Tips for doing humanitarian work elsewhere

Who is asking you to come?

Who is asking you to come, and where do they fit in? Those you are connected with or perceived to be influenced by will carry more weight than who you are, what you do, or what you believe.

Get all contact details for the person who is calling and the organization and anyone else whose name crops up in the conversation. Check the spelling of names. Get it right.

Within the organization, who wields power over this initiative? How do they deal with others?

What will happen to the results of this work? Will the partners compete for ownership?

Don’t get into solutions until you have the story straight. 

Ask about the nature of confidentiality, and be sure to respect their requests and guidelines.

At the end of the call, make an action plan. Arrange a time to talk again. Send them a letter outlining the possible activities you have discussed.

Your role

What are they asking you to do, and how do you fit in? List priorities and questions that will guide your thinking when you are called on to intervene. Foremost, be a confidential, empathetic, humble, mindful, respectful, and non-judgmental listener. Accept everyone and exclude no one.

But also be confident.

Why is an outsider needed? Why you? Ask what your role is if there are already people working on the inside. Empower those on the inside to do the work themselves. 

Ask for active responses; silence does not necessarily mean affirmation.

What is your timeframe? Assume things will take longer than is initially proposed or expected. If there are specific limits to your time, be as clear and transparent with people about what those are and the impact they may have on your work together.

To whom will you be accountable? To whom will you report? How will success be measured? 

What are you hoping to build? Develop clear, positive images of what you are hoping to build.

What is the best-case scenario? 

What is your measure of success? 

When can you say you have achieved your aim or goal, whatever that goal may be?

Ask questions about funding in the early stages. Make clear the expectations, goals, strategies, and reporting procedures.

Ask if there is anything they need you to bring. 

Consult with those already working there for their views, suggestions, and counsel.

· Who in the system can help you succeed?

· Who already has resources in place that can save you valuable time, money, and effort?

· Who do you need to help secure your credibility and safeguard you from backlash?

· How does this initiative fit in with the larger picture of what else is happening in this situation, even and especially activities that seem quite different?

Create a local support group to act as a reference board and to give insight and understanding about the setting. They will help you understand your best role, which is often listening, asking good questions, and sharing stories from other contexts.

Be willing to accept and offer feedback and criticism, particularly from people in the setting.

After you finish, write up what you learned and share it with them. Maintain contact.

Do not be rash

Do not be swept away with a feeling that you need to act. Take time for a careful assessment. 

If you say yes, you are making a commitment that must be kept. Get clear about how much you need to earn, how much time you can offer, and how much stress you are willing to endure.

To stay connected with your center of energy, ask yourself these questions frequently:

· Why am I going? Am I trying to save the world? What are my mind, heart, and body telling me right now? Am I attending to all of the dimensions of what comprises my whole self? Would I really be helping? How?

Avoid showing you work in isolation. Be with a team. You cannot do it all nor do it alone.

When not to go

Too violent / corrupt

· If your presence will put the locals’ lives in jeopardy

· If checkpoints will make you feel claustrophobic

· If your embassy discourages you from going

· If the values and motivations of the locals are heavily diluted by self-interest.

Too expensive

Too long of a personal commitment

· If you don’t know the limitations of your role

· If you cannot keep your promises

Too solitary

· If you’re going to save the world (Thinking you can do it all will lead to disappointment.)

Too disempowering of locals’ abilities

· If you’ll be duplicating someone else’s work

· If the request comes from outside the local context

Too irresponsible (either you or the locals)

· If the locals do not know why they need you

· If you haven’t had time to consult with others who have already been there

· If you cannot keep things confidential

· If there is no local commitment

· If there is no accountability 

Too blurry

· If you do not have a vision of what you are trying to do

· If you can’t be transparent about your funding
