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INTRODUCTION

Innovations in Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment: 
Understanding the Role of International Development 

Volunteers as Transnational Actors

Rebecca Tiessen and Benjamin J. Lough

This special issue of Voluntaris helps us understand the distinctive contributions 
of international development   volunteers (IDVs) to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment (GEWE) programming in the Global South. Building on critical 
development theory, feminist theory, subaltern studies and human capabilities lit-
erature, this collection assesses the complex roles and impacts of IDVs as transna-
tional actors on partner organization programming and the promotion of gender 
equality outcomes.

Global disparities and limited opportunities for women continue to catch them 
in traps of inequality. As articulated in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 
#5, achieving gender equality and empowering all women and girls is essential to 
accelerating and achieving sustainable development. Gender equality is more than 
a basic human right, it also creates a multiplier effect with the capacity to magnify 
all other development outcomes. Indeed, the thematic priority of gender equality 
chosen for this special issue emerged from previous research as a development out-
come that results in heightened capacity development in international volunteer-
ing programs needed to achieve other SDGs.

Previous research conducted by the special issue editor(s) resulted in an improved 
understanding about how diverse forms of international volunteering are associ-
ated with capacity building and development outcomes from the perspective of 
partner organizations (see Lough/Tiessen 2018; Lough/Tiessen/Lasker 2018; 
Tiessen/Grantham/Lough 2018; Tiessen/Lough 2018). However, the exploratory 
research included in these earlier publications also uncovered additional gaps of 
express interest to volunteer-involving organizations. Among these diverse organ-
izations, Volunteer Cooperation Agencies (VCAs) were specifically interested in 
understanding how the distinctive characteristics of volunteering can enhance or 
inhibit local capacities in pursuit of SDG targets – particularly in areas such as gen-
der equality. Furthermore, this previous research provided a high degree of quan-
titative findings that highlighted overarching trends and experiences but lacked 
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sufficient qualitative information about the nature of the partnerships and collabo-
rations in support of specific programming strategies and outcomes, especially in 
the area of gender equality programming.

While gross inequalities still exist in access to paid employment, equal opportuni-
ties in the labour market, equal rights to land and property ownership, and equal 
gender division in relation to unpaid care and domestic work, this research shines a 
light on how IDVs address these challenges as they expose and advocate for equal-
ity in their direct engagements with host communities, as well as their advocacy 
efforts abroad. 

The data collected for this special issue underscore several core ways that IDVs 
contribute to GEWE in areas such as: capacity building, intercultural relations, 
women-focused versus gender-focussed programming, perceptions of feminism, 
social innovation and women’s economic empowerment, addressing masculinities 
and the inclusion of men and boys, women’s political and economic participation, 
and grass roots impacts. 

Employing ten country case studies (Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Tanzania, Senegal, 
Ghana, Nepal, Vietnam, Guatemala and Peru), the individual papers included 
in this special issue summarize data collected between 2018-2019 and analysed 
between 2019-2020. The data were collected and analysed by emerging Northern 
and Southern scholars that include locally based researchers in the Global South, 
international students, and Canadian researchers. These teams of transnational 
researchers coded and analyzed a full set of interview transcripts and coded the 
material to identify common themes through content analysis. Several of these 
researchers then summarized their analyses into the chapters that became the 
body of this special collection. The research process encompassed a collabora-
tive research design, shared data analysis and the co-creation of knowledge with 
practitioner organizations including Volunteer Cooperation Agencies (VCAs) 
that are part of Canada’s Volunteer Cooperation Program (VCP) as well as part-
ner organizations that receive volunteers in the Global South. This collaborative 
research design and writing process underscore the dynamic and reciprocal ways 
that knowledge about – and commitments to – gender equality are shared through 
transnational activities and development programming involving IDVs. 

1.	 Introduction

Addressing gender inequality in international development requires broad rang-
ing commitments from diverse organizations and individuals. In this collection, we 
examine the experiences of partner organizations and communities in the Global 
South who have worked with IDVs and their reflections on IDV support to GEWE. 
International development volunteers are distinguished from alternative forms 
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of international volunteering for “international understanding” with a focus on 
the hosting community or organization as the prime beneficiary, with key aims 
of empowerment and capacity building (Lough/Tiessen 2018). Throughout the 
papers in this collection, the role and impact of IDVs are viewed through a transna-
tional actor lens, emphasizing the relationships that emerge through the interac-
tions between IDVs and partner organization staff.

