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I.  Introduction

The Arab States region is vulnerable to a wide range of threats, both climatic 
and man-made. It is home to fragile ecosystems, extreme weather and subject 
to natural disasters such as catastrophic droughts and floods. Many Arab States 
have also witnessed armed conflicts that increased the pressure on their soci-
eties and local  communities – namely forced displacement and food
insecurity.

Four Arab States (Iraq, Somalia, Syria and Yemen) are still considered on-going Four Arab States (Iraq, Somalia, Syria and Yemen) are still considered on-going 
crisis countries,  while two others (Lebanon and Jordan) are considered the 
world’s largest refugee-hosting countries relative to the size of their popula-
tion. 

In addition, average rates of youth unemployment in Arab States remain the 
highest in the world. In 2016, youth unemployment rate in Arab States reached 
30.6%, which is more than double the global average of 13.1%.3
 
Similarly, the Middle East and North Africa region is still the most distant from 
gender parity, with Arab States averaging well below the global average in
economic participation and opportunity and political empowerment for 
women4.

Table 1:

Gender equality 
worldwide and
in the Arab 
States5 

Arab States

Global

Region/Country

60.7%

68.0%

Gender Gap 
Index

42.2%

58.0%

Economic 
Participation 
and Opportunity

8.3%

23.0%

Political
Empowerment
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1.  Local volunteerism is a fundamental resilience strategy and a property of re-
silient communities

The scale and scope of volunteer activity in responding to shocks and stresses 
are unparalleled. According to 2018 SWVR, Arab States have around 9 million 
equivalent full-time volunteers, 8.2% of the global volunteer workforce. This 
means that there is a great potential in Arab States for drawing on local volun-
teers’ support in facing development challenges.

Beyond its scale, volunteerism has distinctive contributions when compared 
with other resilience approaches.  For example, in fragile and post-conflict envi-
ronments, volunteers can strengthen resilience by supporting the integration 
of refugees and displaced people into communities, building people’s owner-
ship of peace and development processes and strengthening social cohesion 
within and across groups.

2.  Local volunteerism enables collective strategies for managing risk

By bringing together individual actions under a shared purpose, volunteerism 
expands the choices and opportunities available to communities as they pre-
pare for and respond to crises.

II. Contribution of volunteerism to community 
resilience

VoLunteer Vo i c es: 
MOHAMMADVolunteers help scale up and humanize responses to

crisis

I used to be an accountant, but I was unhappy 
with my job. In 2015 I got the opportunity to vol-
unteer to support asylum seekers in Cairo. Outside 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR) office, tired and desperate people 
would start lining up from 8.00 in the morning. 
We would receive more than 100 new applica-
tions every day, and alongside these existing appli-
cants would also queue up to inquire about reset-
tlement cases, refugee status determination and fi-
nancial and medical assistance. 
My volunteering work entailed providing these 
asylum 

seekers with information and help to fill out their 
forms. I also worked to identify the most vulnera-
ble cases.
We had a total of 120,000 registered applicants 
but we didn’t have the capacity or the funds to 
serve them all.
What I consider most precious about my volunteer-What I consider most precious about my volunteer-
ing was the opportunity to listen to everyone’s 
problems and offer some compassion. For the 
asylum seekers, I represented someone they could 
talk to who could try to find solutions or at least 
some respite from their hardships. This brought 
me happiness and I hope it did to them as well.

03     THE THREAD THAT BINDS: VOLUNTEERISM AND RESILIENCE IN ARAB STATES



There are diverse forms of volunteerism in the Arab States contexts.  Communi-
ties report that informal local volunteering, happening directly between per-
sons, is more flexible and responsive than both formal or organizational volun-
teering as well as institutional development and humanitarian programmes. 
Around 83% of voluntary efforts in Arab States are informal (figure 1). 

While these local and informal systems of support are a massive resource for 
resilience in Arab States, these systems can themselves come under strain in 
the face of conflict, forced displacement, resource depletion and inequalities. 
To meet increasing needs, local voluntary efforts must be matched with ade-
quate resources, capacities and incentives to be sustainable. To be most effec-
tive, volunteers can benefit from support from wider, more formalized struc-
tures.

Figure 1:

Formal and
informal volunteer 
work, as a per cent 
of total volunteer 
work

Arab States

World

Youth
volunteers as 
peacebuilders

THE THREAD THAT BINDS: VOLUNTEERISM AND RESILIENCE IN ARAB STATES     04



3.  Volunteerism is particularly significant for vulnerable and marginalized 
groups, but its costs and benefits are not always distributed 
equitably

Mutual aid, self-help and reciprocity are important coping strategies for isolat-Mutual aid, self-help and reciprocity are important coping strategies for isolat-
ed and vulnerable communities. Self-organized actions can help marginalized 
groups meet their own needs in the absence of wider provisions and services, 
by giving them voice and connecting them with others in advocating for their 
needs.

