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International cooperation of cities with involvement of adult education institutions and civil
society networks offers significant opportunities for learning, civic engagement, and
institutional development. They foster collaboration between municipalities, civil society, and
educational institutions, enabling participants to exchange ideas, develop skills, and address
global challenges locally. One of the most established models is town twinning, where cities
engage in long-term cooperation that promotes intercultural understanding, citizen diplomacy,
and sustainable social impact. This model of cooperation is part of the Urban X-Change
Network Il, a project supported by the German Federal Foreign Office and implemented by
DVV International, which aims to strengthen local-level international cooperation through the
active involvement of adult education institutions. By combining formal diplomacy with
grassroots engagement, the project encourages municipalities, civil society, and local citizens
of twinning towns to co-create sustainable and inclusive initiatives.

Purpose of the position paper

The purpose of this paper is to examine how adult education institutions can play an active
role in initiating, supporting, and strengthening city partnerships, thereby fostering
international cooperation and citizen diplomacy at the local level. It emphasizes how
municipalities, civil society organizations, adult education centres, and local communities can
jointly contribute to democratic engagement, intercultural learning, and sustainable
development through structured transnational initiatives. By bringing together citizens,
educators, and decision-makers across borders, such partnerships move beyond symbolic
connections and generate tangible benefits for local societies.

The paper also seeks to provide practical guidance for building and maintaining successful
partnerships. It addresses how to mobilize diverse stakeholders, create shared ownership of
initiatives, and maximize the cultural, educational, and social benefits that result from
international cooperation. In doing so, it highlights not only institutional strategies but also the
importance of personal encounters and lived experiences that shape trust and solidarity
between communities.

This document represents a joint effort of partner organizations: the adult education centre in
Erfurt, Germany (Volkshochschule Erfurt), and the Kalisz Women’s Council, Poland (Kaliska
Rada Kobiet). The reflections presented here are grounded in concrete project activities and
shared experiences of cooperation, such as the performative workshop “Compass of the
future” in Kalisz — where women co-created a symbolic map of values and aspirations — or
the public panel discussion “Women shaping the city” (“Frau macht Stadt”) in Erfurt, which
invited citizens and local leaders to reflect on women’s role in shaping inclusive cities. These
initiatives, together with other joint and local activities, serve as the foundation for the insights
collected, analysed, and compiled in this position paper.
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Background: Polish-German cooperation and adult education — The Erfurt-Kalisz
example

The city partnership between Erfurt, Germany and Kalisz, Poland, illustrates how adult
education can foster international cooperation and civic engagement. At the heart of this
collaboration was the 2025 project “Empowering Women: Kalisz and Erfurt in Dialogue”,
implemented by Volkshochschule Erfurt and the Kalisz Women’s Council (Kaliska Rada
Kobiet). The project aimed to strengthen international cooperation by supporting women and
promoting their role in society. It focused on exchange and mutual learning between the
Kalisz Women’s Council and Volkshochschule Erfurt, while also involving local authorities
and other civil society organizations. Together, they created a platform for dialogue and joint
initiatives on gender equality, linking personal development and mental health with the
recognition of women’s contributions in culture, history, and the workplace in both cities.

Through a series of joint events, participants engaged in workshops, cultural exchanges, and
discussions highlighting women'’s roles in society, civic participation, and urban development.
Activities ranged from artistic workshops and city performances symbolizing women’s futures
to public panels on inclusive city-making. By connecting civil society, local authorities, and
adult education institutions, the project strengthened intercultural understanding, supported
female leadership, and demonstrated the potential of citizen diplomacy to advance gender
equality and international collaboration.

Two major joint events brought these ideas to life: one in Kalisz (March 2025) and one in
Erfurt (July 2025). Both gatherings included representatives from adult education
organizations, civil society groups active in gender issues, and local authorities. They served
as platforms to revive the partnership between the two cities, initiate new forms of
collaboration, and develop a roadmap for future cooperation with strong support from adult
education.

The first event in Kalisz focused on the theme “The role of women in civil society — past,
present, and future.” Organized in honour of International Women’s Day and in connection
with Kalisz’s prestigious “Kaliszanka Roku” (Woman of the Year) initiative, the event featured
a discussion session titled “What Is My Life Compass?”. More than 30 local women
participated in an engaging panel on life values, resilience, and motivations for social
involvement. A performative workshop titled “Compass of the Future” invited participants to
create bilingual (Polish and German) messages about women’s rights, cooperation, care,
values, and solidarity. These messages were then attached to trees in a city park, forming a
symbolic installation. Inspired by the Japanese philosophy of kintsugi—which embraces
imperfections and history as part of healing—the women created a collective “Map of
women’s future.” The event concluded with the recording of a performative video, reinforcing
international integration through art and shared values.

