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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Climate resilient development is increasingly used as the catchcry of Received 23 December 2023
donors and development partners globally as a response to the risks Accepted 24 July 2024
climate change poses to sustainable development. Some development

organisations are progressing climate resilient development by gﬁ;gg?&f‘ge,
integra.ti_ng climat_e ri_sks within their st_rategies and practices, volunteering; international
recognising the interlinkages between climate change, poverty, development; SDG 13:
injustice, and inequality. However, many development organisations Climate action; climate
that do not hold climate change as a core programming focus are yet resilient development

to take steps towards climate resilient development. While language

about “climate risk integration” and “climate-proofing” is commonly

used in the development sector, practical first steps on how to enact

such approaches remain elusive. This paper describes how a

development program without a core focus on climate change has

taken initial but important steps towards climate resilient development.

Lessons from the Australian Volunteers Program’s efforts in climate risk

integration may help to inform and support other organisations in

similar positions.

1. Introduction
1.1. Climate resilient development

It is well established that climate change influences every aspect of sustainable development, with
climate change impacts having the potential to undermine the achievement of all the sustainable
development goals (Fuso Nerini et al. 2019). Climate change poses major risks to sustainable devel-
opment by causing substantial damage, unrecoverable losses, and widespread impacts on ecosys-
tems, human lives, infrastructure, and societies across the globe (IPCC 2022). Efforts to adapt to
climate change are therefore critical, in parallel with efforts to mitigate emissions of greenhouse
gases that are driving climate change. From global to local levels, efforts are increasingly being
made to consider and adapt to the risks of climate change as the impacts become harder to
ignore. Addressing climate change is also a human rights issue because of its pervasive nature
and links with poverty, justice, and inclusion (UNFCCC 2016).

As a holistic global response to climate change, all organisations working on humanitarian and
development issues need to integrate climate change into their strategies and practices (Hewitt,
Mason, and Walland 2012). Evidence from Australia points to the need for further support for
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humanitarian and development organisations to take action on climate change. For example, Austra-
lia’s peak body for non-government organisations — Australian Council for International Development
(ACFID) - responded to member requests for support on climate action, with requests coming primar-
ily from its non-climate-focused members. ACFID responded by developing a Climate Action Frame-
work (see Davies and Koff 2021), guiding documents and case studies (see Gero, Chowdhury, and
Winterford 2022a, 2022b; Gero and Chowdhury 2023) and facilitating a peer learning program to
support members to take meaningful action on climate change. The scalability of research findings
presented in this paper is therefore considered significant in Australia and potentially other countries
where humanitarian and development organisations may face similar challenges of climate
integration.

Mainstreaming, or integrating climate change considerations into sectoral policy and program-
ming, gained traction in the early 2010s, with a growing evidence base supporting this approach
(Lebel et al. 2012). Integrating climate change into development programming means consideration
of how development programming could exacerbate or reinforce the impacts of climate change. It
also means consideration of how climate change risks and impacts could undermine development
outcomes. Integrating climate change involves applying this “climate change lens” to all aspects of
policy and planning processes - from strategic planning to design to operations and implementation
of programs. The alternate approach to integration or mainstreaming is specific climate change
policy or programming. An example of a specific climate change program is the Pacific-Australia
Climate Change Science and Adaptation Planning program, which ran between 2012 and 2014
and focused specifically on updating climate projections and implementing adaptation activities.

The goal of climate change integration is to take a climate risk-informed approach to develop-
ment planning and ultimately implement a climate resilient development approach (Opitz-Stapleton
et al. 2019; Pokrant 2016). Sectors including critical infrastructure, agriculture, public health, and
urban planning are all active in mainstreaming, or integrating, climate change considerations into
policies and practices (Runhaar et al. 2018). This is particularly the case because the intersection
of climate change impacts with these sectors is particularly visible — and often, the business case
for integration is easily justified. Integrating climate change into policies and practice has
benefits, including:

e Multiple and reinforcing benefits (e.g. ecosystem restoration has beneficial adaptation and miti-
gation outcomes as well as positive biodiversity and human wellbeing outcomes).

e Economic and resource efficiency.

¢ Risk-informed development outcomes.

e Promotion of innovation enabled through inclusive and intersectoral collaboration.

There are also multiple challenges surrounding climate resilient development, particularly for
organisations without a core programming focus on climate change. These challenges include
(Ranger, Harvey, and Garbett-Shiels 2014):

o Lack of awareness of climate risks within organisations.

o Lack of experience in, and documented evidence of, “future proofing” organisations and
programs.

e Resource constraints (e.g. lack of technical expertise, time, and financial resources).

e Short duration of many development programs and projects.

e Lack of long-term monitoring and evaluation systems for adaptation and resilience.

o Lack of incentives to integrate climate resilient development actions and programs.

