracing, risk
communication, referrals and community-based surveillance.

This transition was enabled by:
. Member State leadership, with Ministries of Health asserting oversight of surveillance and response
« Health Cluster coordination, supporting standard-setting, role clarity and alignment
« Civil society actors, notably national Red Cross societies, providing structured volunteer coordination
« Public health protocols, including standardized training, supervision and reporting.

» Sector anchoring, embedding volunteer roles within national health strategies rather than treating
them as temporary humanitarian labour.

Phase 3: formalized integration. In later Ebola responses, CHWs were explicitly named in response plans,
costed within appeals, trained under standardized curricula, equipped with personal protective equipment
and linked to national health information systems. Clearer duty-of-care arrangements, supervision and
accountability mechanisms transformed informal volunteer action into a formal component of outbreak
response capacity.

This formalization did not replace professional health staff. Rather, it clarified how clinicians, national health
workers and community-based volunteers interacted within a single response architecture.

Enabling conditions and system learning. Key enabling factors included clear state authority over public
health and surveillance, non-negotiable infection prevention and control standards, sustained health
sector preparedness investments and repeated outbreak cycles that enabled institutional learning and
role refinement.

Subsequent responses to Ebola also demonstrated that outbreak control depended on formally integrating
community-based volunteers into national health systems as CHWSs, with standardized training, protective
equipment and supervision and reporting transforming informal volunteer engagement into a visible,
costed, protectable component of response capacity.
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2.3 Visibility and the integration of volunteers across the emergency timeline

The research confirms that volunteers and volunteer-based systems contribute at every phase of the emergency
timeline, from preparedness and anticipatory action through to immediate response, sustained delivery, protracted
crisis and transition and recovery (see Figure 1). What varies is not whether volunteers are present, but how
their roles are recognized, planned for and resourced within formal humanitarian planning, coordination and

financing instruments.

Figure 2: Emergency timeline and volunteer visibility in planning instruments

Preparedness and Prolonged response Transition and recovery
anticipatory action Uneven visibility across clusters; Typically embedded within
Appear mostly as activities,not clearer articulation of roles in broader assumptions about
actors. Describe functions protection and health sectors, community resilience or local
(community outreach) without yet consolidation at HNRP level. capacity, rather than articulated
naming who delivers them. as defined roles
Response and scale up Protracted crises
Things move fast, well- Volunteer systems remain central
established, larger volunteer to last-mile delivery, protection
groups often get access, funds, outreach, service continuity.
but volunteerism as a modality Visibility becomes uneven; clearer
is still not named. articulation in some clusters than

system-wide.

In the preparedness and anticipatory action phases, explicit recognition is clearest in public health and
predictable climate-related contexts, where volunteer functions are formalized through training, supervision
and preparedness frameworks, enabling early warning, evacuation support and the continuity of essential
services and reducing reliance on improvised mobilization at crisis onset (see Figure 2).

During immediate responses, volunteers are consistently among the first responders, particularly in rapid-onset
disasters, early conflict escalation and civil-society-rich or access-constrained contexts such as Ukraine and
the State of Palestine. However, this centrality is weakly reflected in early planning instruments, as illustrated
by the Tirkiye-Syria earthquake, where the extensive volunteer mobilization documented in evaluations was
absent from the flash appeal.



22

Box 2: Digital based volunteer management during the Tiirkiye earthquake response

Following the Turkiye-Syria earthquakes on 6 February 2023, the Volunteers Map, developed by the
Turkish civil society organization, ihtiyag Haritasi (Needs Map),28 emerged as a key innovation for
coordinating large-scale civilian volunteer mobilization. The platform mapped volunteers not only by
location but by verified skills and competencies. Supported by the European Union, it functioned as a
real-time decision-support tool, enabling disaster management centres to match evolving operational
needs with appropriate civilian expertise through a centralized digital database. As a result, response
efforts shifted from dispersed volunteer activity towards a strategic, skills-based deployment of civilian
resources managed through a centralized mapping platform.

