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1
  HELVETAS AND CONFLICT   
  SENSITIVITY: APPROACH   
  AND LESSONS LEARNED  

Conflict sensitivity is about being aware that our work, 
presence, and behaviour can have potential negative 
or positive effects on tensions and conflicts in con-
texts where we are working. It is also about taking ac-
tions to avoid these negative effects and to reinforce 
the positive effects. 

The purpose of this publication is to illustrate what 
conflict sensitivity looks like in practice. It presents a 
collection of experiences from Helvetas staff around 
the world. The 39 examples from 15 countries cover 
all Helvetas’ working areas.1 They illustrate the differ-
ent ways in which our interventions can have unintend-
ed effects in the social contexts in which we operate 
and how staff acted to prevent potential negative im-
pacts of our work or adapted when tensions did arise. 

The publication is organized into three chapters: 

• This first chapter gives a short overview of Helve-
tas’ approach to conflict sensitivity and summariz-
es the lessons learned from our experiences of ap-
plying conflict sensitivity. 

• The second chapter focuses on different kinds of 
unintended consequences of our actions.

• The third chapter focuses on the important role of 
behaviour, i.e. the way in which we carry out our 
activities. 

Readers can navigate the publication in two ways. 
First, by reading straight through, following the given 
structure of the publication. This offers an overview 
and illustration of the different ways in which our pres-
ence, activities and behaviour can affect the contexts 
in which we operate. Alternatively, the publication can 
be browsed as a small database of stories of how Hel-
vetas staff implemented conflict sensitivity. Each ex-
ample is tagged to indicate the relevant working area, 
country and relevant cross-cutting themes such as 
advocacy, partnership, inclusive systems, gender and 
social equity, urban engagement, and youth. To find 
the relevant examples for each category of interest, 
it is easiest to first consult the cross-reference index.

  1.1 THE 3-STEP APPROACH TO CONFLICT   

  SENSITIVITY  

Helvetas’ approach to conflict sensitivity has been 
guided by the manual 3 Steps for Working in Fragile 
and Conflict-affected Situations (see Figure 1). Con-
flict sensitivity is defined as the ability of an organiza-
tion to 1) understand the context in which it is operating 
(including intergroup tensions, the divisive issues and 
those that have the potential to strengthen social cohe-
sion); 2) understand the interaction between its inter-
vention and that context; 3) act on that understanding 
to avoid exacerbating a fragile and conflict situation 
and instead strengthen local capacities for peace.2

“Conflict sensitivity requires us to 
take time: time to listen, observe 

and understand, time to discuss and 
reflect, time to plan and adapt.  

It’s time well spent that helps us to  
anticipate, spot, and address  

problems before they escalate.”  
 
 
 
 

Owen Frazer,  
Senior Advisor Conflict Transformation

Figure 1. 

Conflict Sensitive Project and Programme Management (Helvetas)

https://www.helvetas.org/Publications-PDFs/2013_hsi_manual_3_steps_wfcs.pdf
https://www.helvetas.org/Publications-PDFs/2013_hsi_manual_3_steps_wfcs.pdf
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This publication mainly focuses on Steps 2 and 3 of 
the 3-Step approach. It explains, and illustrates with 
examples, how our interventions’ interaction with the 
context may unintentionally contribute to conflicts and 
tensions and what adaptations can be made to avoid 
such consequences.

  1.2 ACTIONS AND BEHAVIOURS HAVE   

  CONSEQUENCES 

There are two main ways in which humanitari-
an, development and peacebuilding interventions 
can affect the contexts in which they take place. 
These have been summarized in the phrase “ac-
tions and behaviours have consequences”. They 
concern the “what” and “how” of interventions.3 

THE “WHAT”

An organization’s actions can have an impact on 
the context through bringing in resources from the 
outside and introducing them into a local context. 
Resources can be tangible, such as goods and 
money, or intangible, such as services, opportuni-
ties and systemic improvements. The way in which 
goods and services are introduced can affect the 
context and lead to an increase or decrease in so-
cial tensions. Such unintended consequences of 
bringing in goods and services are known in con-
flict sensitivity jargon as “resource transfer effects”.4 

 The different ways in which the transfer of resourc-
es can do harm are explained and illustrated in Sec-
tion 2.