Ranger, Harvey, and Garbett-Shiels (2014) notes that planning and policy making processes are
often slow to react to changes in the external environment. Lagging global and organisational
responses to climate change are a clear demonstration of this.
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1.2. Climate change and international volunteering

The intersection of international volunteering and climate change has been a growing topic of dis-
cussion for over 16 years, with the International Forum for Volunteering in Development (Forum)
engaging in critical reflections on the topic in 2007 (see Brook 2007), 2010 (see Mulligan 2010),
and 2020 (see Allum et al. 2020, and further discussion below). The 2009 United Nations Climate
Change Conference of the Parties also prompted broader discussions of the volunteering and
climate change nexus, where those connected to volunteering for international development
began to recognise the importance of climate change (Allum et al. 2020).

At the 2020 annual International Forum for Volunteering in Development conference, climate
change was the central theme. At this conference and past events, volunteering organisations
voiced concerns that not enough was being done in the volunteering sector to address
climate change (Allum et al. 2022). The dialogue from the 2020 Forum conference also high-
lighted that volunteer organisations need to consider climate change as a cross-cutting issue
within different humanitarian—-development priority areas, instead of it being seen as a separate
program area (Allum et al. 2020). International volunteering agencies and thought leadership
within the sector recognised the need to consider the carbon footprints of volunteering pro-
grams (Allum et al. 2022). This is particularly relevant given the carbon emissions from air
travel associated with international volunteer programs. However, the 2020 Forum Conference
also prompted member organisations to consider climate change in broader and more inte-
grated ways as well. Learmonth (2020) authored a paper as a contribution to the conference
and identified eight opportunities members could consider to strengthen their work in volun-
teering for climate action. A more recent Forum publication (see Forum 2022) situated
climate change as a wider trend the international volunteering community needs to tackle.
While some examples of “how” to tackle climate change within volunteer organisations and pro-
grams are mentioned in these publications, the suggestions are neither tailored to specific
Forum member organisations nor comprehensive enough to give organisations the confidence
to take the first step.

This recent and ongoing dialogue reflects the international volunteering sector’s recognition that
even without a direct climate change focus relevant to volunteering efforts, the sector has a role in
integrating climate change considerations at an organisational level.

1.3. The Australian Volunteers Program

Since the 1960s, the Australian Government has supported Australians to volunteer in lower- and
middle-income countries. The Australian Volunteers Program began in 2017 and represents the Aus-
tralian Government’s current support for international volunteering. The program is managed by
Australian Volunteers International (AVI), an Australian non-profit organisation, in collaboration
with two private international development firms (DT Global and Alinea International) (Australian
Volunteers Program 2021).

1.4. The Australian Volunteers Program and climate change

The Australian Volunteers Program developed a Global Program Strategy, which provided an impor-
tant starting point for considering climate change within the program (Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade & Australian Volunteers Program 2018). Climate change, disaster resilience, and food secur-
ity is one of three thematic impact areas identified in the Global Program Strategy, along with Human
Rights and Inclusive Economic Growth. The impact areas are seen as a lens to assess the contribution
of the Australian Volunteers Program, and Climate change, disaster resilience and food security is
included given its priority as a foreign policy issue of the Australian Government (Commonwealth
of Australia 2017).
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In 2019, DFAT released its Climate Action Strategy which notes: “Australian development assist-
ance supports the goals of the Paris Agreement to address climate change and strengthens socially
inclusive, gender responsive sustainable development in our region” (Commonwealth of Australia
2019, 4). The Climate Action Strategy also notes the importance of integrating climate change
across Australia’s development program. The Climate Action Strategy helped the Australian Volun-
teers Program to set an important strategic directive to continue integrating climate change at
different levels within the program and across different sectors (Commonwealth of Australia 2017;
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade & Australian Volunteers Program 2018). More recently,
the Australian Government’s International Development Policy (Commonwealth of Australia 2023)
further clarifies climate change as a core consideration of the aid program, with calls for increasing
climate investments to better address climate risks. This new policy provides an additional incentive
for the Australian Volunteers Program to more firmly embed a climate resilient approach within its
operations and programming.

Past efforts within the Australian Volunteers Program have touched on climate change as an
important issue affecting volunteer assignments and program operations. For example, the Austra-
lian Volunteers Program contributed to progressing partner organisations’ climate change and dis-
aster resilience objectives through skill-sharing and awareness-raising activities. The Australian
Volunteers Program is also offsetting carbon emissions from air travel and has done so since
2019. While starting as an alternative volunteering modality during the COVID-19 pandemic,
remote volunteering has represented a lower-carbon modality of volunteerism, and the program
is continuing to promote remote volunteering and hybrid volunteering (a mix of remote and in-
country volunteering) as effective and low-carbon modalities following the global pandemic.
These early efforts demonstrated the interest and appetite of the program to integrate climate
change considerations. However, the Australian Volunteers Program recognised there was still
work to do to more genuinely embed climate action as a mainstreamed and ongoing core area of
concern for the program. Given the strong push for climate resilient development, but little guidance
on how to implement it, this paper details how the Australian Volunteers Program, representing a
non-climate change-focused program, took steps to integrate climate change in practical and rela-
tively low-cost ways and the benefits of doing so.