However, volunteering is not inevitably inclusive or egalitarian and can take ad-
vantage of people who are vulnerable (often youth, women, poor people and 
people with disabilities). For example: globally, women are more likely to take 
on the majority of informal volunteering, which tends to be lower status and 
less well supported, in an extension of their domestic and community caring 
roles.

Interestingly, the share of women in total and formal volunteering in Arab 
States is relatively equitable, differing significantly from the ratios of women’s 
economic participation in Arab States. This means that gender gap is smaller 
in volunteer work than in other forms of work, making volunteering a potential 
pathway for women’s empowerment.

In fact, women actually take on a greater share of formal volunteering than in-In fact, women actually take on a greater share of formal volunteering than in-
formal volunteering in comparison with men in the region. The SWVR field re-
search found that formal volunteering is more likely to challenge traditional 
cultural roles and responsibilities, especially those related to gender, and can 
expand leadership roles for women. 

Additionally, formal volunteering can open access to community networks, 
strengthen community capacity by training people in new skills, widen access 
to resources and enhance opportunities for employment, all of which can 
strengthen community resilience for the long term.  

Both formal and informal volunteering have their own strengths for resil-Both formal and informal volunteering have their own strengths for resil-
ience-building.  Bringing diverse forms of voluntary participation together in a 
complementary way can help empower communities by providing new forms 
of social capital, skills and other resources to marginalized groups already en-
gaged in local volunteerism. 
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Table 4:

Share of total
informal
volunteering by 
gender 

Arab States

World

Men Women

Communities
develop new 
ways of
working to 
protect shared 
natural 
resourcesresources

Table 3:

Share of total
volunteering by 
gender Men

Women

Women take on 56.6% of all 
volunteering in the Arab States

Women take on 56.5% of all 
volunteering globally

WomenMen
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4.  Effective collaboration with volunteers can transform volunteering from a 
coping mechanism to a strategic resource for community resilience

Local volunteerism is what allows communities to cope in times of stress.  But Local volunteerism is what allows communities to cope in times of stress.  But 
drawing on their own limited resources, it is difficult for communities to move 
beyond simply coping, to preventing, or adapting to risks.  Local volunteers 
sometimes lack the technical capacity, skills or access to the information, 
knowledge and resources needed to produce transformative solutions. They 
may lack the political space to assemble and organize, or they may be confront-
ed by situations that are dangerous or inappropriate for voluntary interven-

External collaboration between 
local volunteers and wider 
actors can help local 
self-organization by:

Boosting available financial, 
human and technological
resources to sustain local 
action.

Influencing social norms and
enhance the participation of
marginalized groups, for exam-marginalized groups, for exam-
ple through the introduction of
standards for participation.

Conferring legitimacy and legal 
recognition on local voluntary
efforts.

Local collaboration can 
strengthen external actors’ resil-
ience strategies by:

Incorporating local knowledge 
and feedback from communi-
ties, ensuring more cost-effec-
tive and appropriately designed 
responses.

Partnering with local voluntary 
efforts, providing a significant 
boost to external interventions 
and responses at a comparative-
ly low cost.

Enhancing feedback and learn-Enhancing feedback and learn-
ing through the development 
of more egalitarian relation-
ships between communities, 
recognized as volunteers rather 
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1. Nurturing an ecosystem for resilient volunteering:

The starting point for building an ecosystem for resilient volunteering should 
be improved research and analysis of the diverse forms and benefits of volun-
teerism at national and subnational levels. Such analysis requires multi-stake-
holder cooperation among volunteers, public authorities, the private sector and 
civil society actors.

In this regard, national dialogue on volunteerism with all types of volunteers - 
as part of the development of Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) on the Sus-
tainable Development Goals - is a highly encouraged practice. 

In 2017 and 2018, six of 9 reporting Arab States (Bahrain, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and UAE) highlighted the contribution of volunteers in a va-
riety of sectors and roles. Evidence from the VNRs shows that promoting volun-
teerism was frequently associated with national policies for the empowerment 
of women and youth.

