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Before you can build relationships based on mutual trust,
you need to take an honest look at your motivations for
adopting a participatory approach. The following questions
should be discussed with colleagues and management.

BUILDING MUTUAL RESPECT

In humanitarian responses, there is often an imbalance of
power between the humanitarian organisation (as an aid
provider that holds access to key resources) and the affec-
ted population (as potential aid recipients). Terminology such
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Is it to make my work easier? To facilitate needs assessment
and targeting? To reduce project costs by introducing a cost-
sharing mechanism (with beneficiaries), or by using cheap
local implementing partners?

Is it to reduce the level of insecurity humanitarian personnel
are exposed to by using local implementing partners?

Is it because the donor asked for a paragraph on participation
in the project proposal?

Is it because your organisation believes that participation can
considerably improve the short and longer-term impact of
humanitarian action?

Is it because your organisation recognises that people from
affected communities are not passive recipients of aid, but
actors responsible for their own survival and future who have
skills and and aspirations?

Who should my organisation work with? Individual members of
the affected population? Local political structures? Grassroots/
community-based organisations (CBOs)?

Should my organisation form a partnership with other
organisations?

What are the risks of becoming embroiled in local power
struggles?

What risk is there that those we are trying to assist suffer
human rights violations or stigmatisation as a result of their
participation’?

How do | reconcile the need to respect humanitarian principles
with a participatory approach?

What can be done to make sure that those who participate
are not subsequently discriminated against?

How should participatory activities be implemented so that
they ensure, or even enhance, the safety of aid actors and
members of the affected population?

as ‘beneficiaries’, ‘the locals’ and ‘downward accountability’,
imply a certain degree of condescension, or hierarchy. Fur-
thermore, the situations in which aid organisations work and
their ways of working often create distance with the affected
population which does not help to build relationships which
are based on mutual respect.

Participation in the provision of aid can often create a cer-
tain bitterness and mistrust both among aid workers and
members of the affected population. Some of the arguments
put forward for ‘non-participation’ tend to reveal a wariness
between humanitarian actors and the affected populations,
which limits the exchange of information.

Communication is on of the keys to building bridges
between affected populations and aid organisations. It
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is a two-way process which
involves both giving and recei-
ving information.

Chapter 4 looks specifically at
communication techniques and
how they can be used to support
participation. Before using these
techniques it is useful to reflect
on two key elements of good
communication:

e attitude and behaviour

e transparency andinformation-
sharing

"’.1 "l&' impﬂrtﬂﬂce Participation is an encounter

between individuals, cultures,

OI Cltﬁtllde ﬂﬂd values, beliefs and skills. Its suc-

° cess depends on the ability of
bEhﬂUIOUT those involved to understand and

respect one another.

This means questioning one’s own behaviour and, more
profoundly, one’s attitudes and mindset. Am | really ready
to listen to what people have to say? Am | ready to review
and possibly change our priorities? Am | paying sufficient
attention to the projects, ideas and concerns of the affected
population?

But also: Do people know me? Do they understand why |
am here and what | am doing? How am | going to deal with
the inevitable inequalities between myself and the affected
population?

For all the importance of mandates, organisational strategies
etc, individuals are at the heart of a participatory process.
The personality, background, experience, and behaviour of
those involved, and the way they interact is bound to shape
the process. It is therefore important to be aware of your
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position vis-a-vis the population, how you may be perceived,
and how you (with your appearance, origin, status, expe-
rience, personality, etc.) affect the process.

lll.1.1 € Outsider or insider?

Whether one is from the affected population or foreign to it
will affect the relationship. Several characteristics can be
associated with the status of ‘outsider’ and ‘insider’ that will
influence a participatory process.

Insider: being very close to a community, or being from a
community means having detailed knowledge and experience
of how a community works and what it has been through.
An ‘insider’ can see many things that are invisible to foreign
eyes.

Furthermore, an ‘insider’ can be integrated in local networks,
and already have established relationships of trust or distrust
with community members.

Outsider: a newcomer in a community can bring a different
perspective and ensure a greater degree of objectivity. An
‘outsider’ can help address problems without being influen-
ced by local interests, or becoming emotionally involved in
a way that may destabilise the project. An ‘outsider’ can
mediate impartially when negotiations are held between dif-
ferent groups of the population. A newcomer can establish
relationships without preconceived notions, thus avoiding
conflicts and tensions that may be inherited from the past

However, the distinction between
‘outsiders’ and ‘insiders’ is delicate
and many-sided. No one remains
on the outside for long. Having
arrived in a community, an “outsi-
der” begins to have a role and to
affect local social dynamics. The
opposite can also be true. An ‘insi-
der’ can sometimes be perceived
as an ‘outsider’.
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lll1.2 € How does my
status, experience and
expertise affect m

re atwnshlg with the
population:

Regardless of whether we are
considered ‘outsiders’ or ‘insi-
ders’, our relationship with the
population will be affected by
issues of status, gender, age,
past experience and expertise as
well as the roles and responsibi-
lities that we have had. Being aware of how our own position
and status affect the participatory process makes it easier
to identify potential bias and pressure which may reduce the
possibility of establishing open dialogue and trust.

lil.1.3 € How do other people see me?