There are three key, interconnected areas where the program has influence and could promote a
climate resilient approach. One is the partner organisations the Australian Volunteers Program sup-
ports. Many partner organisations have climate action as a significant organisational objective (typi-
cally around ten per cent of the partners supported each year, or 25 unique organisations supported
during 2022-2023; Australian Volunteers Program 2021). The contribution the program has made to
these organisations and their work on climate action has been documented (CoLAB Consulting 2020;
Gero et al. 2021) and is largely out of scope for this paper. The second area in which the program
could promote climate resilience is the involvement of volunteers. Research has shown the positive
impact assignments can have on volunteers, including promoting greater awareness of and interest
in global development issues and foreign policy and supporting individuals to make positive
changes in how they live their lives after their assignment (Fee et al. 2022). It might be assumed
that includes a greater awareness of climate change for at least some volunteers. However, the evi-
dence does not provide that level of granularity on areas of interest to volunteers, and this is not the
principal focus of the current study. The third and primary area where the program can promote a
climate resilient approach is through its own operations, systems, and policies. While ultimately
hoping to extend beyond this in future, the program’s own activities were the starting point of its
climate journey and the focus of this paper.

2. Background to action research with the Australian Volunteers Program

The research presented in this paper was informed by an earlier evaluation of the Australian Volun-
teers Program’s Climate change, disaster resilience and food security thematic impact area conducted
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by the University of Technology Sydney, Institute for Sustainable Futures (UTS-ISF) in 2021. The
purpose of the evaluation was to assess the outcomes and contribution of the Australian Volunteers
Program to the Climate change, disaster resilience, and food security impact area. Informed by the
evaluation findings, ten practical and strategic recommendations were provided to the Australian
Volunteers Program and DFAT. A specific recommendation for the Australian Volunteers Program
was to “begin to consider integrating climate change and risk-informed development within volun-
teer assignments, in line with DFAT policy to integrate climate change across the government’s
development assistance program” (Gero et al. 2021, 47). The Australian Volunteers Program took
action to address this recommendation by developing a set of activities and approaching UTS-ISF
for implementation.

3. Methods

This section describes the action research approach taken by the Australian Volunteers Program and
UTS-ISF to learn about effective ways to integrate climate action in operations and programming
methods. Action research is a method that aims to investigate and take action at the same time
(George 2024). The key principles of action research include (i) Collaboration: engaging diverse sta-
keholders in the research process; (ii) Reflection: collectively considering actions and outcomes; (iii)
Practical focus: addressing problems and identifying tangible solutions; (iv) Flexibility: designing
research methods appropriate for the research context and meeting the needs of research
(Reason and Bradbury 2001). Action research can facilitate organisational learning and help organ-
isations to develop more effective and efficient practices through participatory and reflective pro-
cesses (Reason and Bradbury 2001).

This research aimed to explore how the Australian Volunteers Program is integrating climate
action in organisational operations and programs, while providing evidence and recommendations
for future integration practices. This twin-track approach of investigating and problem-solving
makes action research a suitable research methodology for this specific research. Guided by the
research objective, the Australian Volunteers Program and UTS-ISF worked in collaboration, co-
designed research methods, and reflected on the research outcomes to draw on effective learning
and insights. This approach aligns with the principles of action research and contributes to the Aus-
tralian Volunteers Program’s organisational learning. Ethics approval was obtained through the Uni-
versity of Technology Sydney’s approval process (UTS HREC REF NO. ETH21-6538), and informed
consent was gained prior to primary data collection.

Three areas of work were selected to support the program: intentional learning, reflection, and
capacity building (Activity 1: Reference group to guide the research and maximise learning, capacity
building and uptake of findings); an audit of existing knowledge and exploration for continued
improvement (Activity 2: Audit of Australian Volunteers Program’s documentation); and a trial of a
small-scale yet strategic activity towards progress (Activity 3: Volunteers’ guidance document on
climate change). These three activities used different methods as part of the action research. The
methods used under each activity are depicted in Figure 1 and described below.

3.1. Activity 1: reference group to guide the research and maximise learning, capacity
building, and uptake of findings

The research activities were overseen by a reference group of nine Australian Volunteers Program
staff. Importantly, the reference group had strong support from senior leadership within the
program. Past research notes the importance of strong leadership to guide cultural change within
an organisation (Ranger, Harvey, and Garbett-Shiels 2014); thus, the leadership support was a critical
foundation of the activity.

The reference group members were purposively selected given their interest and experience
working on climate change activities with the Australian Volunteers Program or in previous work
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Activity 1 Activity 2 Activity 3

Audit of Australian Volunteers’ guidance
Volunteers Program’s document on climate
documentation change

Reference Group

09 10 1 06
Australian Key documents 05 Volunteer
Volunteers Inforrqams identified by Past organisations'

Program staff from diverse Reference Volunteers website and
groups Group documents

Collaborative
thematic
analysis

Review of

SENE Document Questionnaire

survey

Recurring
meetings

websites and

review
eV documents

structured
interviews

Validation
workshops

Figure 1. Different methods used under three activities in this action research.

roles. The purpose of the reference group was to ensure research approaches, findings, and rec-
ommendations emerging from the research aligned with the expectations and scope of the
program and to provide cross-program engagement and support. Reference group members
included in-country staff who were embedded in the local contexts where partner organisations
hosting volunteers operate. Partner organisations and volunteers were not included in the action
research, given this was the first step the Australian Volunteers Program was taking along their
climate integration journey, and the scope was, in this first instance, primarily internal Australian Vol-
unteers Program volunteering management. However, the important role partner organisations play
and the potential for volunteers to amplify climate messaging was a high priority throughout the
research, as noted throughout the paper.