III. 
Moving Forward:

SWVR research highlights that SWVR research highlights that 
Governments and other stake-
holders can strengthen the 
contribution of volunteerism 
to resilience-building in Arab 
States in two main ways: 

Communities
Volunteerism in Volunteerism in 
the Voluntary 
National Re-
views of Arab 
States 
2017-2018 
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Specific support to nurture and support local volunteerism is another important 
step. Legislation, policies and investments need to be relevant to all types of vol-
unteering in the context, including informal volunteerism. An enabling environ-
ment balances the freedom for communities to self-organize around their own 
priorities, while providing more formal opportunities for all groups that enable 
formal volunteers to develop skills, capacities and leadership opportunities.

Since 2008, few Arab States (Egypt, Lebanon and Tunisia) have introduced or up-
dated policies, legislation or other measures specific or relevant to volunteering. 
UAE reported that a similar legislation is currently underway. 

Beyond specific policies and legislation on volunteering, policy directions and as-
sociated resourcing should be integrated across sector plans and prioritized in 
strategies for community resilience, humanitarian response and gender equality 
and inclusion, given the essential roles that volunteers are already playing.

2. Forming partnerships based on greater appreciation of the value of communi-2. Forming partnerships based on greater appreciation of the value of communi-
ties’ own contributions:
When governments, UN agencies, NGOs and other actors work with communi-
ties, they should take local volunteerism as a starting point for joint work on re-
silience-building.  Rather than providing an external ‘expert’s-eye’ view of risks 
and vulnerabilities, documenting and understanding communities’ own strate-
gies is a more effective approach to understanding community priorities, capaci-
ties and power dynamics.  
Furthermore, external actors must ensure that any joint initiatives or partner-
ships complement rather than undermine the local action that helps people to 
cope.  Such analysis can also help these external actors to work with communi-
ties to ensure that volunteering is inclusive and empowering for all groups.
External resilience actors that want to partner with communities can establish 
community compacts or agreements, which enable the voices of all volunteers, 
not just community leaders, to be heard.  Such agreements should allow greater 
voices of volunteers in resilience structures at national and sub-national level.   
A plurality of relationships between local volunteers and other communities, 
actors and organizations would help weave a more resilient network of relation-
ships that goes beyond the limitations of traditional and top-down power struc-
tures. 

Together, an ecosystem to nurture volunteering, and more equitable partner-
ships with communities will ensure that volunteerism contributes towards resil-
ience. Volunteerism is itself resilient because community knowledge, resources 
and response capacities are not being undermined or exploited.  Rather, the de-
velopment system is able to nurture the distinctive contributions of volunteer-
ing in a sustainable way.

IV.  Conclusions
The Arab States region has a long history of voluntary action. Investment in vol-
unteerism in the region has the potential to:
• Provide a valuable resource for the implementation of the 2030 SDGs, by con-
necting official actors with informal efforts.
• Create new opportunities for women and youth, by giving them a voice and an 
entry point to economic and social participation.
• Help with relationship-building across communities, for example host and ref-
ugee communities.
• Address pressing challenges, such as the management of natural resources 
and the management of refugees.
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1. UNV’s offer:

2. Recommended actions for partners:

How to 
maximize the 
benefits of local 
volunteerism?
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is one of UNV’s multifaceted answers to the quadrennial comprehensive 
policy review A/Res/67/226, through which the General Assembly estab-
lished key systemwide policy orientations for the development cooperation 
and country-level modalities of the United Nations system with a view to en-
hancing its coherence and efficiency, as well as the United Nations’ capacity 
to address effectively, and in accordance with the purposes and principles of 
the Charter of the United Nations, the full range of development challenges 
of our time.of our time.

The aim of the proposed UN Community Volunteer scheme is to mobilize 
residents with a strong community presence, local knowledge and networks 
who often live and work in their own communities and tend to have at-
tained some basic education. It would also strive to provide economic inclu-
sion and empowerment of community members in engaging meaningfully 
in their local development.  While contributing to improving the lives of 
others in the communities which they serve, UN Community Volunteers re-
ceive a volunteer living allowance, health, life, and emergency insurances 
and a training disbursement to facilitate their service in line with these prin-
ciples. Furthermore, UN Community Volunteers can expect to gain invalu-
able experience and technical skills which can serve them well when re-en-
tering workforce after volunteering.

Robust health and safety standards and compliance with the spirit of volun-
teerism that ensures “safe, adequate, and modest” living provisions to UN 
Volunteers are the main guiding principles that are enshrined in UNV’s obli-
gation for the well-being of UN Volunteers. Line responsibility for good 
health and safety practices begins with the supervisor, the UN Host Agency, 
and proceeds upward through the levels of UNV volunteer management. 

www.unv.org/swvr/resilientcommunities @EvidenceUNV #resilientcommunities #SWVR2018 unv.swvr@unv.org

The UN
Community 
Volunteer 
modality