This introductory paper provides an overview of IDVs as development actors: their 
roles, functions and affiliations. We were particularly interested in learning about 
Canadian IDVs who are taking part in Canada’s Volunteer Cooperation Program 
(VCP) and the role of the VCP in facilitating IDV connections with partner organi-
zations as part of their broader programmatic objectives. However, partner organi-
zations provided a number of examples of IDVs from a large range of countries and 
therefore the data are not reflective solely of Canadian transnational actors specif-
ically. The interviews also focused on priorities guiding the VCP and other foreign 
aid funding as outlined by Global Affairs Canada (GAC) through its 2017 foreign 
aid policy titled Canada’s Feminist International Assistance Policy (FIAP). Data col-
lected during interviews provided insights specific to knowledge about Canada’s 
FIAP.

The thematic focus on women and girls is a core priority of GAC. Canada’s FIAP 
(GAC 2017) is committed to ensuring no less than 95 percent of Canadian bilateral 
aid advances gender equality and promotes the empowerment of women and girls 
by 2021-2022 (GAC 2017). The Government of Canada recognizes that the lack of 
women’s economic opportunities comes at great cost to economic prosperity and 
growth (GAC 2017). Thus, concerns for gender equality have been longstanding 
issues for critical discourse (e.g. postcolonial feminism) and have remained an 
ongoing commitment at every major global summit in the past three years. To bet-
ter inform these outcomes, the research contained in this collection asked commu-
nities to specifically reflect on how the priorities of FIAP influence their lives.

This paper then turns to an overview of the methodology employed in designing 
and carrying out the empirical research, including the specific methods of data col-
lection and analysis used to understand the themes and conclusions that emerged 
in the separate papers included in this collection. We end this paper with a brief 
overview of individual papers included in the special collection. This roadmap to 
the issue reviews the key arguments and messages of each of the papers and sum-
marizes how these papers advance our knowledge in line with specific thematic 
areas of focus in relation to the role and impact of IDVs as transnational actors pro-
moting GEWE in collaboration with partner organizations in the Global South. 
Taken together these papers illustrate the distinctive contributions of IDVs and 
the significance of transnational interactions for partner organizations working 
together to promote GEWE.
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1.1	 The Role of IDVs as Actors in Transnational Relations

IDVs involved in transnational relations engage in international relations as non-
state actors in important ways (Hagel 2011; Clarke 2005). Although diverse types 
of international volunteers may engage with transnational relations with a focus on 
“international understanding” (see Lough/Tiessen 2018), we are interested in bet-
ter understanding the role of IDVs, who prioritize the needs and capacities of host-
ing communities and organizations as their primary target.

The concept of transnational relations is an encompassing term that covers a range 
of interactions but with a specific emphasis on human agency (Risse 2013). Nye 
and Keohane (1971: 332) defined transnational relations as: “Regular interactions 
across national boundaries when at least one actor is a non-state agent”. The pro-
cesses and forces of globalization have facilitated growing transnational linkages 
across diverse agents including civil society actors, “encouraging greater civil soci-
ety engagement in some areas of Canadian foreign policy decision-making after 
1968” (Macdonald 2018: 359). One of the distinctive features of transnational rela-
tions, however, is the way that globalization is viewed from – and enacted as – “glo-
balization from below” (Della Porta/Massimiliano/Mosca/Reiter 2006), or an 
‘actor-centred’ approach (Risse 2013) and focuses attention on the role of transna-
tional actors “in social policymaking, encouraging critical engagement and exam-
ination of their behavior and activities” (Shriwise 2020: 34).

Transnational relations are also characterized by largely informal ties as well as the 
“diffusion of ideas and information, with little formal organizational substance” 
(Macdonald 2018). These relations, however, are linked to the expansion of global 
civil society which is deemed “a crucial component for championing positive trans-
formative change, including gender equality, inclusion, respect for diversity and 
human rights, peace and security, and development” (GAC 2017: no page number). 

Scholarship on transnational relations has also highlighted the role of transna-
tional actors in norm diffusion (Landolt 2004) and knowledge production (Haas/
Repenning, 2018). Asking the question: “How do norms travel?”, Zwingle (2012: 
115) calls for more sophisticated analyses of the roles and impacts of transnational 
actors, pointing out that “global to local flows of norms inherent in most of the 
global norm diffusion literature is simplistic”. When it comes to the transnational 
diffusion of knowledge and norms in comparison with intra-national relations, 
unequal power relations between stakeholders in the Global North and Global 
South require a more critical reflection on the nature and impact of postcolonial 
power structures.