WhatsApp chatbot: During the same earthquake response, a WhatsApp chatbot, also developed by ihtiyac
Haritasi2® served as a critical interface for rapid needs identification. The Al-enabled system collected
location data and primary needs through a familiar messaging platform, converting incoming messages
into categorized aid requests for response actors.

The model was later applied during the 2024 floods in Valencia, where it supported humanitarian aid
by facilitating the targeted distribution of food, clean water and hygiene kits. Across both contexts, the
chatbot enabled a fast, reliable data flow between affected populations and relief organizations, improving
the accuracy of last-mile delivery.

In sustained and protracted phases, volunteer systems remain critical to last-mile delivery and protection
outreach, with clearer articulation in clusters such as health and protection than at system-wide levels, reflecting
the sectoral patterns described in the previous section on cluster visibility.

During transition and recovery, it was difficult to identify volunteer visibility in planning instruments. Key informants
noted that volunteer engagement is typically assumed rather than explicitly specified, often embedded within
broader references to community resilience or local capacity. This limits visibility, resourcing and duty-of-care
arrangements (see Figure 2).
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2.4 UN Volunteers system readiness and responsiveness

Across all cases examined, key informants consistently highlighted the contribution of national and international
UN Volunteers deployed both in-country and remotely to humanitarian responses. UN Volunteers were most
often cited as adding value where proximity, language skills and contextual familiarity aligned with priority
and critical operational needs.

Where the research points to further opportunity is in expanding flexibility in deployment options, notably
through greater investment in cross-border and cross-regional mobilization. A best-practice example followed
the August 2025 earthquake in Afghanistan, where a UN Volunteer deployed through UNDP crossed rapidly
from Pakistan into Kunar and Jalalabad, providing immediate coordination, debris clearance support, restoration
of water access and community-based psychosocial assistance.3° Shared language, cultural familiarity and
regional experience enabled rapid trust-building and effective action. Informants emphasized that such
regionally proximate mobilization delivers operational value precisely because it can move faster than traditional
international surge pipelines.

Evidence from Bangladesh similarly highlights the value of mixed-modality deployment. In 2024, community
UN Volunteers funded through the Special Voluntary Fund supported the FAO post-cyclone response,
complemented by Digital UN Volunteers providing remote information management, analysis and outreach.
Informants linked these digital modalities to increased flexibility, expanded participation of volunteers with
disabilities and strengthened enabling functions data, communications and translation that are increasingly
central to effective emergency responses.

Taken together, these cases point to a clear area for investment: systematic strengthening of regional and cross-
regional UNV rosters and mixed deployment modalities, aligned with the emphasis on agility, data and impact
in the UNV Strategic Framework 2026-20293". While mobilization remains a core strength of UN Volunteers,
informants also stressed the need to pair faster and more flexible deployment with stronger impact measurement,
including tracking deployment lead times, contributions to early response outcomes and structured learning
through after-action reviews. Without this, the added value of the speed, flexibility and community-multiplier
effect of UN Volunteers risks remaining under-evidenced, even where it is operationally decisive.



3 SHIFTING THE POWER: INCLUSION,
REPRESENTATION AND LOCAL
LEADERSHIP IN VOLUNTEERISM

Localization within the United Nations humanitarian reform agenda is framed as a shift of power, resources and
decision-making towards local and national actors, in line with the Grand Bargain commitments. Findings from
this study indicate that this shift has advanced unevenly. Local and volunteer-based actors are increasingly
relied upon for delivery, yet remain far less consistently represented within coordination structures, financing

mechanisms and decision-making spaces.

In Sudan, the emergence of Emergency Response Rooms (ERR) illustrates how localization can take the form of
a redistribution of responsibility without a corresponding redistribution of power. Emergency Response Rooms
(ERR) are rooted in nafeer, a cultural tradition in Sudan of collective mobilization through which community
members come together to respond to shared needs or crises.32 Building on this social practice, volunteer-led
neighbourhood networks rapidly assumed core humanitarian functions, including food provision, protection
activities, evacuations and psychosocial assistance, often serving as the only functioning response capacity
in highly insecure or access-constrained areas. Recent analysis, including the report entitled We Are the
System Now: How Sudan’s Emergency Response Rooms Are Rewriting Aid,33 highlights that the legitimacy of
ERRs is grounded in social trust, proximity and sustained accountability to affected communities rather than
formal humanitarian mandates or organizational status. At the same time, the report and the cases explored
in this research support how important it is to “treat ERRs as equal partners rather than implementers, basing
recognition on the quality of their work and their legitimacy within communities rather than NGO registration
or compliance standards.”