To maximise learning, capacity building, and end-user uptake to achieve maximum impact, UTS-
ISF and the reference group took a collaborative approach to analysis and sensemaking of emerging
findings. Recurring meetings between the reference group and UTS-ISF were held throughout the
action research, enabling reference group members to remain updated on activities and progress
and engage in emerging findings. An online sensemaking workshop was held to share and validate
emerging findings. The workshop included participatory activities to gain insights from reference
group members in relation to emerging findings.

3.2. Activity 2: Audit of Australian Volunteers Program documentation

The purpose of the audit was to answer the following guiding research questions:

(1) Where is climate change already included in the Australian Volunteers Program'’s existing
documentation?
(2) Where should climate change be included in the Australian Volunteers Program’s existing
documentation?
(@) At what level of the program, e.g. organisation level, program level, regional, country, vol-
unteer assignment level?
(b) What are the preferred entry points for integrating climate change into the Australian Vol-
unteers Program'’s existing documentation?
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The audit activity was led by UTS-ISF and comprised the collection and analysis of primary and
secondary data. Primary data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The reference
group nominated program staff and external stakeholders who were identified as being important
in providing their views (i.e. their role in the organisation) and/or having worked on climate change-
related projects. Ten individuals were recruited for the key informant interviews through a purposive
sampling method informed by these criteria. Nine interviews with ten individuals were conducted
across three stakeholder groups, including eight Australian Volunteers Program staff based in Aus-
tralia, Pacific, and South Asian region, one consultant with prior experience working with the
program and one representative of Australia Pacific Climate Partnership (a DFAT program in the
Pacific focusing on climate change and disaster resilience integration across Australia’s development
program). A semi-structured interview guide was developed to identify where climate change is rel-
evant to the Australian Volunteers Program, to understand the challenges of climate change inte-
gration, and to explore ways to support program leadership for climate change integration.
Interview notes were analysed based on the guiding questions noted above.

The reference group also identified and collated existing guidance, documentation, and volun-
teer learning materials from the Australian Volunteers Program for a document review. A total of
11 documents, including DFAT's Climate Action Strategy, Australian Volunteers Program In-
country Orientation Program presentations and multiple other documents (e.g. country security
plans, volunteer assignment guides, country profiles, and country program plans) were reviewed
as part of the activity. The documentation was assessed to identify (i) the extent to which climate
aspects were mentioned or considered and (ii) how climate information was presented in the docu-
ments. Findings across the interviews and literature review were discussed in detail with the refer-
ence group and presented back to the Australian Volunteers Program in a summary report.

3.3. Activity 3: volunteers’ guidance document on climate change

The action research involved trialling a small-scale, strategic activity to demonstrate where a “quick
win” on climate change integration could be achieved. With the support and oversight of the refer-
ence group, UTS-ISF researchers developed guidance for volunteers to increase their knowledge of
climate change and understand the relevance of climate change in their volunteer assignments. This
activity was informed by two research methods, drawing on primary and secondary data. Primary
data were gathered through an emailed questionnaire to past volunteers. The reference group pro-
vided a list of past Australian Volunteers Program volunteers who were deemed able to provide
insights into climate change integration based on their assignment objectives. Thirty-two individuals
were emailed a questionnaire, with five responding (a response rate of 16 per cent). Four open-
ended questions were included about how climate change has been integrated into different inter-
national volunteer programs. Respondents were asked to identify focus areas in the guidance docu-
ments that would be most appropriate for the Australian Volunteers Program context.

A literature search was conducted to identify existing documentation on climate change from
different international volunteer programs. Given the limited academic literature published on
this topic, the search strategy primarily involved grey literature. Documents were sourced via web
searches targeting five volunteer programs/organisations known to be sending volunteers on inter-
national assignments, for example, Red Cross Volunteers, United Nations Volunteers, Japan Overseas
Cooperation Volunteer (JICA), Peace Corps Volunteers, and Canadian Volunteer Cooperation
Program. A primary scanning process was undertaken to identify the most relevant documents
and content (e.g. web pages, policies, strategies, and plans). Documents and websites of the five
organisations were analysed. The selected documents were analysed to understand how climate
change was described within the volunteer program documentation. These findings validated the
evidence from the interviews to inform the structure and content of volunteer guidance.

Analysis of findings from the questionnaire and document review supported the drafting of the
guidance document for volunteers, which was undertaken through a collaborative approach
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between UTS-ISF and the reference group. Several iterations of the draft were shared with inputs
provided by reference group members. Recurring meetings also ensured the document was relevant
to volunteer activities and appropriate for orientation and pre-assignment briefings for the Austra-
lian Volunteers Program. Following this collaborative activity, the volunteer guidance has been used
by the program, but it was beyond the scope of the research project and also this paper to assess its
use and impact on strengthening climate change integration.