While transnational actors, and IDVs in particular, can participate in diverse 
forms of norm diffusion from human rights to democratic governance, the focus 
in this collection is on norm and knowledge diffusion through transnational 
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relationships, with a focus on feminist principles and the values of gender equal-
ity. Transnational interactions between IDVs and partner organization staff in the 
Global South highlight how understandings of GEWE are shaped over time. IDVs 
are linked to enhanced confidence for GEWE programming and are known to offer 
alternative strategies, model different gender practices, and shape attitudes and 
behaviours related to gender equality (Tiessen/Rao/Lough 2021). Given concerns 
about cultural imperialism, norm diffusion around gender equality and feminist 
values is often met with resistance and reinterpretation in foreign communities. In 
other contexts, however, the diffusion of gender equality as a fundamental human 
right is widely embraced and accepted as an effective method for allyship and in the 
promotion of changes to discriminatory norms in pursuit of equal opportunities for 
women and girls.

1.2	 Defining IDVs

Devereux (2008: 359 – 360) describes the distinctive characteristics of IDVs as 
volunteers with humanitarian motivations; a commitment to reciprocal bene-
fit; willingness to live work under local conditions and with a long-term commit-
ment; local accountability and North-South partnership; and emphasis on tackling 
causes rather than symptoms of poverty in their work. Supervision of the day-to-
day work of IDVs is performed by the local organization and IDVs are primarily 
accountable to this local organization.

With this baseline definition in mind, a simple definition of international develop-
ment volunteering is complicated by the diverse program modalities that exist. It 
is important to distinguish between the different forms of transnational relations 
that are often characterized in terms of directional flows such as South-South or 
North-South or South-North volunteering. Other important differences include 
the length of the volunteer placement. While many IDVs live abroad for one year or 
longer, short term but skilled volunteers of six months or less can also contribute 
substantially to development (see Lough/Tiessen 2018). 

One important distinction that separates the forms of international volunteering, 
however, is the differences between learner-centred or development-centred place-
ments. Some of the IDVs discussed during interviews would fall under the category 
of learning-focused because they were students or recent graduates with limited 
professional skills to share at the time of their IDV placement. For the sample stud-
ied in this special issue we consider IDVs who fit the category of North-South vol-
unteers who generally have professional skills to share, and, for the most part, are 
Canadian citizens travelling abroad. Partner organization staff were asked to share 
their experiences of working with IDVs. Distinguishing between the nationalities 
of IDVs can be challenging for some organizations since they may host volunteers 
from multiple countries. During interviews, partner organization staff were asked 
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to try to think of their particular experiences working with Canadian IDVs and to 
consider the role and impact of IDVs who were placed through Canada’s Volunteer 
Cooperation Program (VCP).

Given the importance of the VCP program to the majority of the volunteer place-
ments, we provide a short summary of it here. Since the 1960s, the Government of 
Canada has sent tens of thousands of international volunteers to work in develop-
ment projects around the world through Canada’s VCP. Between 2015 and 2020, 
The Volunteer Cooperation Program (VCP), supported by the Government of Can-
ada, funded twelve IDV projects managed by 15 Volunteer Cooperation Agencies 
(VCAs) to facilitate volunteer placements for 10,000 IDVs to more than 50 coun-
tries (Government of Canada 2020). The objectives of Canada’s VCP align with the 
definition and distinctive characteristics of IDVs noted above including: increas-
ing the capacity of developing-country partners to deliver sustainable develop-
ment results in response to local needs; and enhancing Canadians’ participation in 
Canada’s development efforts to promote a better understanding of development 
challenges (Government of Canada 2018). While the Volunteer Receiving Organi-
zations that host these volunteers complete mid- and end-term reports and evalua-
tions of these IDV programs, these evaluations are not in the public domain. There-
fore, little is known about the roles of IDVs, their positive or negative impacts, and 
their distinctive contributions to the delivery of programs of explicit interest to the 
Government of Canada, including programs with clearly-defined priorities for the 
promotion of gender equality.

2.	 Filling Gaps in Scholarship on International Development 
Volunteering

Research and scholarship on international development volunteering have 
addressed several themes worth highlighting in this collection including the pros 
and cons of international engagement – particularly in the case of North-South vol-
unteering. International volunteerism can “facilitate social integration and social 
inclusion”, encourage “cross-cultural exchange and knowledge-sharing” as well 
as advance the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Lough 
2015: 3; Tiessen 2018: 1). Volunteers and the VCAs that facilitate their placements 
“develop partnerships and are able to contribute to development assistance” (Ties-
sen 2018: 1). 