Similar dynamics are evident in the prolonged and repeatedly compounding crisis in Haiti, where collective social
practices such as konbit3* continue towards organizing community-based support. Through neighbourhood
ties, reciprocity and shared responsibility these forms of collective action enable continuity of assistance in
contexts where formal coordination structures or organizational presence are weak, disrupted or absent.
Such practices function not as substitutes for humanitarian systems, but as embedded social mechanisms
that sustain response capacity over time.

Together, these cases show that localization does not usually happen because the system enables it. More
often, communities step in due to the necessity to fill gaps left by absent or inaccessible institutions, while
remaining on the margins of the formal humanitarian system.
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3.1 Access, scale and the limits of formal recognition

Access constraints reshape who delivers humanitarian assistance, but they do not automatically reconfigure
who holds authority, resources or decision-making power.

In Ukraine, volunteers have been able to operate at scale through close alignment with municipal authorities
and civil protection systems enabling large-scale mobilization for logistics, evacuations, shelter support
and service continuity even as international access has fluctuated. While these arrangements have allowed
volunteers to expand delivery rapidly and safely, they sit largely outside formal HNRP and cluster processes.
As a result, volunteer systems function as essential operational infrastructure in practice, yet remain weakly
reflected in system-wide planning, costing and workforce considerations.

In the State of Palestine, access constraints linked to occupation, movement restrictions and an intermittent
humanitarian presence have resulted in sustained reliance on youth and community volunteers for outreach,
peer support, protection activities and information-sharing. Through

UNFPA-supported platforms and youth engagement mechanisms, young volunteers contribute to service
continuity under extreme constraints.3® However, their formal entry into the humanitarian system is largely
channelled through AAP mechanisms, rather than embedded across planning, coordination or financing
frameworks. As a result, volunteer engagement depends on sustained advocacy and programme-specific
arrangements, rather than routine system recognition.

Taken together, these contexts demonstrate that access constraints consistently push delivery responsibility
downward without a corresponding shift in influence or resources. While volunteers enable a humanitarian
response to continue under conditions where formal access is limited, planning and funding mechanisms
continue to prioritize actors already legible to humanitarian coordination and compliance systems. This produces
a recurring pattern in which volunteers scale delivery and absorb operational, protection and psychosocial
risks, while remaining peripheral to decision-making and resource allocation.

3.2 Women-led volunteerism

The crucial role of WLOs/WROs (as well as IDP and refugee-led organizations) is increasingly recognized.
Moreover, the IASC Gender Policy 20243¢ contains a new emphasis on WLOs in terms of their participation in
coordination structures, access to funding and space to inform the response. The 2024 IASC Policy stresses
the meaningful participation and leadership of women throughout the programme cycle, noting that response
efforts will otherwise “not uphold the core humanitarian principles and standards”.

WLOs and volunteer networks play a central role in humanitarian response, particularly in GBV prevention,
response and recovery and in sustaining community protection networks in access-constrained settings. Across
crisis contexts, WLOs are often among the first responders and, in many cases, the only actors able to maintain
survivor-centred services when formal access is limited. As women and girls are disproportionately affected
by crises, their lived experience gives them a unique and practical ability to shape effective programmes.
Despite this, evidence shows that WLOs remain systematically marginalized within humanitarian planning,
financing and governance structures.



Findings from the United Nations Population Fund Regional Survey on Access to Pooled Funding for Women-
Led Organizations in the Arab States (2025),3” covering 201 organizations, reveal the persistent structural
barriers that limit WLO participation in CBPFs and access to CERF-linked funding. These barriers include limited
access to timely information on funding opportunities, exclusion from donor and coordination networks, lack
of feedback on rejected proposals and eligibility, compliance, and due diligence requirements designed for
larger international actors rather than community-based organizations.