The second joint event in Erfurt centered on the theme “Women shaping the city — exchange
and perspectives.” It brought together women from various sectors in Erfurt and Kalisz,
including representatives from local government, educational institutions, and civil society.
The aim was to foster dialogue, build partnerships, and explore the role of women in
inclusive urban development. A visit to Erfurt City Hall opened the dialogue around inter-city
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cooperation and shared urban challenges. Particularly impactful was the visit to the
Frauenzentrum Erfurt (Centre for Women Erfurt), where the group learned about support
programs for women with migration backgrounds, low income, or psychological needs. This
exchange provided valuable insights into inclusive practices that could be transferred to
Kalisz, sparking ideas for future collaboration between the Women’s Council of Kalisz and
Erfurt-based institutions. A central highlight was the public panel discussion “Frau macht
Stadt” (“Women shaping the city”), which featured speakers from both cities representing
fields such as social work, environmental entrepreneurship, political advocacy, and sport.
Panelists reflected on the question of who shapes our cities, emphasizing how women’s
perspectives and experiences must be actively included in urban development processes.
The discussion underscored the importance of collaboration between local governments,
grassroots initiatives, and civil society organizations to ensure gender equality in city
planning and governance.

In addition to these two major events, both cities also implemented local activities to build on
the momentum, strengthen the partnership, and create sustainable structures to support the
long-term continuation of their town twinning cooperation.

Relevance in the context of Sustainable Development Goals and Agenda 2030

City partnerships that involve adult education are far more than cultural exchanges — they
represent practical and innovative ways of contributing to a fairer, more inclusive, and more
sustainable world. They link local action directly to global frameworks such as the United
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), making international agendas tangible at
the community level. The Erfurt-Kalisz cooperation illustrates this clearly:

Gender Equality (SDG 5): Initiatives such as the discussion “What Is My Life Compass?” and
the performative workshop “Compass of the Future” empowered women to articulate their
values, share personal experiences, and take a stronger leadership role within their
communities. These activities gave participants new opportunities to reflect on resilience,
solidarity, and social responsibility.

Reduced Inequalities (SDG 10): Intercultural events like the “Frau macht Stadt” panel in
Erfurt created spaces where women from diverse backgrounds — including social work,
politics, sport, and entrepreneurship — exchanged perspectives. This not only encouraged
mutual respect and empathy but also highlighted the importance of ensuring equal
participation in decision-making processes.

Sustainable Cities and Communities (SDG 11): Discussions on inclusive city-making in
Erfurt, combined with symbolic cultural actions in Kalisz, such as the “Map of women’s future”
installation, demonstrated how local citizens can actively influence urban development,
bringing community voices into the heart of planning and governance.

Through these types of activities, adult education enables citizens to engage meaningfully in
international cooperation. It bridges the gap between global policy and local practice,
showing that progress on the SDGs and Agenda 2030 is not driven by governments alone,
but also by cities, institutions, and ordinary people. In this way, adult education becomes a
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vital instrument of everyday diplomacy, equipping communities with the tools to learn from
one another, build trust, and take joint steps toward sustainable development.

Building successful international partnerships

The experience of the project “Empowering Women: Kalisz and Erfurt in Dialogue” highlights
a range of factors crucial to establishing and sustaining effective international partnerships in
adult education. Among these, shared values and common goals were unanimously
identified as the foundation of cooperation. The “Compass of the Future” workshop in Kalisz
vividly demonstrated how values such as solidarity, resilience, and cooperation can be
expressed through creative activities, transforming abstract principles into shared practices.

Other essential elements include long-term institutional commitment, intercultural and
language competence, transparent communication, and sufficient funding and resources.
Support from local authorities and attention to language accessibility further strengthen the
durability and inclusiveness of partnerships. For example, the “Frau macht Stadt” panel in
Erfurt showed how the presence and support of local officials, alongside civil society actors,
enhanced visibility and ensured continuity.

In summary, practical initiatives such as workshops, public debates, and symbolic artistic
actions illustrate that sustainable cooperation cannot rely on one factor alone. Only the
synergy of shared values, institutional commitment, financial stability, and local support
makes it possible to build partnerships rooted in mutual respect, trust, and a collective
commitment to the common good.