THE “HOW”
 
Equally important as the introduction and distribution 
of resources, are the ways in which organizations, 
their staff and partners behave and how they are per-
ceived. This includes the ways in which staff interact 
with each other, with partners and other stakehold-
ers and, most importantly, with local people. Through 
their behaviour staff send messages about the inten-
tions, values, and goals of an organization. The differ-
ent ways in which behaviour can influence conflict are 
explained and illustrated in Section 3.5

  1.3 LESSONS LEARNED  

7 important lessons emerge from the examples and 
case studies presented in Chapters 2 and 3.

1.  Conflict sensitivity is relevant in all contexts 
and especially in fragile contexts 

The examples demonstrate that conflict sensitivity is 
important in all settings, not only those suffering from 
armed conflict. Tensions and conflict are present in 
every society. Nevertheless, the risks of doing harm 
are particularly pronounced in situations of fragility 
and violent conflict. As the proportion of its operations 
in such contexts has increased, conflict sensitivity has 
become even more important for Helvetas. The unin-
tended effects of our actions become especially visi-
ble in humanitarian interventions. Due to the nature of 
the issues and processes, the interventions and their 
effects become more immediately visible than in lon-
ger-term development interventions. Due to the time 
pressure involved, the difficult balancing act between 
analysis and action also increases the challenge of 
acting conflict sensitively. 

2. Conflict sensitivity starts with awareness 
Awareness of the context, and of the potential unin-
tended consequences of our actions, is the starting 
point for conflict sensitivity. This means our staff is 
trained to always have their “antennae” out, ready to 
gather information about actual and potential ten-
sions. This information informs our analysis. What 
emerges from many of the examples is that a strong 
analysis, especially of the involved stakeholders, is 

“We need to try to  
understand even better, 

because the real  
insights often only 

emerge when you dig 
deeper.”

 

Regula Gattiker,  
Senior Advisor Conflict Transformation
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essential to avoid creating tensions. With a strong 
analysis, actions and behaviours can be adapted 
appropriately to avoid contributing to actual and 
potential tensions.

3.  Conflict sensitive behaviour is everyone’s 
responsibility 

While Helvetas’ 3-step approach to conflict sensitivity 
emphasizes Conflict Sensitive Project Management 
(CSPM), conflict sensitivity is first and foremost about 
individuals. Our behaviour as individuals matters. The 
case studies highlight the importance of showing re-
spect for differences in culture and value systems. Re-
spectful behaviour is often rooted in self-awareness 
and reflections upon questions of positionality (our 
relationship to actors in the context).6 Being fair often 
means making an extra personal effort, for example, 
to ensure broad inclusion, particularly of marginalized 
people. Often, we have to find a balance between 
showing respect for local cultures and values and 
honouring commitments to organizational values and 
international human rights principles such as inclu-
sion and gender equity. Similarly, accountability and 
transparency are not only rooted in organizational pol-
icies and processes, but also in individual behaviour. 
When it comes to accountability, taking time to listen 
and respond to the concerns of local stakeholders is 
key. Transparent communication is important when it 
comes to avoiding misunderstandings or selecting 
target groups or locations for our projects. As individ-
uals we are ambassadors for the organization and its 
activities, and we have all have a primary role to play 
in communication.

4.  Conflict sensitivity is proactive as well as 
reactive 

Many projects and programmes are good at the reac-
tive part of conflict sensitivity; they find creative ways 
of adapting when problems arise. However, some-
times this reactivity is focused on problems that arise 
for project implementation, or that relate to the securi-
ty of staff and partners. Less attention is given to how 
our interventions might be creating problems in the 
context. By being proactive in our application of con-
flict sensitivity, we can anticipate issues before they 
arise and be more alert to problems we may create in 
the context, even when this does not have immediate 
consequences for us.

5.  Conflict sensitivity requires special attention 
to distribution and legitimization effects 

The examples suggest that the two most frequently 
encountered ways how we unintentionally affect the 
social context in which we operate are through the dis-
tribution of resources and through legitimizing certain 
actors. This is in line with the experience of other or-
ganizations.7 Conflicts related to the distribution of re-
sources are especially relevant for projects that work 
on land and water issues. The risks of negative effects 
through unintentionally legitimizing certain actors are 
especially salient in Voice, Inclusion and Cohesion 
projects and those with an advocacy component. 8 

6.  Conflict sensitivity and security manage-
ment are interdependent

Being conflict sensitive helps to reduce security 
risks by contributing to our positive reputation and 
helping to increase our acceptance. Conversely, 
good security management helps to ensure we can 

“I realized that  
conflict analysis is as 

important as risk  
analysis in project  

design.”