Much of the literature to date has focussed on motivations and experiences of 
international volunteers (Helms/McKenzie 2014; Lee/Won 2018; Lough/Xiang 
2016; Johnson 2015; L. Chen/J. Chen 2011). Recently, scholarship has also high-
lighted the impact of IDVs, focussing on effectiveness and impact of international 
volunteering (Palacios 2010; Smith 2014; Trau 2015; Louiseau et al. 2016; Camp-
bell Lehn 2015; Lough/Tiessen 2017; Lough/Tiessen/Lasker 2018). Thanks to 
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this research, we now know much more about how diverse forms of international 
volunteering are associated with development outcomes (Lough/ Tiessen 2017; 
Lough/Tiessen/Lasker 2018; Tiessen/Grantham/Lough 2018; Tiessen/Lough 
2018). On the other hand, only some of this research has incorporated the voice 
of community members and organizations that interact with volunteers. Previous 
research conducted by the special issue editors which was published in Volunta-
ris in 2018 resulted in improved understanding about how diverse forms of inter-
national volunteering are associated with capacity building and development out-
comes from the perspective of partner organizations in the Global South (Lough/
Tiessen 2017; Lough et al. 2018; Tiessen/Grantham/Lough 2018; Tiessen/Lough 
2018). However, the exploratory research also uncovered many additional gaps of 
express interest to volunteer-involving organizations. In particular, research from 
the perspective of partner organization staff about their experiences working with 
IDVs, including the relationship-building aspects of transnational interactions, as 
well as specific programmatic work carried out in collaboration between IDVs and 
partner organizations in support of GEWE remains a gap in scholarship. 

2.1	 Incorporating Southern Voices in IDV Scholarship

Building upon the success of the previous Voluntaris special issue, the goal of 
this collection is to further leverage the voices and the stories of Southern hosts 
to broaden this knowledge base. The research for this collection therefore adds to 
scholarship on IDVs, transnational actors, and international development; particu-
larly the emphasis on agency of Southern partners and communities in develop-
ment processes that affect their lives. Much of the theorizing on international vol-
unteering has followed a critical theory approach (i.e., postcolonial and neoliberal 
critiques) that has originated from scholarship rooted in the Global North (Baillie 
Smith/ Laurie 2011; see Heron 2007; Georgeou/Engel 2011; Noxolo 2011; Perold 
et al. 2013; Tiessen/Kumar 2013). Building on existing scholarship on the human 
capabilities framework, our approach “underscores the potential for improved 
quality of life across the globe and allows for the consideration of other human 
capabilities and improvements stemming from good health or meaningful or lov-
ing relationships that have been linked to international volunteering” (Tiessen/
Lough/Cheung 2018:12). 

Moving beyond the Northern-centric theoretical analysis of critical postcolonial-
ism, this collection employs discursive normative theory (Nussbaum 2003; Kan-
bur/Shaffer 2007) and identity-based theories that highlight the importance of 
capacities and agency of traditionally conceived “recipients” of aid (see, in this col-
lection, Shahadu Bitimsamli who considers masculinities; and Mpogazi and Saint-
Denis who draw on empowerment scholarship). These theoretical approaches 
are highly relevant to practice partners in the Global South that are firmly rooted 
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in practice realities. However, they have received very little scholarly attention in 
studies of international volunteering (Tiessen/Lough/Cheung 2018). Greater 
attention to the agency, voice and social capital of those positioned in the Global 
South (see Loiseau et al. 2016; Perold et al. 2013; Tiessen 2018) informs both theo-
retical analysis and research methodologies that consider subaltern voices (Saffari 
2016; Tiessen/Grantham/Lough 2018). In employing the theoretical and method-
ological lens of agency and human capability, we aim for a richer analysis of the per-
spectives and experiences of the Global South partners who work alongside IDVs 
on international development programming aiming to promote gender equality.

2.2	 International Volunteering as a Complementary Feminist 
Approach to Development Practice

Compared to other aid approaches, some scholars have described volunteering 
as a particularly “feminist” approach that prioritizes human and relational strat-
egies over heavy-handed technocratic development approaches (Devereux 2010; 
Tiessen/Grantham/Lough 2018). Operating within a relational approach to devel-
opment, IDVs complement dominant technical and market-based approaches to 
international development, turning away from the strict association between devel-
opment and economic growth to value the enhancement of human abilities and 
solutions (Devereux 2008; Lewis 2006). Consistent with this approach, we aim to 
investigate the degree to which international development volunteering programs 
operate within this feminist perspective, and how international development vol-
unteering’s relational approach may help to address SDG 5 targets focused on pro-
moting gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls. As such, the 
focus on gender equality and women’s empowerment (GEWE) is a central area of 
analysis across all papers. The papers in this collection focus on a range of themes 
specific to GEWE including equal rights, legal protections, political participation, 
economic empowerment, and gender relations.