3.4. Limitations

The research did not involve any representatives of partner organisations. While this could be seen as
a limitation, it was decided to limit efforts to internal stakeholders within the Australian Volunteers
Program. This was consistent with the primary focus of the work and aimed to engage those most
needed to bring about internal change. Another challenge with action research is disentangling the
findings from the process compared to the findings from the methods. Results are presented in
Section 4 for both aspects, with each offering useful insights for other non-climate-focused
organisations.

4. Results

This section shares how the action research process, key results, and outputs have enabled the Aus-
tralian Volunteers Program to begin integrating climate change within the program.

4.1. Collaborative and participatory research supported effective integration

The project’s collaborative and participatory approach has supported progress towards climate resi-
lient development within the Australian Volunteers Program. Several forms of collaboration and par-
ticipation included senior management support, the reference group, and the key informant
interviews.

First, the Australian Volunteers Program committed to an activity to drive forward climate action
integration. The program’s senior management supported a dedicated research project to progress
climate change integration at strategic, programmatic, and operational levels of the organisation.
The research design was intentional and committed to ensuring participation among different
organisational levels. Through the intentional participation of diverse organisational representatives,
each individual was able to engage with each other and the UTS-ISF research team to explore the
implications of current and future practices related to climate change. The active participation in
the research inquiry provided learning opportunities for individual staff members across the
program.

Second, the research involved a diverse and inclusive reference group, which supported effective
climate action integration. The reference group had representation from Australia, Asia, and the
Pacific regions, with diverse roles and responsibilities within the program, including representatives
from the country and regional management levels and the monitoring, evaluation, and learning
(MEL) team. The diversity within the reference group enabled the identification and inclusion of
various documents for review, including different country-level documentation, such as Tonga's
Country Program Plan and Sri Lanka’s In-country Orientation Program documents.

The reference group reflected on preliminary findings of the research and shared their experience
and insights through online sensemaking workshops and meetings. Their perspectives helped to
navigate appropriate integration approaches for different levels of the program in diverse geo-
graphical contexts. The reference group’s engagement in the drafting process of the volunteer gui-
dance was also collaborative and participatory, which ensured the output was fit for purpose for the
volunteers.
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Third, the interviews enabled broad engagement with selected stakeholders, which helped to
reveal the Australian Volunteers Program’s organisational practices and provided an empirical
basis and recommendations to explore different entry points of integration. The interviews were
designed to understand individuals’ perspectives on climate change integration, where climate
change is more relevant within the program, and what incentives might drive further progress.

The interviews provided evidence that the program'’s climate change integration should be hol-
istic and complementary to available resources of the program. All ten interviewees, representing
diverse organisational levels, supported the prioritisation of climate change in the next Global
Program Strategy. The interviewees agreed on the benefits of properly resourcing climate change
integration, rather than having it as an “add on” to existing workloads. Most interviewees also
noted that in-country management teams do not have climate change expertise and, therefore,
require additional support to build capacity for integration. Most interviewees also emphasised
the necessity of supporting leadership to coordinate integration practices across the program.

The interviewees also proposed achievable and effective ways of integration at an operational
level. For example, some interviewees suggested including sections on climate information in the
volunteers’ pre-departure briefing and In-Country Orientation Program (ICOP) documents as an inte-
gration effort at an operational level.

The challenges of climate change integration were also identified and explored through the inter-
views. The interviewees raised some important challenges, such as limited resourcing for integration,
competing attention among other priority areas, and overloading staff members and volunteers.

The findings from the interviews with a broad range of representatives across the program pro-
vided empirical evidence and recommendations to the program to identify realistic strategic direc-
tions and operationalise integration at the regional and country levels by using existing resources.
Sharing the findings with the reference group helped to identify what was considered feasible for
climate risk integration and helped validate entry points for action and “quick wins” (see Section 4.3).

4.2. An internal champion has promoted and accelerated integration approaches

Within the Australian Volunteers Program, an internal champion initiated and drove forward discus-
sion and dialogue about climate change integration within the Australian Volunteers Program. The
program does not have internal resources or a designated climate change adviser within its organ-
isational framework. However, the internal champion identified and prioritised climate change con-
siderations and recognised the need for integration at strategic and operational levels. The internal
champion took initial steps to facilitate climate change integration approaches and worked towards
influencing organisational change. This was achieved by raising the issue with senior management,
through conversations with staff in the organisation, and by initiating integration activities such as
this project. This was all possible due to the supportive organisational culture and existing interest of
program staff.

The program’s internal champion also led and supported the reference group and acted as a key
communicator between UTS-ISF and the reference group. This shaped the project to deliver results
and outputs that were most beneficial for the Australian Volunteers Program and provided rec-
ommendations and guidelines for contextualised integration approaches.