 
Sulhiya Khaidarova,  

Country Representative Tajikistan

“Helvetas is made up of 
people, so we all have 
an individual role and 
responsibility when it 

comes to being conflict 
sensitive.”

Riccardo Riccardi,  
Regional Director for Central America
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continue implementing our projects in a sustainable 
manner. This mitigates the risk that we contribute 
to tensions by unexpectedly suspending projects. 
Because both conflict sensitivity and safety and se-
curity risk management depend on a strong context 
analysis and actor mapping, there are important 
synergies between the two approaches.

7.  Conflict sensitivity depends on good 
 communication 

Transparent communication is central to conflict sen-
sitivity. It helps to prevent tensions from arising and 
to mitigate tensions once they do arise. Language is 
always a sensitive issue, and conflict sensitive com-
munication requires being aware of how particular 
words and phrases are likely to be interpreted and 
how they can legitimize certain discourses and ac-
tors and delegitimize others. Even the term “conflict 
sensitivity” itself can be sensitive. In some contexts, 
programmes have preferred to speak of “context sen-
sitivity”. Particularly in authoritarian contexts, where 
political sensitivities are high, this term is often used 
instead of “conflict sensitivity”.

“Conflict sensitivity 
must be part of our daily 

lives. We are not  
isolated; we are part  

of the context.”

Modibo Ouedraogo,  
Conflict Sensitivity Focal Point Burkina Faso



One kind of possible effect of our actions are market effects. These occur when activities lead to changes in incomes, wages, profits, or prices in local 
markets, potentially sparking or aggravating tensions.
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2 
  WHAT WE DO: THE   
  UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES   
  OF OUR ACTIONS  

All aid and development operations transfer resourc-
es into a context. These resources can be tangible, 
such as money, goods, food, vehicles, and shelter. 
They can also be intangible, such as skills training 
and advocacy support.9 These resources always 
have an impact on the context. What is critical is to 
understand how these resources affect social dy-
namics. Resources represent power and wealth and 
can be used to increase power and wealth. There-
fore, they have an important impact on existing pow-
er structures, either reinforcing or changing them. In 
contexts of fragility and violent conflict, where power 
structures are being contested, the different ways in 
which the introduction of new resources can impact a 
conflict become especially relevant.10 As explained in 
the text box “resource transfer effects”, there are five 
main ways in which resource transfers can have un-
intended consequences: theft and diversion, market 
effects, distribution effects, substitution effects, and 
legitimization effects. This section presents examples 
of these effects encountered during Helvetas work 
around the world.

RESOURCE TRANSFER EFFECTS 11

1. THEFT AND DIVERSION
When resources are stolen or diverted and used 
for conflict-related ends, including by armed 
groups.

2. MARKET EFFECTS 
When activities lead to changes in incomes, wag-
es, profits, or prices in local markets, potentially 
sparking or aggravating tensions. 

3. DISTRIBUTION EFFECTS 
When activities or resources are distributed in 
perceived, or actually, unfair or biased manners to 
local people and groups.

4. SUBSTITUTION EFFECTS 
When activities replace local capacities they can 
delegitimize those actors who previously were re-
sponsible for delivering particular goods and ser-
vices, or also free up resources of some actors to 
pursue violent conflict.

5. LEGITIMIZATION EFFECTS 
When organizations, by collaborating with certain 
actors, bestow legitimacy on them, and/or by not 
collaborating with other actors, delegitimize them.

All these effects become especially salient when 
the line between those who benefit from our pres-
ence and projects, and those who don’t, runs 
along existing divisions in a community. Depend-
ing on the context this can include political, eth-
nic, religious, class, caste, gender, age, and other 
social divisions. 
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 2.1 BEING SENSITIVE TO  
 THE DIVERSION OF RESOURCES 

Theft or diversion of resources occurs when resourc-
es are taken from the organization or used for purpos-
es other than those for which they were intended.12 
Theft, diversion and corruption are common risks an 
organization pays attention to and tries to avoid. Even 
in contexts without conflict, diversion can damage 
the sense of security in communities, undermine trust 
and ultimately undermine effectiveness. Moreover, 
theft can also turn into a security risk, as staff could 
be harmed during the theft, such as in car-jacking or 
armed robberies.