The survey further highlights systemic donor bias favouring established international NGOs, with WLOs frequently
being perceived as “high-risk” or “insufficiently capacitated” despite deep community reach and contextual
expertise. Uniform compliance standards, English-language application processes and requirements for audited
financial systems and banking infrastructure also work to disproportionately exclude WLOs operating in conflict-
affected and displacement settings. As a result, many WLOs are relegated to subgrantee roles or are engaged
only at the implementation stage, limiting their ability to influence priorities, budgets and strategic direction.

These exclusions carry tangible risks. Anticipated contractions in humanitarian funding under the Humanitarian
Reset threaten to further erode limited resources for GBV programming, one of the most underfunded sectors,
thereby placing front-line WLOs at risk of closure and disrupting life-saving services for women and girls.
Without explicit safeguards for GBV financing and targeted investment in WLOs, the Reset risks reinforcing
existing inequalities rather than redistributing power.

At the same time, emerging practice demonstrates that structural inclusion can shift influence. In Yemen, HNRP
planning instrument3® partners have supported WLOs to ensure they are formally integrated into humanitarian
governance and planning, with reserved representation in coordination structures and pooled fund mechanisms
linked to the HCT Localization Strategy (2024-2026). Similarly, evidence from the Venezuela Humanitarian
Fund report (2024)3° shows how the inclusion of WLOs and organizations of people with disabilities in advisory
and review bodies improved the visibility of underserved and high-risk communities in funding decisions.

Taken together, the evidence underscores that where WLOs are excluded from planning, coordination and
pooled fund governance, humanitarian responses risk losing trusted delivery channels, expertise on the lived
experiences and risks unique to women and girls and accountability to women and girls, undermining both
localization commitments and protection outcomes.

What is needed now is more women-led volunteer actors that can shape response priorities and resource
allocation. This includes the participation of women-led organizations in Country-Based Pooled Fund advisory
boards and co-leadership roles within humanitarian clusters and sectors.
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4 DUTY OF CARE STANDARDS
AND SAFEGUARDING

Protection From sexual exploitation and abuse as a system-wide responsibility

Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) policies and practices aim to prevent, reduce the
risk of and respond to sexual exploitation and abuse by United Nations personnel, NGO partners and other
actors, including volunteers. Recent harmonized reporting on sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment
(SEAH) trends in the aid sector, as documented in the CHS Alliance and Harmonised Reporting Scheme SEAH
trends report (October 2024-March 2025) indicates?C that “two in five alleged perpetrators are outsourced
personnel or providers, such as volunteers, contractors or partner staff”, underscoring the need for consistent
safeguarding standards across all roles. In line with the first of the six IASC core principles relating to PSEA,*!
volunteers should be considered as part of the applicable definition of “humanitarian workers”. As volunteers
deliver aid and work in positions of proximity and influence with affected populations, their inclusion in PSEA
accountability frameworks is essential.

Across contexts, the research has found that while PSEA safeguarding systems have strengthened at the
institutional level, they remain uneven in how they address volunteer engagement. Safeguarding frameworks
are typically designed around humanitarian staff, partners and organizations, rather than explicitly extending
to unaffiliated volunteers performing humanitarian functions. The CHS Alliance calls volunteers a “high-risk
group” which “underscores the need for stronger oversight and clear safeguarding expectations.”

This reflects a recurring practical dilemma for Member States, specifically humanitarian donors and humanitarian
actors. Volunteers often occupy an ambiguous space between civic engagement and formal employment.
Without agreements, they may lack protection; with contracts, they risk being treated as employees; and where
stipends or allowances are used, concerns arise about reliance on volunteers as low-cost labour. In practice,
this ambiguity has frequently resulted in risk being carried by volunteers themselves rather than addressed
through clear, proportionate duty-of-care and safeguarding arrangements.