4.3. “Quick wins” using existing resources can demonstrate progress

The Australian Volunteers Program aimed to create a foundation and build momentum towards the
climate change integration process. Therefore, the program selected activities that were quick wins,
easy to achieve, and that could be consolidated within the organisational activities without overbur-
dening the staff members and volunteers. The two main activities were the audit of Australian Vol-
unteers Program’s climate change guidance, which supported an evidence base for next steps, and
the development of volunteer guidance on climate change. These are described below.
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4.3.1. Audit of Australian Volunteers Program’s climate change guidance

The audit provided an understanding of how the Australian Volunteers Program currently integrates
climate change into its documentation and suggested practical ways of further integration. The audit
provided evidence that integrating climate change into the program’s documents and guidance has
already started, and plans are underway to continue this practice. Among the reviewed documents,
four were identified where climate change was already integrated. These documents have diverse
objectives and audiences. For example, DFAT’s Climate Change Action Strategy and the Australian
Volunteers Program’s Global Program Strategy primarily inform senior leaders and management
to outline organisational strategic plans, whereas Sri Lanka’s In-country Orientation Program
(ICOP) document is used at the operational level.

Some documents were identified where a climate risk-informed approach could be made more
explicit. For example, the Assignment Plan is an important volunteer assignment document with
a section on Challenges and Risks. Reframing the existing section in relation to climate change
was a simple and efficient approach to integrating climate change.

The document review also identified gaps in documentation where climate change consider-
ations could be strengthened or included. For example, the Australian Volunteers Program Diversity
and Inclusion Assignment Guide could note that climate change has a disproportionate impact on
women and people with disabilities. The Environmental List document, a pre-assignment document
for volunteers, could include a section describing ways for volunteers to reduce climate change
impacts by reducing consumption of disposable goods and energy-intensive services. The Guide
for Partner Organisations Working with Australian Volunteers could affirm that the Australian Volun-
teers Program would support partner organisations in reaching their development goals, including
consideration of direct and indirect climate change impacts.

The document review also reinforced that documentation with clear guidelines for different sta-
keholders supports effective integration. Therefore, climate change integration should be targeted
to different stakeholders relevant to the program, such as staff (especially in-country), partner organ-
isations, and volunteers.

The reference group went on to work through actioning the list of recommendations described in
the audit. As examples of further action, the program has since also introduced an online training
module for staff and volunteers on climate risk-aware development, introduced environmental
screening into the program'’s procurement processes for all goods and services, developed short
briefing notes for volunteers on the likely impacts of climate change in the countries they will be
going to (based on World Bank Climate Risk Country Profiles; see https://climateknowledgeportal.
worldbank.org/country-profiles), and given greater focus to climate-specific impacts in country
risk and security plans.

4.3.2. Volunteer guidance

The process of developing volunteer guidance was informed by a review of existing documen-
tation from five volunteer programs/organisations known to be sending volunteers on inter-
national assignments. The review of documents and websites (see Table 1) highlighted different
volunteer organisations’ approaches and helped researchers understand how volunteers contribute
to climate action initiatives within the scope of their respective organisations. For example, JICA
actively engages in climate mitigation projects, while Red Cross focuses on disaster response
and adaptation strategies, with future aspirations for mitigation. Peace Corps volunteers work
on nature-based solutions, conservation, and reforestation. The findings from the review also pro-
vided a broader perspective on organisational viewpoints and strategic priorities regarding climate
change. For example, Red Cross, JICA, and Peace Corps view climate change as a humanitarian and
existential crisis. United Nations Volunteers focus on climate change to progress towards sustain-
able development goals, and the Canadian Volunteer Cooperation Program integrates climate
action projects through Canada’s international development strategies. These insights enabled a
better understanding of the diverse contexts and approaches of different volunteer organisations


https://climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/country-profiles
https://climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/country-profiles

Table 1. Findings from document review.

DEVELOPMENT IN PRACTICE (&) 11

Volunteer organisation

Where climate change is mentioned
(document, website, etc.)

Details of how climate change is considered by the
organisation

Red Cross

United Nations
Volunteers

Canadian Volunteer
Cooperation Program

Japan Overseas
Cooperation
Volunteer (JICA)

Peace Corps Volunteers

Document: Red Cross Statement on
Climate Change®

Website: United Nations Volunteers
Knowledge Portal on Volunteerism —
Climate and Volunteering®

Website: Volunteer Cooperation Program
on Global Affairs Canada“
Global Affairs Canada®

Website: JICA Global Agenda - Climate
change®

Strategy to Secure a Resilient Global
Future 2024-2030

The Red Cross addresses climate change as a
humanitarian crisis and commits to reduce
humanitarian impacts of climate change globally. The
organisation helps communities prepare for, respond
to, and recover from climate change-induced
disasters. Additionally, the Red Cross aims to invest in
environmental sustainability through reducing carbon
footprints and strengthening climate education and
advocacy for communities disproportionately affected
by climate change through collaboration with
partners and stakeholders.

The organisation integrates climate action into its
volunteer programs, prioritising sustainable
development goals (SDGs) and the role of volunteers
in climate action. United Nations Volunteers’ efforts in
climate action through fostering community resilience
are detailed in various reports and documents
accessible on their official website.

The Canadian Volunteer Cooperation Program includes
climate action in its international development
strategies. The program focuses on strengthening
community resilience, especially marginalised
communities, through sustainable practices and
climate adaptation projects.

JICA considers climate change as a development risk
across all their initiatives and promotes climate
change mitigation and adaptation through its
volunteer programs. JICA’s global agenda aims to
build sustainable and resilient communities through
strengthening the climate change response capacity
of partner countries.