The international voluntary sector, along with the volunteers that populate this 
sector, are important contributors to collaborative practice through knowledge 
sharing and the implementation of the SDGs. Unfortunately, lack of investment 
into research on volunteering in development has kept the contributions of this sec-
tor hidden, understudied and undervalued (Devereux/Guse 2012; Seelig/Lough 
2015). To date, only a handful of qualitative studies have investigated the comple-
mentary contributions of international volunteering—pointing to qualities such as 
social capital, innovation, flexibility, challenging gender norms, improving human 
rights awareness, and building vertical “bridges” or relational networks with high-
er-level actors (Devereux 2010; Lough 2014; Burns et al. 2015; Lough 2015).

This collection helps to fill these gaps. As the papers in the issue illustrate, turn-
ing international targets and commitments to gender equality into practical action 
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requires partnerships from diverse actors working across the local-international 
divide. Equipped with distinctive relational motivations and attributes, interna-
tional volunteering is purportedly “well-placed to create pathways to economic 
empowerment of women and youth” (UNV 2017: 1). Despite the contributions 
referenced in global practice and policy documents, the evidence base to support 
claims of relational complementarity from international volunteering is still weak – 
especially in this field. To adequately capture the relational complementary contri-
butions of VCP to gender equality, this collection illustrates diverse ways that vol-
unteers engage in the processes and systems directed toward local change efforts. 

Theoretically, relational outcomes such as inspiration, trust, networks, cross-cul-
tural understanding, and interpersonal skills transfers are critical complements to 
technical development processes (Fukuda-Parr/Lopes/Malik 2002; Lough 2015). 
Pathways from international volunteer engagement to end-goals such as gender 
equality and other SDGs depend on achieving intermediary relational outcomes 
such as building mediating networks, altering gender norms through interper-
sonal engagement in open systems, and sharing skills through capacity-building 
strategies. Theories that measure relationship-based processes can capture this 
narrative by “linking the chain of causality within each step” from intermediary 
outcomes to distinctive contributions (Mattero/Campbell-Patton 2008: 43). By 
making these causal linkages, findings within these papers document how IDVs 
are instrumental to GEWE and related SDG outcomes.

Throughout this collection, the impact of IDVs in support of GEWE programming 
considers different approaches from Women in Development (WID) to Gender and 
Development (GAD). In brief, WID aims to increase women’s access to resources 
and economic development, emphasizing inclusion, participation and the fulfill-
ment of practical needs. GAD moves beyond the mere inclusion of women to con-
sider the systemic reasons for exclusion and marginalization; the significance of 
addressing strategic gender interests; to show how gender relations are influenced 
by the gendered division of labour (Moser 1993); and to transform the structures of 
power to facilitate new opportunities for participation and empowerment (Parpart 
2014). As a shorthand, WID and GAD enable theoretical analyses drawing on fem-
inist scholarship to underscore the tensions and explanatory power of critical and 
postcolonial feminist theory and the contributions of feminist subaltern insights in 
relation to “othering” (Spivak 1999; Tiessen/Baranyi 2017), as universal aspects 
of women’s experiences, instrumentalization of women for development outcomes 
(Tiessen 2015), and the prospects for feminist international relations (Tiessen/
Swan 2018).

These frameworks of analysis are important for making sense of the diverse 
approaches to GEWE programming and can be used to make sense of distinctive 
contributions of IDVs (skills and capacity building, relationship formation, etc.) 
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and results (the changes that take place in gender equality measures through the 
synergies created through partner organization/IDV interactions). Taken together, 
these theoretical approaches provide new lenses to investigate and document 
whether the complementary contributions of international volunteerism truly sup-
port global partnership arrangements that can achieve end-goals of GEWE and 
related SDG outcomes (Schech et al. 2015). The eight thematic papers in this col-
lection offer important insights into the processes and outcomes of interactions in 
transnational spaces focusing on themes of diverse experiences of empowerment; 
locally based interpretations and cultural adaptations of feminist principles and 
GEWE goals and priorities; and gender relations within partner organizations and 
between partner organizations, IDVs and community members.