Case evidence illustrates both progress and limitations. In Haiti, the crisis response expanded system-wide
safeguarding architecture through a large PSEA network, joint complaint mechanisms, training and dedicated
financing. Similarly, the Myanmar 2026 HNRP*2 includes one of the most comprehensive system-wide risk
management and PSEA frameworks observed.



By contrast, in Bangladesh, Rohingya response plans?3 represents a rare example where volunteer engagement
is anchored in government-endorsed guidance, namely the Guidance on the Engagement of Volunteers
(2022),* where volunteers are explicitly included in child safeguarding, PSEA and Code of Conduct training.
The framework also acknowledges risks faced by refugee and host-community volunteers, demonstrating
how advance planning can clarify roles, risks and protection prior to large-scale mobilization.

Where local organizations or community-based groups lack formal safeguarding systems, cluster leadership
and international NGOs can also play a critical facilitative role. This includes enabling access to adaptable
codes of conduct, shared training resources and linkages to inter-agency PSEA networks and referral pathways,
aligned where possible with national safeguarding frameworks. When such inclusion is lacking, the humanitarian
system risks relying on volunteer delivery while externalizing safeguarding responsibilities.

In summary, safeguarding measures — including PSEA accountability, supervision and information protection
— are frequently applied indirectly, leaving volunteer-specific responsibilities and coverage implicit. Volunteers
delivering front-line assistance in insecure environments carry out high-risk roles without full incorporation
into safeguarding architectures. These gaps are particularly acute for female volunteers, who face intersecting
gendered risks including sexual exploitation and harassment, physical insecurity and psychological harm.

What is needed now is for frameworks to be more systematically extended to volunteers, in line with the IASC
policy which has been clarified to be inclusive of volunteers.

Duty of care - safety, security, health and well-being considerations

While exposure to stressors is a feature of humanitarian work overall, research indicates meaningful differences
in psychological outcomes between volunteer and professional humanitarian personnel. Studies have found that
volunteers experience higher levels of psychological morbidity than paid staff, including increased symptoms
of stress, anxiety and trauma-related distress.4>

Volunteers are frequently positioned at the front line of humanitarian responses, operating near affected
populations and exercising significant influence over access to assistance, information and protection. This
proximity amplifies exposure to harm and intensifies duty-of-care responsibilities. While the humanitarian system
has made substantial progress in strengthening safety, security, health and psychosocial support frameworks
for staff through measures such as the United Nations Mental Health and Well-Being Strategy,*¢ key informants
from Sudan, the State of Palestine, Ukraine and Haiti consistently shared that protection thins out as engagement

moves further from formal contractual arrangements, precisely where reliance on volunteers is often greatest.

This gap is reinforced by a persistent policy dilemma faced by Member States and humanitarian actors.
Volunteers often occupy an ambiguous space between civic engagement and labour regulation: without
contracts they may lack protection and liability coverage; with contracts they risk reclassification as employees;
and where stipends are provided, concerns arise around the use of volunteers as low-cost labour. In practice,
this ambiguity frequently results in risk being absorbed by volunteers themselves rather than resolved through
proportionate duty-of-care arrangements.
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By contrast, this research has also identified best-practice examples where investment in duty-of-care
frameworks has reduced risk and strengthened volunteer engagement. In Ukraine, the Ukrainian Red Cross
Society?’ has integrated volunteers into structured psychosocial support (PSS) systems, with large-scale
training in psychological first aid and basic PSS, supported by clear supervision and referral pathways. Similarly,
movement-wide frameworks such as the IFRC Psychosocial Centre 2024 Strategic Operational Framework,*8
provide guidance to strengthen volunteer well-being, quality assurance and accountability across diverse
contexts. Similarly, UNFPA investment in a duty-of-care checklist for volunteers in the State of Palestine further
demonstrates that when duty-of-care systems are intentionally extended to volunteers, risks can be mitigated
rather than displaced.

Without the inclusion of volunteers in shared PSEA responsibility, humanitarian responses risk relying on
volunteer delivery while externalizing protection obligations. What is now needed is for organizations affiliated
with or mobilizing volunteer support to ensure that volunteer needs are incorporated into safeguarding
systems to ensure assistance is delivered safely and with dignity and that those delivering aid are supported
and protected from harm.