While not necessarily being aware of it, humanitarian aid
workers send out many signals, both verbal and non-ver-
bal, which can create a distance between themselves and
the affected population, and which can undermine mutual
respect and trust.

Particular signals are sent out by
behaviour such as driving fast in
4-wheel drive vehicles, using
expensive technology ostenta-
tiously (HF/VHF radios, mobile
phones, laptop computers etc.),
wearing certain types of clothing
and using technical jargon and
acronyms. The population may
also have some pre-conceived
ideas or prejudices about people
from your country or place of
origin, or based on your accent
or physical appearance.
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The first step is to be aware of the kind of behaviour that
creates distance and the kind that builds bridges and
strengthens relationships.

As well as enabling communication, language can also create
barriers if jargon and technical terms are used. These bar-
riers should be overcome by adapting one’s vocabulary, by
working with translators, or even by providing some basic
training on the terms commonly used in the humanitarian
sector.

Even using tools intended to encourage or facilitate parti-
cipation can result in members of the affected population
feeling ill at ease. People are easily dazzled by high-tech
procedures. Participants in workshops and focus groups
may be embarrassed to speak or afraid of appearing igno-
rant or less ‘knowledgeable’ than aid workers, or they may
simply not dare to contradict them out of respect.

Simplicity and respect are essential to creating space for
communication and participation. You will often be asking
people about many aspects of their lives, families and com-
munities in the course of your work. Make sure that you also
tell people something about yourself. People relate more
easily to individuals they can identify with, and asking after
each other’s family members is a common part of greeting
friends and acquaintances in many cultures - it is difficult to
do this if you don't tell people about yourself.

Breaking down barriers involves adapting one’s behaviour
and dress to the local context and customs. This is a visible
demonstration of respect. Try adopting traditional forms of
dialogue and social interaction, and telling (culturally appro-
priate) jokes and anecdotes as a way to build relationships.

Do not be afraid to recognise your mistakes, or faux pas.
They can offer an opportunity to enter into dialogue and to
assess how errors are made and how they can be avoided
in future. A community that gets to know you better as a
person, rather than just as an aid official, will be more wil-
ling to forgive errors and mistakes, and in turn may feel
more able to admit to errors on their own part.
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1 How does my position or status affect my relationship with the
population?

> Does the population have preconceived ideas about people
from my country or culture? How can | work to overcome
negative stereotyping?

3  Ismybehaviour creating distance or improving the relationship?
What do | need to change?

4 What should | be doing to make people feel comfortable and
respected?

The terms ‘translator’ and ‘interpre-

ter’ are often used interchangeably.
In general a translator will work
with written texts and provide an
accurate, if not verbatim, rendering
of written text from one language
to another. An interpreter provides an oral translation
usually in real-time and therefore there is an element
of interpretation of what exactly each party means. It is
the interpreter’'s responsibility to translate the particular
nuances of each language to the other party.

Professional interpreters are aware of potential difficul-
ties and are trained to deal with them, but it is unlikely that
you will be able to find one in an emergency situation. In
the field, the person who is translating for you may need
some help and advice to do their job well and you may
need to adapt your behaviour and way of working to the
interpretation facilities that are available. The guidance in
this section refers primarily to oral translation and inter-
pretation.

Choosing an interpreter or translator is a difficult task.
In an ideal situation, the qualities of a good interpreter
include:
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e A sophisticated understanding of both languages
e An understanding of the subject of the discussion

e An ability to transfer ideas expressed in one language
into an equally meaningful form in the other language

e An understanding of the cultures
e Sensitivity and attention to detail
e An understanding of specialised or technical terminology

e An ability to work impartially, without introducing any
personal bias into the interpretation

You may need to ask a driver or a local schoolteacher to
perform this function for you. In this case, it is your job to
help them develop interpreting skills. It is important to take
time to do this and to explain the
issues involved. This will allow
them to get used to the way you
think and speak and is an opportu-
nity to establish a way of working
and ground rules.

Once you have found a suitable
interpreter, it is important to build
up a good working relationship with
them. Give them as much informa-
tion as you can before any activity.
Unless and until you are sure about
them in all respects, you must try
to stay in control, and not let them
have long exchanges which you are
unable to follow. However, if this does happen, be sure to
watch what is going on as you may learn a lot anyway.