3.	 Methodology

The methodology employed across all the papers in this collection reinforces the 
goals and objectives of this project by enhancing knowledge of collaborative, recip-
rocal, and solidarity-oriented practice through the inclusion of Global South per-
spectives in the design and implementation of research. The research methodol-
ogy began by enhancing the capacity of emerging scholars (senior undergraduate 
and graduate students from Canada and graduate students or recent graduates 
from countries in the Global South) to design and carry out data collection, to tran-
scribe, analyze and organize findings, and to write up thematic papers drawing 
on data across all country case studies. Where possible, locally-based researchers 
were hired to conduct the research. Three of the researchers engaged in data-col-
lection in partner countries are locally based researchers (graduate students or 
recent graduates) and a fourth researcher is an international student studying in 
Canada who returned to his home country for data collection. The remaining five 
researchers were emerging scholars (senior undergraduate or graduate students) 
studying in Canada.

The research team worked closely with partner organization staff in ten countries 
in the research plan, helping with identification of interview participants, identi-
fying communities to visit to learn about outcomes of development programming.  

The research team took a “portfolio approach” to the study of international devel-
opment volunteering. Consistent with the three sets of theoretical approaches 
underpinning this research project: (1) the normative co-generation of knowledge 
through shared responsibility between international researchers and local citi-
zens in the Global South, (2) the relational complementarity of IDVs, and (3) the 
gendered analysis of outcomes advanced by IDVs. Working together, the research 
team developed research tools, contributed to the ethics application and were listed 
on the research project for the purpose of ethics clearance, and analyzed new and 
existing data through a gender lens. Partner organizations included in the study 
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provided feedback on the research design and interview questions to ensure the 
cultural appropriateness of the study design and instruments used in this study.

Qualitative interviews and focus groups were carried out in a representative sample 
of ten countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America where Canada’s VCP is actively 
engaged.1 The ten countries were selected as locations where VCAs have had long- 
standing commitments to sending IDVs.

Interviews were carried out with an average of two staff members per organiza-
tion. One of the staff members held a senior position within the organization and 
the other interviewee was selected based on their experience working closely with 
IDVs. The interview participants included both men and women staff members. 
On average, 15 interviews were conducted in each of the ten countries with an equi-
table representation of men and women interviewees.

The interviews were open-ended and semi-structured with a common set of guid-
ing questions used across all ten countries to ensure a level of consistency between 
interviews but also flexibility in responding, returning to questions, elaboration, 
story-telling, etc. With consent from the interviewees, the interviews were audio 
recorded. The majority of interviews were conducted in English but in some cases, 
interviews were conducted in French (in Senegal) and in Spanish (in Peru and 
Guatemala) or in Vietnamese (in Vietnam) and translated to English during the 
transcription stage. 

Once all interviews were transcribed, the material was coded and analyzed, each 
researcher reviewed the full set of transcripts and coded the material to identify 
common themes throughout. Additional research assistants joined some of the 
original research team in the reviewing and coding of data, and these roles trans-
formed into authorship of papers in this collection. Several themes emerged 
through the process of content analysis and those themes became the focus of this 
collection. 

Document review of VCA reports and Government of Canada mid-term and end-
of-cycle reports (obtained through research placements in-country) was also con-
ducted to provide additional context and insight. To conduct the document review, 
all authors were provided the country summary reports. Each author reviewed the 
summary reports in line with the themes specific to their papers to find key words, 
ideas, and themes that fit the general theme of their respective papers. Information 
was compiled into thematic-specific notes and trends were examined across sub-
themes. The authors then used specific quotes from those findings to provide rich 
examples and nuance to their papers.

1	 Two in West Africa (Ghana and Senegal), four in East and South-East Africa (Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania and 
Malawi); two in Asia (Nepal and Vietnam) and two in Latin America (Peru and Guatemala).
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As this collection will illustrate, the data collected across the ten countries found 
that overall IDVs are important transnational actors working in partnership with 
Global South hosts to achieve common goals and priorities for gender equality 
and women’s empowerment. The papers in this collection also provide important 
insights into common and shared goals of GEWE and some of the strategies and 
priorities needed to support improved GEWE programming in collaboration with 
partner organizations and local communities in partner organizations.

The findings from across the ten case studies provides valuable aggregate infor-
mation to inform a deeper analysis of trends and impacts of gender equality pro-
gramming outcomes resulting from interactions between IDVs and partner organ-
ization staff. Documentation of the role and impact of IDVs in the promotion of 
GEWE were catalogued in relation to the frames and approaches noted above and 
the tools to analyse the research findings were co-designed by the lead research 
team as well as and emerging scholars from Canada, the USA, and the Global 
South during the data analysis phase.