Box 3: WGSS Philippines: safeguarding standards and volunteer integration

Women and Girls Safe Spaces (WGSS) rely heavily on trained local women volunteers and peer facilitators
to provide outreach, group activities and trusted entry points for support, particularly where formal services
are inaccessible or mistrusted. As such, WGSS represents one of the most widespread examples of
volunteer-enabled protection and psychosocial support in humanitarian action. It is advised that every
staff member collaborating with WGSS, whether on a long-term or ad hoc basis, should be informed and
familiar with the PSEA / safeguarding policy and reporting mechanism of the WGSS.4°

In the Philippines, WGSS are embedded within GBV coordination structures, operating with clear referral
pathways and safeguarding standards while leveraging local women volunteers for outreach and peer
support.

This model demonstrates that volunteer engagement is most effective when anchored within sector
architecture rather than when it is treated as informal community mobilization. Furthermore, government
support of some of the spaces in the Philippines allowed for community-based protection systems to be
embedded and replicated in other emergency situations.



5 CONCLUSIONS

This research demonstrates that volunteerism is a core delivery modality operating across the full emergency
cycle. Across all contexts examined, volunteers and volunteer-based systems consistently mobilize before
formal humanitarian mechanisms are activated, sustain last-mile delivery under access and security constraints
and often remain operational where international actors cannot enter or are forced to withdraw. Their presence
is driven by proximity, trust and responsibility to the community rather than by humanitarian plans or funding
instruments.

At the same time, case studies from Haiti, Sudan, the State of Palestine, Ukraine and Turkiye-Syria, as well as the
numerous other examples presented, illustrate a persistent structural contradiction. Humanitarian systems rely
operationally on volunteer delivery while planning, financing and safeguarding systems perform as if volunteers
were incidental. Volunteer roles are frequently implied but rarely named in planning instruments. Costs, risks
and duty-of-care obligations are not systematically articulated and accountability for volunteer protection
remains diffuse. This gap is most pronounced for volunteer actors operating outside formal organizational
affiliation across all contexts studied.

The research further shows that response effectiveness increasingly depends on trust and local legitimacy.
In contexts marked by prolonged crisis, insecurity or community scepticism towards formal institutions, such
as Haiti, Sudan and Ukraine, locally rooted volunteer practices sustain access and accountability where
institutional presence is limited or contested. And yet, these models remain marginal within formal coordination
and financing frameworks, even as localization commitments expand rhetorically.

Evidence from contexts where stakeholders have invested in preparedness actions such as across West and
East Africa to support the recurrence of Ebola, as well as in Bangladesh, demonstrates that this outcome can
be improved. Where Member States and partners have invested in volunteer frameworks in advance of crises
and integrated volunteer needs within national disaster management and public health preparedness systems,
their roles are clearer, risks are reduced and response effectiveness improves.

Taken together, the findings indicate that the challenge facing the humanitarian system is not whether volunteers
should be engaged, but whether the humanitarian system will assume responsibility for how volunteer-based
delivery is enabled, governed and safeguarded. Without this shift, localization risks functioning as a transfer
of responsibility without the necessary transfer of power, protection or resources, once again placing the
greatest burden on those already closest to the crisis.

The recommendations that follow respond directly to these gaps. They cover priority yet minimum practical
actions for different stakeholders without over-formalizing volunteer action or applying compliance models
designed for institutional NGOs. The aim is to ensure that, where volunteer delivery is relied upon, visibility,
proportional resourcing, safeguarding and participation keep pace with this critical, life-saving dependence.
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6 RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Recognize volunteer engagement as a legitimate capacity within humanitarian planning,
coordination instruments and guidance.

Primary actors: OCHA,; cluster leads.
Supporting actors: donors; UNV; Member States.

»» Make volunteer delivery explicit in HNRPs, flash appeals, cluster strategies and guidance, rather than
subsuming it under proxy “local partner or outreach” language.

»» Embed volunteer-engaging actors in coordination, risk analysis and solution design across the

programme cycle (assessment, planning, implementation, monitoring).