The interpreter’'s gender and social status may determine
how people express and present themselves to you. Women
may feel uncomfortable and inhibited if they have to speak
through a male interpreter, particularly in circumstances
where they are not normally ‘allowed’ to speak out in front
of men. Likewise, men may feel that certain topics are
‘inappropriate’ to discuss through a female interpreter.
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Guidelines for working with an interpreter”:

e Regular communication with the interpreter is necessary
to make sure the goals and purpose of the interview or
meeting are clear. Confer with the interpreter before the
meeting whenever possible.

e Describe the respective roles of the people involved, inclu-
ding yourself, and any relevant background information,
such as foreseeable problems or conflicts and details of
any confidentiality issues.

e Explain what information you are seeking and what you
want to convey to people. Include details of any technical
terms or specialist vocabulary that may be used.

e Speak concisely and do not use long, complicated senten-
ces. Avoid complex discussion of several topics in a single
spoken paragraph.

e Avoid technical terminology, abbreviations and professio-
nal jargon, and if you do use it be consistent. Make sure that
your interpreter knows what the terms mean ahead of time
and agree in advance on how they should be translated
in order to reflect their meaning accurately and meanin-

gfully.

e Avoid idiomatic expressions, slang and metaphors. Use
comparisons and similes only when necessary to clarify a
point and choose them with care.

e Encourage the interpreter to translate people’s actual
words as much as possible rather than summarising, para-
phrasing or ‘polishing’ it into professional jargon, so that
you have the clearest picture of what is going on, the emo-
tional state of the person speaking and any other important
information.

e Make sure the interpreter does not insert his or her own
ideas or interpretations or omit information.

" Adapted from:
Randal-David, E (1989) Strategies for Working with Culturally Diverse Communities and Clients.
Washington D.C.: Association for the Care of Children’s Health.

Lynch, E (1992) “From culture shock to cultural learning” in EW Lynch and MJ Hanson (eds)
Developing Cross-Cultural Competence: A Guide for Working with Young Children and Their
Families. Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brooks Publishing Co., pp 35-62.

e During the conversation, look at and speak directly to the
person, not the interpreter.

e Listen to the person speaking and watch their non-verbal
communication - facial expressions, voice intonations and
body movements.

e Be patient and allow for plenty of time. An interpreted
conversation takes longer. Careful interpretation often
requires the interpreter to use long explanatory phrases.
Question the interpreter if given a very short translation of
a much longer dialogue.

e Learn basic words and sentences of the language. Become
familiar with special terminology used by people. Even
though you can't speak well enough to communicate
directly, the more you understand, the greater the chance
you will pick up on misunderstandings or misinterpretation
(accidental or deliberate).

e Debrief after each session so that any confusion or gaps
can be cleared up while the conversation is still fresh in
your memory.

Interpretation is extremely tiring. However well one or both
languages is spoken, you will need to make sure the interpre-
ter has more rest periods than you normally need, has had
enough to eat and feels able to say when they are tired.

Listening and taking into account what is said

Listening skills are essential to meaningful participation. Many
‘participatory techniques’ can become information extrac-
tion exercises, where field workers, preoccupied with their
own intentions, unconsciously select or interpret information
according to their own interests and level of awareness.

Ask yourself:

e Am | really listening to the other person’s concerns and
ideas, or am | using participatory techniques to advance
my own agenda or to validate decisions that | have already
made?

e Am | ready and able to hear different points of view, and
am | granting the other parties enough space to express
themselves?

I
Mutual respect

7
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e Am | being approachable enough so that people feel free to
speak openly and frankly to me?

Don't be afraid to remain silent and just watch what is hap-
pening. Looking at people as they speak enhances their
confidence and helps you to listen. In group discussions pay
attention to those who remain silent, try to include them by
using your eyes and body language to encourage them to
speak, or ask them questions directly when appropriate. Feel
free to rephrase what has been said in order to check that
you have understood correctly.

The next chapter looks at communication techniques. Mutual
respect is fundamental to good communication. Communi-
cation is more than simply understanding what people say
to each other, it is the exchange of ideas and negotiation in
decision-making. To listen and to understand each other, with
mutual respect, requires flexibility and adaptability.

0o t I .
: ‘Solutions to problems are not the product of a consen- |
: sus, but of a negotiation between the various groups... :
i The wealth of solutions is found in their diversity ra- |
: ther than in their uniformity.’ ,'
Do Gy e _

Ask yourself:

e Am | able to review my priorities and objectives according
to what members of the affected population say and pro-
pose”?

e Am | able to explain my position in a way that is understan-
dable to them and does not hinder dialogue?

e Does the participatory process genuinely leave space for
people to engage on their own terms, or is it tailored to suit
my interests?