4.	 Overview of Papers in the Collection2 

In the paper titled ‘Capacity Building and Capability Development: Understanding 
the Relations of Power and Exchange Between International Development Volunteers 
and Partner Organizations and Communities’, Sadat explores the collaborative pro-
cess of capacity building and capabilities development among IDVs, partner organ-
izations, and host communities in the Global South. Unique to her work is the focus 
on the power dynamics that characterize this transnational interaction between 
IDVs and partner organizations, and its influence on the quality of capacity build-
ing and capabilities development that takes place. Using the capabilities approach 
(Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2011) as a frame and drawing on data across all ten coun-
tries, she underscores the reciprocal and mutually beneficial nature of capacity 
building and capabilities development. The author shows that through their sus-
tained interactions, IDVs built partner organizations’ capacity through several 
measures like skills transfer, and technical and intercultural knowledge sharing 
while simultaneously gaining practical context-relevant knowledge and skills on 
GEWE from partner organizations. 

Rouhani’s paper, ‘Creating cosmopolitan identities in transnational spaces to 
advance gender equality’, highlights how IDVs’ transnational relations with part-
ner organizations in transnational spaces effects a shift in the latter’s cosmopolitan 
and global citizenship perspectives as it relates to gender equality and empower-
ment. Evidence from the ten country case studies suggests that this cross-cultural 

2	 See information about the authors at the end of the special issue. 
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interaction between IDVs and partner organizations (one based on reciprocity 
and mutual learning) was instrumental in introducing novel ideas that positively 
reshaped both parties’ feminist values and perspectives, and consequently their 
cosmopolitan identities and global citizenship. Not only were partner organiza-
tions’ capacities built through this interaction, but the process was also perceived 
to be an equal cosmopolitan exchange of values, norms, ideas and knowledge on 
gender equality and empowerment.

The third paper in this collection, ‘Organizational Commitments to Gender Equal-
ity Programming: Resistance, Externalizing and Opportunities for Gender Main-
streaming’, examines GEWE programming and IDV support for gender main-
streaming in development organizations. Lan Nguyen examines gender dynamics 
within development organizations as a factor for considering GEWE outcomes in 
beneficiary communities. The paper highlights the subordinate position of gender 
mainstreaming on partner organizations’ agendas and their neglect of the inter-
sectional and structural dimension of gender inequality. Nguyen’s paper examines 
IDVs’ contributions to – and the persistent challenges to – organizational change 
and gender mainstreaming faced by partner organizations.

In ‘Strings Attached? How Global South partner organizations’ perceptions of femi-
nism shape their relationships with Feminist Foreign Policy Donors from the Global 
North’, Laursen probes into partner organizations’ perceptions of donor priori-
ties and mandates, particularly Canada’s Feminist International Assistance Policy. 
Using Coston’s (1998) analytical framework, Laursen shows that partner organi-
zations had varied levels of knowledge about the policies and varied capacities to 
benefit from the resources available through the policies. Her study also highlights 
that donor feminist priorities have also helped to amplify GEWE on the ground, 
but partner organizations have to negotiate the power differentials that charac-
terize their relationship with donors. Specifically, she shows how partner organ-
izations strategically exert their agency and autonomy when their feminist values 
were at odds with those espoused by Northern donors due to the latter’s contextual 
disconnect. 

‘Social Innovation and Economic Empowerment as Opportunities for Gender Equal-
ity and Women’s Empowerment in International Development Volunteering’ by Ties-
sen, Laursen and Lough focuses on the contribution of IDVs to GEWE and social 
innovation programming in partner organizations and their host communities. 
The authors show that across the ten country case studies, IDVs initiated several 
innovative measures in the operations of partner organizations that positively 
impacted women’s inclusion and participation in empowerment programs and the 
wider labour market. Such innovations, for example, targeted and alleviated struc-
tural barriers to women’s participation such as their care work burden. In addition, 
partner organizations benefitted from IDVs’ broad range of knowledge and skills 
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to enhance the design and implementation of their GEWE policies and programs. 
The authors emphasize the need for local sensitivities and knowledge of cultures 
and communities to be effective, strategic, and impactful.