Challenges in establishing and maintaining partnerships

Despite their great potential, international partnerships also face significant challenges.
Partner organizations frequently cite limited human and financial resources as the most
pressing obstacles. For instance, activities such as the performative video in Kalisz or
bilingual panel discussions in Erfurt demanded careful coordination and dedicated staffing.
Without adequate funding for travel, translation, or materials, such initiatives risk remaining
symbolic gestures rather than transformative experiences.

Cultural and language differences create additional barriers. The bilingual “Compass of the
future” workshop highlighted both the opportunities and challenges of multilingual
cooperation. While it promoted inclusivity, it also required significant effort to ensure equal
participation. Political or institutional instability and lack of stakeholder engagement, though
less frequently mentioned, can also threaten long-term sustainability. Addressing these
issues requires stable funding, adequate staffing, and structured opportunities for
intercultural dialogue. Without these, even the strongest partnerships risk stagnation.

Role of Adult Education Institutions and Stakeholder Involvement

Adult education institutions act as central connectors in international partnerships, creating
inclusive spaces for dialogue, mutual learning, and civic engagement. They provide platforms
where diverse groups can meet in participatory and respectful environments. The Erfurt-
Kalisz partnership illustrates this clearly: through initiatives such as painting visions of
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women’s futures on trees in Kalisz or debating women’s roles in city planning in Erfurt, adult
education fostered both creativity and critical reflection.

Successful town twinning projects also depend on the active involvement of multiple
stakeholders. Public authorities provide legitimacy and strategic support, NGOs bring
grassroots creativity and innovation, and adult education centres connect diverse social
groups. The “Frau macht Stadt” panel demonstrated this interplay, as women’s associations,
community representatives, and local politicians all contributed perspectives that shaped
collective understanding and future priorities.

Effective stakeholder involvement requires regular meetings, joint planning, co-creation of
initiatives, and targeted public awareness campaigns. Such co-creation fosters ownership,
trust, and inclusivity, ensuring that projects are both relevant to local contexts and
sustainable in the long term.

Value and Impact of International Partnerships

International partnerships bring clear benefits to adult education institutions, enriching both
their programmes and their communities. The exchange of practices fosters innovation,
allowing institutions to discover new methods, tools, and approaches that can be adapted
locally. Partnerships also enhance visibility and credibility, demonstrating openness and
competence while building trust with learners and local stakeholders.

Equally important, cooperation creates new opportunities for funding and projects, enabling
ambitious initiatives that expand the educational offer. Staff benefit through professional
development, gaining intercultural and language skills that strengthen both motivation and
teaching quality. Learners, in turn, experience global and civic education, developing
openness, tolerance, and awareness of global challenges.

In short, international partnerships act as a catalyst for growth — strengthening institutions,
empowering staff, and broadening learners’ horizons, while turning adult education into a
truly intercultural and forward-looking endeavor.

Citizen Diplomacy

“Citizen diplomacy is about building bridges across national and cultural boundaries. It
creates trust and cooperation in many areas — from education and culture to environmental
protection and social development.” (Kalisz Women’s Council)

The Erfurt-Kalisz partnership illustrates this principle in practice. Symbolic actions such as
attaching bilingual messages on women’s rights and solidarity to trees in Kalisz, or the
intercultural panel “Frau macht Stadt” in Erfurt, enabled ordinary citizens to act as
ambassadors of their communities. Adult education institutions provided the space and
framework for these encounters, turning them into catalysts for dialogue and trust.

“Through cultural exchange programs, joint educational projects, volunteering, or informal
encounters, citizens share experiences, reduce prejudices, and create lasting relationships.
Such activities strengthen interpersonal connections and promote an open, tolerant, and
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cooperative atmosphere, making partnerships more vibrant, authentic, and resilient to
political changes.” (Volkshochschule Erfurt)

This perspective highlights how citizen diplomacy complements formal diplomacy: while
governments provide frameworks, it is citizens who give partnerships authenticity and
resilience. The Erfurt-Kalisz cooperation demonstrated this vividly: artistic workshops, public
debates, and informal cultural encounters all became moments where citizens shaped the
partnership directly, proving that the most lasting international ties are built through genuine
human connections.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the partnership between Kalisz and Erfurt illustrates the transformative
potential of city-level international cooperation when adult education and citizen engagement
are placed at its core. As part of the Urban X-Change Network, it not only reinforced the
capacity of local institutions and civil society but also contributed meaningfully to global
goals.

By drawing on concrete experiences, the project demonstrates that sustainable international
collaboration is achievable when dialogue, trust, and co-creation guide the process. Cities
seeking to deepen their international engagement can take valuable lessons from this model:
partnerships grounded in education, inclusivity, and citizen diplomacy are not only possible
but also profoundly impactful in shaping fairer and more resilient societies.



