
What are Sister Cities?   

A sister city, county, or state relationship is a broad-based, long-term partnership 
between two communities in two countries. A partnership is officially recognized 
when the highest elected appointed official from both communities signs off on 
the sister cities agreement. A city can have any number of sister cities, and sister 
city organizations include representatives from nonprofits, municipal 
governments, the private sector, and civic organizations. 

Sister Cities promote peace worldwide on multiple levels—from providing 
students with their first opportunity to travel abroad and experience another 
culture, to creating valuable professional experiences and building connections 
between organizations. Sister Cities strengthen local and global communities, 
promote world peace, and bring tangible economic and social benefits to 
participating cities. 

Sister city relationships develop from a number of sources, including but not 
limited to: preexisting mayoral relationships, trade relationships, historical 
connections, ancestral/demographic connections, expatriate communities, 
shared geographic/sector challenges, faith-based groups, and personal 
experiences ranging from study/work abroad to marriages. 

The terms “sister city” and “friendship city” sometimes have different meanings. 
Generally speaking, friendship cities are less formal than sister cities. In some 
cities, “friendship city” is often used as a first stage in the relationship, and after it 
is strengthened and the partners are sure they want a long-term relationship, 
they will become “sister cities.” 

Each of Sister Cities International’s members are independent organizations, and 
they have a number of management structures. Sister city organizations are run 
by groups of volunteers, representatives from local institutions, the mayor’s office 
or municipal government, or by some combination of these. Most often, sister city 
organizations are incorporated as 501(c)(3) nonprofits, although the municipal 
government may have representation or a formal relationship with the group. 
Some sister city organizations are run by local institutions, such as a museum, 
cultural center, or chamber of commerce. 

Explore the Sister Cities International website's Membership Directory to find the 
sister city relationships of all current members to learn more about these 
partnerships.  
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