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Peace Corps’ Virtual Service Pilot experience 

 
 
Summary Statement: 
 
In 2020, Peace Corps developed a Virtual Service Pilot (VSP) in response to the expressed needs of host country 
partners, the interest of evacuated Peace Corps Volunteers, and the Peace Corps’ desire to find innovative ways 
to continue to live out the agency’s mission and goals during the COVID-19 global pandemic. What began as a 
test of the feasibility of virtual service modeled upon the Peace Corps approach to development, quickly became 
an enduring opportunity to respond to the evolving needs of Peace Corps’ partners globally.  Capitalizing on 
creative use of technology, over 500 individuals and 296 local partners in 44 countries have participated in the 
virtual service pilot and interest continues to expand.  Peace Corps plans to continue supporting partners 
virtually as a complement to the other models of on-site, short and long term service.  This alternative form of 
service enables Peace Corps to respond to partner requests for support in areas that have been off limits to on-
site Volunteers and to offer short term, task-based support from highly skilled individuals. 
 
Virtual Service Pilot Participants (VSPPs) are private citizens who donate their time and commit to 5-15 hours 
per week. The VSPPs collaborate with a partner organization on specific tasks. 
 
Program Highlights: 
 
The multi-phase pilot was launched in October 2020 and continues to expand. In Phases One and Two (October 
2020 – April 2021) engagements were only available to evacuated Returned Peace Corps Volunteers while 
subsequent phases opened the opportunities to all Returned Peace Corps Volunteers, regardless of when they 
served.  
 
Posts in Africa, central and south America, Eastern Europe, Asia and the Pacific are participating in activities 
related to all six of Peace Corps’ technical program areas – Health, Education, Agriculture, Environment, 
Community Economic Development and Youth. Preliminary data indicates high rates of satisfaction and 
achievement and feedback from participants, Peace Corps staff posted in the field and Host Country Partners 
have encourage Peace Corps to continue to expand the pilot and maintain virtual engagements. 
 
Virtual service has the long-term potential to reduce barriers to service and enhance the diversity of our 
Volunteer corps. It can enable the participation of Americans who might not otherwise be able to serve because 
of physical limitations or financial and family obligations. It also has the potential to allow participants to engage 
with host communities that have been historically unable to host Volunteers due to safety, security, or logistical 
reasons. 
 
Virtual Service Pilot Engagements and the process for matching virtual participants 
Statements of Virtual Engagement (SoVE) are co-developed by the Peace Corps staff in the field and the Host 
Country Partners based on partner priorities and the Peace Corps approach to development which is centered 
around capacity strengthening and sustainability.  These SoVEs describe the specific tasks requested of a 
participant for a 3-6 month period of time. Once the SoVEs are finalized they are advertised on the Peace Corps 
website and individuals express interest in supporting the engagement and describe how their skills, experience 
and motivation make them a good match for this set of tasks and partner.  Peace Corps staff at headquarters 
evaluate the expressions of interest, identify qualified individuals and conduct a due diligence vetting.  Qualified 
and vetted individuals then sign an agreement committing to the set of tasks and timeframe and to a code of 
conduct.  Partners sign a similar agreement outlining their responsibilities. 
 
 



Examples of Virtual Engagements 

• Agriculture: Design virtual sessions on forest gardening  

• Community Economic Development: Co-develop and co-facilitate entrepreneurship and business skills training 

• Education: Co-design and co-facilitate training for English clubs and courses  

• Environment: Co-design environmental education toolkits and activities for high school students  

• Health: Co-train youth on COVID-19 mitigation and healthy lifestyles  

• Youth Development: Support local non-profit virtual volunteer conference 
 
Challenges and Opportunities: 
 

• Highly skilled and experienced participants: Virtual service engagements enable us to meet partner 

needs for highly skilled individuals with extensive experience.  These individuals tend to be more 

independent and require less oversight. However, in some cases the request for very specific/technical 

skills can be difficult to find. 

• Time and expectations: Virtual Service Pilot Participants are engaging for 5-15 hours per week which is a 

different level of engagement from on-site Volunteers with whom partners are accustomed to 

collaborating.  This can create challenges for expectation-setting.  Partners have big ideas for what they 

hope to get from Participants. In some cases it has also been necessary to ‘re-align’ position descriptions 

once these realities are fully understood. 

• Time zones: Working across time zones has highlighted the dedication of Participants and partners but 

has also been a challenge for Participants/partners.  

• Partner selection and engagement: Having the right partner with suitable experience and access to 

technology are critical for success. Because Participants aren’t in communities to gather people or 

remind people in person about upcoming work, the strength of the partner organization and counterpart 

to follow through and engage at the agreed-upon times and make decisions is critical.  

 