»» Align planning practices with sector examples where guidance and minimum standards (e.g. GBV AoR,
Child Protection, Health) already define volunteer-type roles.

2. Strengthen national volunteer frameworks ahead of emergencies
Primary actors: Member States; National Disaster Management Authorities (NDMAs).
Supporting actors: OCHA, UNV, volunteer-engaging organizations.

»» Integrate volunteer engagement into national contingency plans, anticipatory action frameworks and
sector preparedness strategies, including clear role definitions, activation triggers and coordination
arrangements with humanitarian actors.

P> Align volunteer frameworks with existing NDMA registries, civil protection mechanisms and sector
systems, ensuring consistency with national risk profiles and hazard typologies.

»» Enable pre-crisis readiness for volunteer rapid activation by clarifying resourcing, liability arrangements,
testing and link national frameworks to humanitarian planning and coordination structures.

3. Align financing with volunteer-based delivery and localization commitments
Primary actors: donors; pooled fund managers (CBPFs, CERF).
Supporting actors: OCHA; United Nations agencies; Member States.

»» Ensure humanitarian financing mechanisms are fit for volunteer-enabled and community-embedded
response, with modalities adapted to context

P> In settings of conflict-driven state collapse or access-restricted areas, this includes low-threshold, flexible
and rapid funding that supports volunteer-led delivery without requiring NGO-style formalization

P> Across all contexts, track how localization commitments, including the 25 per cent target, translate into
direct access to funding and governance influence for volunteer-dependent delivery models, rather
than continued reliance on sub granting and intermediary arrangements.



4. Ensure duty of care and safeguarding for volunteer engagement

Primary actors: Member States, volunteer-engaging organizations.

Supporting actors: United Nations agencies, donors, UNV

Where volunteers are engaged, ensure minimum, proportionate duty-of-care and safeguarding frameworks

are in place and accessible from onset of an emergency including:

»

»

»

»

Apply and budget for programme-level PSEA and child safeguarding measures, including codes of
conduct, training, supervision, accessible reporting and response mechanisms.

Ensure safeguarding and PSEA systems are immediately accessible to volunteers, including in rapid-
onset and access-constrained contexts.

Clearly define accountability for duty of care and safeguarding across government, United Nations,
NGO and other volunteer-engaging arrangements, particularly in fragile or conflict-affected settings
where institutional roles may be weak, contested or disrupted prior to emergencies.

Ensure that where women and girls are engaged as volunteers, feedback and reporting mechanisms
are safe, accessible, and responsive to gender-specific protection risks and enable safeguarding
and duty-of-care measures to be costed, monitored and adjusted as the risks, scale or modalities of
volunteer engagement change.

5. Strengthen UN Volunteer rapid response and evidence of impact

Primary actors: UNV.

Supporting actors: United Nations receiving agencies.

»

44

»

Strengthen mixed models of deployment, particularly cross-border/regional UN Volunteers to provide
immediate, robust support while longer second phase deployments are prepared.

Work with partners to systematically track and document volunteer contributions and operational
effectiveness, including performance against deployment standards.

Undertake after-action reviews that include measuring dimensions such as social cohesion, civic
engagement and community resilience that also inform learning and sustain institutional investment
in volunteer-based mechanisms.
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6. Measuring progress and the impact of volunteer integration in humanitarian response

Primary actors: all partners mobilizing volunteer support.

Track a small set of common indicators across sectors, including:

»

44

»

»

e number of organization-affiliated volunteers engaged (by role, modality, duration).
e proportion of last-mile access or service coverage supported by volunteer networks.
o referrals, follow-up actions or information flows facilitated by community volunteers (e.g. protection,

health, nutrition).

Establish a light, central repository analogous to standby partner network global surge tracking to
capture high-level data on organization-affiliated volunteer deployments

Record basic information only (roles, modality, duration, geography) to improve preparedness,
coordination and duty-of-care planning

Use aggregated data to support system-wide learning and visibility of volunteer-enabled delivery
across crises

Undertake action reviews and include volunteer feedback in post emergency inter-agency evaluations
and other evaluation studies.