Using a transnational feminist lens, Shahadu Bitamsimli examines the experi-
ences of partner organizations as they work with IDVs to deliver GEWE programs 
in the Global South. In Transnational Feminism as a Lens for Exploring Resistance, 
Cooperation and Collaboration with International Development Volunteers in Gender 
Equality and Women’s Empowerment Programs, the author uncovers the harmo-
nies and tensions inherent in partner organizations’ relations with IDVs, and the 
range of strategies employed by partner organizations to navigate them. The exer-
cise of agency echoes across Shadadu’s account of partner organizations’ strate-
gies of resistance, cooperation, and collaboration across the country case studies. 
His paper centers on the important role that partner organizations and IDVs trans-
national engagement can play in tackling hostilities and resistance to the transfor-
mation of oppressive gender attitudes and institutions. It also notes that the reali-
zation of feminist goals is significantly tied to the recruitment of male allies to push 
the GEWE agenda. On this latter point, Shahadu Bitamsimli argues that male 
IDVs can exhibit alternative masculinities that transcend traditional gender roles 
which can then alter the patriarchal perspectives and attitudes of local communi-
ties in favour of GEWE. 

In Women’s Political Participation, Activism and Advocacy to Promote Gender Equal-
ity Facilitated by IDVs, Mpogazi is concerned with highlighting how IDVs support 
women’s political participation as they mobilize in the grassroots to engage with 
both state and non-state political structures and networks. The author draws on 
data from across the country case studies to show how IDVs promoted women’s 
political empowerment and leadership by providing mentorship and social support 
to women; providing technical assistance for gender advocacy; and equipping part-
ner organizations with empirical evidence and skills to support their activism and 
advocacy on women’s issues. The analysis also emphasizes the importance of infor-
mal grassroots organizing which is outside the formal political domain but equally 
necessary for realizing gender equality and empowerment. As well, the author calls 
for critical reflexivity on the part of IDVs for more effective and contextually rele-
vant support to women’s political participation and empowerment.

In International Volunteers as Empowerment Agents: Challenges and Opportuni-
ties of IDV Contributions to Women’s Empowerment Programs in Partner Communi-
ties, Saint-Denis contends that the conceptualization of “empowerment” that IDVs 
promote in the Global South is limited and depoliticized by its neoliberal framing. 
She argues that empowerment has been reduced from a political concept to a buz-
zword concerned with economic liberalization of women through the transfer of 
skills and resources. Nonetheless, the author opines that IDVs can still contribute 
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positively to empowerment by prompting transformation in local attitudes and 
perspectives on gender equality through the exchange of knowledge in formal and 
informal spaces. The author also acknowledges that IDVs helped to foster wom-
en’s economic empowerment by combining strategies to promote critical analyses 
of structures of inequality that lead to economic inequality with relevant training 
and workshops to build their professional and entrepreneurial capacities. As chal-
lenges to IDVs’ contribution to women’s empowerment, Saint-Denis identifies cul-
tural tensions which manifest when IDVs attempt to impose Western feminist ide-
als in the local context and when they dismiss local gender norms. 

5.	 Conclusion

The collection concludes with a summary of the papers in the collection, recapping 
and synthesizing the key arguments presented by the authors in this special issue. 
Okoli situates the findings in the broader literature by discussing their implications 
for international development volunteering and GEWE programming. The author 
also recommends the prioritization of cultural orientation for IDVs before and dur-
ing their placement; critical reflexivity in IDVs’ interactions with locals; and IDVs 
increased engagement with local feminist scholarship and organizations in their 
attempts to promote GEWE programming. Okoli suggests that along with part-
ner organizations’ deliberate cultural orientation efforts, improved IDV prepara-
tion can facilitate cultural sensitivity and learning among IDVs and enhanced pro-
grammatic outcomes for partner organizations. This cultural learning can build on 
the mutual exchange of information and the generative nature of learning that tran-
spires during collaborative and transnational work on GEWE, which can lead to 
the production and sharing of “transnational” knowledge. 

Together, the papers in this collection provide an overview of the unique interac-
tions and synergies created through the transnational relationships forged while 
IDVs collaborate with partner organizations in gender equality and women’s 
empowerment programming. Across the ten countries in this study, important 
insights are gained about the nature of the distinctive contributions made by IDVs. 
Examples provided in the eight papers in this collection demonstrate the signifi-
cance of the cultural contexts in which transnational actors operate and the specific 
strategies employed by partner organizations as they negotiate change in their col-
laborations with IDVs. The findings highlight valuable information about diverse 
contributions to empowerment (political, social, and economic) and deepen our 
understanding of gender relations to consider gender equality and empowerment 
in relation to structural realities and root causes of gender inequality. 

The research also considers the value and impact of gender-focused social innova-
tions, and the potential for transnational relations to enhance capacity building and 
global civic engagement specific to gender equality. 
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