Peace Corps identifies climate change as an existential
crisis and addresses climate change by engaging
volunteers in environmental projects that focus on
sustainability, conservation, and climate resilience.
The organisation’s initiatives include reforestation,
sustainable agriculture, and community education on
climate change impacts.

®https://www.redcross.org/about-us/news-and-events/press-release/2019/red-cross-statement-on-climate-change.html
Phttps://knowledge.unv.org/theme/climate-and-volunteering
“https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/study_work_travel-etude_travail_voyage/volunteer_cooperation_program-

programme_cooperation_volontaire.aspx?lang=eng
9https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/funding-financement/partnering-climate-partenariats-climat.aspx?lang=eng=
®https://www jica.go.jp/english/activities/issues/climate/index.html
fhttps://ﬁIes.peacecorps.gov/documents/open—govemment/Strategy_to_Secure_a_ResiIient_GIobaI_Future.pdf

and helped researchers frame appropriate guidance for volunteers in the Australian Volunteers

Program.

Results from the volunteer questionnaire included the following points:

o Increased visibility about climate change was recommended, including in volunteer role descrip-
tions, available resources, and inclusion of climate change, more specifically, as a sector for pro-
spective volunteers to search for.

o Examples of the projected climate change impacts in the host country and at community level
were proposed, as well as important factors about climate action that volunteers could consider
in their assignments.

e Having a range of resources in different formats to meet different needs (e.g. volunteers, POs) and
having access to a climate specialist to provide more details of how projects might be impacted
by climate change.


https://www.redcross.org/about-us/news-and-events/press-release/2019/red-cross-statement-on-climate-change.html
https://knowledge.unv.org/theme/climate-and-volunteering
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/study_work_travel-etude_travail_voyage/volunteer_cooperation_program-programme_cooperation_volontaire.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/study_work_travel-etude_travail_voyage/volunteer_cooperation_program-programme_cooperation_volontaire.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/funding-financement/partnering-climate-partenariats-climat.aspx?lang=eng=
https://www.jica.go.jp/english/activities/issues/climate/index.html
https://files.peacecorps.gov/documents/open-government/Strategy_to_Secure_a_Resilient_Global_Future.pdf
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These findings point to the need for volunteer guidance to introduce volunteers to how climate
change affects the countries in which they are volunteering, how their volunteer assignments might
be impacted, and how they might respond as volunteers.

With the above results in mind, developing the volunteer guidance was an achievable and low-
cost task, and it offered easy-to-understand messages about why climate change is an important
consideration for volunteers during their volunteer journey. The volunteer guidance document pro-
vided an overview of climate change in the global context and Australia’s commitments to climate
action, including mention of DFAT's Climate Action Strategy. Importantly, the volunteer guidance
also discusses how climate change can be a direct or indirect, or visible or invisible, issue for volun-
teer assignments, with practical examples. Further resources are included in the guidance for volun-
teers wishing to learn more about the links between volunteering and climate change.

The volunteer guidance was intended as a prompt and resource for the hundreds of volunteers
who go on assignment each year. However, internally, it also served as a galvanising activity for the
reference group, providing initial focus and an achievable objective that helped make the broad aim
of “integrating climate change” more concrete. A small, clearly defined “quick win” served as a crucial
prompt for further action. The audit (described above) and the volunteer guidance gave the refer-
ence group the confidence, and the internal legitimacy, to go a lot further in integrating climate
change across program functions.

5. Discussion

Climate change integration within a system is often influenced by enabling factors that increase the
capacity of integration through exploring different implementation actions and considering inte-
gration for different organisational levels (Gupta et al. 2010; Lawrence et al. 2015). This section high-
lights the enablers of climate change integration in the Australian Volunteers Program — both actors
and actions, and how the enablers supported integration activities within the program, are dis-
cussed. Ongoing areas requiring attention for future progress are also discussed.

5.1. Enablers of success

5.1.1. Simple and easy to achieve activities to build momentum

The Australian Volunteers Program demonstrated that integrating climate change does not need to
start with complicated, technical, or expensive activities of large scope. This finding aligns with
results from a study of 133 Global Environmental Facility adaptation projects, which found that
most actions are enabling and relatively inexpensive (Biagini et al. 2014). This is an important
insight for other programs or organisations where climate change is not a core focus. For
example, auditing the program documents was a small-scale, uncomplicated, yet important activity
that enabled a trajectory towards climate change integration at strategic, programmatic, and oper-
ational levels and brought diverse people together across the program. Developing the Volunteer's
Guidance was also a small-scale and easy to achieve activity. However, the guidance has great poten-
tial to integrate climate change at an operational level by introducing climate change to the volun-
teers and showing them how they can think about climate change in their volunteer services. It also
provides source material that the program can easily adapt for different purposes.

5.1.2. Broad organisational support, including from senior management

The literature strongly supports the need for senior management and board-level support for
genuine climate action to occur in organisations (e.g. see Yuriev and Boiral (2024) for a systematic
review). Within the Australian Volunteers Program, climate change integration approaches were
internally driven and inclusive of multiple perspectives, including program leaders, regional man-
agers, country managers, volunteers, and external stakeholders. The research project provided
senior management with an evidence base to feel confident that integrating climate change was
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an effective investment of resources. The reference group supported the program in navigating inte-
gration approaches that are effective and coherent to different organisational levels. The diverse
voices represented in the interviews helped the program identify the priority areas of integration,
existing approaches, and recommendations for future integration approaches.