8in «La Methode active de recherche et de planification participative (MARP): acquis, limites et
défis actuels», in Delville, L. et al (eds), Les Enquétes Participatives en Débat, Paris: Karthala, 2000.
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In many instances, aid actors do
not realise how frustrating their
actions can be for members of the
affected population. Large white
cars come and go, notes are taken,
questionnaires filled in, lists drawn
up, and triangulation exercises carried out, while the people
affected by the disaster or crisis wonder why, and to what
benefit.

It is important to explain to the population why you are there,
who you work for, what the organisation does, how it works,
and what constraints it faces. This can go a long way towards
establishing a climate of trust, and generating the will to work
together. Failure to clarify these factors can create a sense
of suspicion, anxiety and frustration especially amongst peo-
ple who have been through difficult or traumatic events.

Transparency does not mean one has to communicate
everything to everybody. In some circumstances, it is
important to respect confidentiality or withhold information

lil.3 Transparency
and information-
sharing
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that is not confirmed or is subject to change, for reasons
of security and protection, or simply to avoid confusion
and misunderstandings.

‘We can't tell the refugees that we haven't yet recei-
ved their food supplies (...) just as we can't talk about
the possibility of transferring a population to ano-
ther location in their presence (...) There are certain
subjects that are extremely sensitive and need to
be discussed internally before conveying the infor-
mation to the refugee population (..) for their
own security’.

Aid worker, Guinée Forestiére.

However, these concerns should not prevent aid orga-
nisations from aspiring to greater transparency in their
decision-making and operational choices.

Presenting yourself properly to the population with whom
you wish to work is the first step to developing a relationship
based on mutual respect and transparency. Explain the his-
tory, mandate and work of your
organisation. Be precise in pre-
senting your guiding principles.
Tell people about yourself too,
not just about your work role,
but where you come from and
about your family and country.
Explain why you are visiting the
community, but be careful not to
create false expectations.

When engaging with a com-
munity, it is very important to
clarify from the outset how you
and your organisation function,
the constraints under which you
have to operate, and what you
can and cannot do. This is equally

o]
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important with the administrative and government officials
who have local responsibilities for the people too.

Certain project procedures, such as provision of supplies,
are long drawn out affairs. The population might not unders-
tand why so much precious time is lost. It is important to
explain these processes before
people start to think that you are
trying to make money out of their
suffering. Involving a community
representative in the development
of a tender and the responses to
it can be a good way of avoiding
misunderstanding.

When wusing particular techni-
ques (like mapping, triangulation
exercises, and focus groups) be
sure to give reasons for them.
For instance, how the informa-
tion collected will be managed;
how it will be used, where it will
be kept, who will have access to
it, and so on.

Explaining the various stages
involved in the provision of aid,
from the donor to the NGO, can
help to prevent misunderstan-
ding.

Explain yourself using vocabulary
and expressions that are acces-
sible to your audience. Be open
to questions, check that you have
been understood, and do not hesi-
tate to clarify the situation again
and again.

Participation usually requires
that the parties involved in a pro-
ject provide resources such as
time, labour, material input and so
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on. The nature and the amount of each party’s contribution
should be clearly stated and respected throughout the pro-
cess. Commitments can be formalised through a contractual
arrangement and should be realistic, creating an incentive
for participation.

Chapter 5 looks at how to establish partnership agreements
and how to work with partners.

Of course, things do not always
go according to plan, but as
most societies have their own
problem-solving  mechanisms,
it makes sense to use these as
part of your programme.

For instance, public announce-
ments at general meetings or on
local radio, notice boards and lea-
flets are essential. They ensure
that problem-solving mechanisms
are transparent and give indivi-
duals the opportunity to complain
or appeal. It is important to choose
a media that is accessible to all
in order to avoid discrimination.
For example, all local languages
should be used, messages should
not only be communicated via
written media if there are a lot of
illiterate people and places should
be chosen to which women as
well as men have access, etc.

Such communication is central
to social rapport, encouraging
members of the population them-
selves to ensure that programme
modalities are respected. This
is an effective way of avoiding
manipulation or diversion of aid,
and discrimination.
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Unforeseen difficulties due, for instance, to delays in acqui-
ring funding, hold-ups in relation to shipments, the supply
of insufficient, incorrect or spoiled goods, and problems
due to the climate and insecurity are frequent. Members
of the affected population and the structures with which
you work will most likely be understanding if the risks and
complications have been fully explained to them. What is
totally unacceptable is not keeping them informed, as this
is essential to establishing a relationship of trust. As in
any relationship, failure to be consistent, to be true to your
commitments or to hold others accountable for theirs will
undermine the relationship and any trust you have built up
between you.

1 Have | explained clearly why | am here, what my organisation
does, how we work, and the constraints on our work?

2 Have | identified appropriate information-sharing channels and
processes to ensure that all people are reached?

3 Am | being consistent in what | say and do?

KEY
QUESTIONS
17:
Transparency
and
information-
sharing
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Chapter 3 summary
Building mutual respect
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