Volunteer integration checklist for stakeholders across the HPC cycle

The checklist that follows translates these priorities for key stakeholders into practical, field-applicable actions

across the HPC, adaptable across crisis contexts.

Phase: Preparedness and risk analysis

v

Action

Develop or update a National Volunteer Engagement
Framework that embeds volunteer roles, risks and
duty-of-care requirements into contingency and
anticipatory action planning

Align humanitarian preparedness and contingency
plans with existing NDMA and civil protection
volunteer systems, including registries, training
standards and duty-of-care arrangements

Ensure organizations likely to mobilize volunteers
have minimum duty-of-care, safeguarding and PSEA
measures in place with considerations for women’s led
organizations

Build pre-crisis readiness of local partners and
volunteer-engaging organizations to meet minimum
requirements for humanitarian financing and activation

Invest in UN Volunteer and other critical profiles
for rosters (national, regional, remote) for rapid
deployment

Lead Stakeholder

Government (NDMA
/ relevant line
ministries)

United Nations
agencies, OCHA

iNGOs / governments

iINGOs, United
Nations agencies

UNV

Agree on the scope of analysis and costing approach

Other stakeholders

OCHA, United Nations
agencies, civil society,
volunteer networks

Government, NDMA

United Nations
agencies, civil society,
UNV

OCHA

United Nations
agencies, INGOs

Ensure the HNO clearly identifies where responses
rely on volunteers and that related risks and costs
(training, supervision, safeguarding, duty of care) are
included in costing

OCHA, HC/HCT

Cluster coordinators /
sector leads, working
groups

Undertake secondary data review

Engage with volunteer-engaging partners and
networks to ensure secondary data reviews reflect
volunteer-based delivery and identify information gaps

Plan and collect primary data (as appropriate)

Involve volunteer-engaging partners in cluster-led data
collection, especially in access-constrained areas

Clusters, working
groups

Clusters, working
groups

Clusters, working
groups

Volunteer partners
and iNGOs

Volunteer partners
and iINGOs

Volunteer partners
and iINGOs
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Conduct joint intersectoral analysis

Action Lead Stakeholder Other stakeholders
1 Ensure joint intersectoral analysis reflects where Cluster leads / United Civil society, WLOs,
volunteer and WLO delivery underpins access, Nations agencies volunteer networks,
continuity and protection outcomes UNV
1 Synthesize sectoral findings on volunteer delivery, OCHA/ICCG Cluster, Government

reliance, and risk into intersectoral analysis (JIAF/HNO)

Define the scope of the HRP and formulate initial objectives (volunteer integration)

1 Ensure HRP scope and strategic objectives reflect Cluster leads HCT Volunteer-engaging
where response feasibility, access and continuity (approval) partners
depend on volunteer and volunteer-enabled delivery
modalities

Response
Assess response feasibility based on reliance on Cluster and working HCT for approval
volunteer-enabled access, speed and continuity and group members
reflect this in response design and targeting (including volunteers)

] Mobilize UN Volunteer and other volunteer support, Volunteer-deploying Volunteers
including interregional, remote modalities, to reinforce organizations
overstretched United Nations agency teams and
iINGOs

Formulate projects/activities and estimate cost of the response plan

O Cost volunteer-based delivery when relied upon, to Cluster coordinators HC/HCT
ensure realism, continuity and duty-of-care compliance / United Nations
within project design, ensure to include percentage for agencies
WLOs

Monltorlng and after-action review

Integrate volunteer-supported delivery, access ICCG/ISCG All actors involved
constraints and risk into cluster and intersectoral in delivery of the
monitoring using existing AAP and other feedback response

mechanisms. Disaggregate data to levels of actors.

1 Ensure after-action reviews systematically capture ICCG/ISCG Cluster coordinators,
lessons from volunteer-supported delivery to inform working group
improvements to future HPC cycles

Recovery and transition

Ensure volunteer roles and community-based delivery Member States / United Nations
systems are consulted when developing national- led Governments agencies, INGOs
recovery, resilience and service delivery frameworks,

including roles, safeguards and continuity

arrangements
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