5.1.3. Strategic and operational entry points

DFAT's Climate Action Strategy, the Australian Government'’s International Development Policy and the
program'’s Global Program Strategy provided a strategic framework and entry points for integrating
climate change into the program. The program aimed to integrate climate change and considered
entry points for integration at strategic and operational scales. The reference group and interviewees
had diverse roles across the program, focusing on strategic and operational levels. This provided an
opportunity to explore different plausible entry points of integration and recommend ways of inte-
gration at different levels.

5.1.4. In-built learning and capacity building

The Australian Volunteers Program’s integration approaches supported capacity building of staff
members, volunteers, and partner organisations. The research process helped reference group
members learn about climate change integration and understand how to operationalise integration
activities in practical ways. This demonstrates how the contribution of this research to the practices
of development organisations is significant and a benefit of collaborative action research. The in-
country members of the reference group developed knowledge and capacity through the
ongoing discussions in the reference group meetings, which paved ways for them to contribute
beyond the research activity. For example, the country-level reference group members disseminated
the research learnings to their teams and contributed to local-level capacity building in climate
change integration.

Through the development of the volunteer guidance document, important climate change infor-
mation can be shared from volunteers to local partner organisations. Since the program is a people-
to-people initiative, the volunteers can disseminate the learning from the guidance to the local
partner organisations and enable longer-term effectiveness through capacity building, which can
help to reach the development goals of partner organisations.

5.1.5. Internal champion

The final enabler that supported the project’s success was having an internal champion to maintain
momentum and coordination of activities. The internal champion worked to ensure a diverse group
in both the reference group and as participants in the research, which supported effective inte-
gration at different scales and levels. The internal champion also prompted senior management
to participate in the climate change integration conversation, which was important, as described
in Enabler 2. As the main point of contact with UTS-ISF, the internal champion also helped coordinate
research processes, activities, and meetings as needed.

5.2. Areas for future progress

The Australian Volunteers Program continues to focus on improving its approach to climate
resilient development. Recognising that behavioural and organisational change takes time,
effort, resources, and leadership (Ranger, Harvey, and Garbett-Shiels 2014), the program is con-
sidering ongoing incentives across multiple entry points to integrate a climate risk-informed
approach.

The Climate Action Framework, developed by ACFID, provides a useful basis for considering
different entry points for climate action. The framework links forms of climate action (adaptation,
environmental restoration, and mitigation) to different levels of development organisations’ activi-
ties (operational, programmatic, and policy and advocacy) (ACFID 2021).
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The framework makes clear the broad range and holistic approach required to fully integrate
climate action and helps identify areas for further attention. For the Australian Volunteers
Program and its managing contractor, AVI, at the operational level, this includes ongoing efforts
to decarbonise programs and operations as set out in the organisation’s Environmental Sustainability
Policy. Increasing energy efficiency and installing solar panels at AVI's head office in Melbourne and
other offices worldwide are long-term goals.

Programmatically, while recognising that international air travel will always form a core
part of the program’s modality, the program aims to do more to promote remote volunteering
and continues to explore ways to meaningfully and effectively support national
volunteering infrastructure and “South to South” volunteering. This aligns with the program'’s
commitment to supporting locally led change and helping reduce the program’s carbon
footprint.

At the policy level, the program is reviewing and updating its Global Program Strategy to give a
sharper focus to gender equality, disability inclusion, and climate action. The Australian Volunteers
Program ultimately has impact through the partners it supports, and so the new policy sets out the
intent to increase the proportion of partners working in the climate action space that it supports
through skilled volunteer assignments.

The three approaches described above have established the groundwork for these ongoing
activities. The reference group provided an internal mechanism for discussing and driving forward
the changes needed; the audit provided an evidence base for action; and the first “quick win” of
the volunteer guidance gave momentum and internal legitimacy to extend the integration of
climate change across the program.

6. Conclusion

While climate resilient development is commonly used across the development sector, implement-
ing such an approach remains unknown for many non-climate-focused organisations. This paper has
provided examples and outcomes of how a non-climate-focused program has taken steps to begin
integrating climate change considerations in simple and effective ways. The Australian Volunteers
Program drew on findings from a previous evaluation that recommended the program begin con-
sidering climate change, in line with DFAT policy. That evaluation provided the impetus for the
program to take further action, which was driven by an internal champion and internal reference
group with the support of senior management. Actions taken were easy to achieve and helped to
build organisational momentum for further integration activities (in part through in-built capacity
building and learning opportunities) and focused at both strategic and operational scales. The
investments taken by the Australian Volunteers Program to integrate climate change also support
good development practice and development outcomes. The program'’s integration efforts, and
the action research approach itself, therefore, set a good example for other non-climate-focused pro-
grams or organisations working in the humanitarian and development sector. The insights and
lessons from the program and this research process can help other organisations identify entry
points for integration and begin, continue, and/or strengthen their climate change integration
actions.
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