In contexts of violent conflict, the dangers theft poses 
gain significance. Stolen resources can directly fuel 
conflict if they are stolen by, or end up in the hands of, 
violent groups. These stolen resources can include 
goods or money. Both can also be diverted and taken 
away in the form of “taxes” imposed by both govern-
mental and non-governmental armed actors to fund 
ongoing fighting.13

Helvetas’ experiences with theft and  diversion 
offer some important lessons:

• Thanks to creative thinking and quick action by lo-
cal staff, theft and diversion which could have fur-
ther fuelled the conflicts could be avoided (Exam-
ples 1 and 3).

• Being proactive, trying to avoid situations where re-
sources could be stolen, can be much easier than 
being reactive, trying to retrieve stolen resources 
(Examples 1 and 3).

• A frequently occurring problem in violent conflicts 
with non-state armed actors is the demand to pay 
“taxes” to them, which is difficult to decline due to 
security considerations (Example 2).

• Having to work with a local partner engaging in 
corruption poses specific difficulties. Having good 
relationships with other local stakeholders is of im-
portance in order to take action to prevent further 
corrupt behaviour (Example 4). 
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1. Vehicles are a resource that is vulnera-
ble to diversion

Helvetas had several ongoing projects in the Am-
hara region in Ethiopia when the war broke out 
between Ethiopian government forces on one 
side, and Tigray defence forces on the other side. 
When the government forces moved deeper into 
the Amhara region, they took vehicles that be-
longed to Helvetas, in order to use them in the 
war effort. A member of local Helvetas staff man-
aged to discuss the issue with them and the gov-
ernment forces released the vehicles. 

#Ethiopia

3. The nature of the resource affects its 
vulnerability to theft and diversion

In a country where Helvetas was active, there was 
a long running insurgency against the govern-
ment. While a peace treaty was signed between 
the insurgents and the government, some under-
ground insurgent groups remained active, en-
gaging in recruitment and extracting money and 
goods from people living in the region. 

In one project, sometimes Helvetas staff needed 
to send training modules to a local partner in a 
district where underground insurgent groups 
were active. It had happened that members of 
those groups had come to check if there were any 
items such as food that they could steal. Helvetas 
staff, aware of the risk of theft, were careful not 
to send goods that could be of value to armed 
groups. However, they correctly calculated that 
the training modules were too heavy to be sto-
len and so could continue to supply them to the 
local partner. If in this case goods had been sto-
len by the armed groups, this could have posed a 
problem in the cooperation with the government, 
which could have accused the project of support-
ing the insurgency.

2. Armed groups’ demands for “taxes” 
must be delicately navigated

In a country in conflict, Helvetas collaborated with 
local business partners. These were faced with 
many challenges because they operated in a re-
gion where various ethnic armed groups were ac-
tive. The armed groups demanded that the local 
business partners pay “taxes” to them. The local 
business partners were threatened with violence 
if these were not paid. Sometimes, the armed 
groups also demanded a hiding place or food. 
This put Helvetas’ local business partners at risk 
from other competing armed groups who might 
deem them partial to one armed group.

Much discussion went into how to ensure the 
safety of the local partner, without paying the “tax-
es” demanded by the armed groups and thereby 
indirectly giving money for potential arms procure-
ment and fuelling of the violent conflict. Some 
strategies employed by the local business part-
ners proved to be partially successful. Namely, 
they tried to negotiate the amount of the taxes 
down. The armed groups usually said they were 
collecting money for the good of the village and 
villagers. Helvetas’ local business partners then 
argued that they were already donating a lot and 
contributing a lot to village development. This 
worked, and they only had to pay a small amount, 
while trying to make sure this money was used for 
village development and not for other ends.
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4. Good relationships with local stakehold-
ers help to manage a corrupt partner

In a nutrition project in Bangladesh’s Hill Tracts 
region, Helvetas was part of a consortium with 
six partners. For the project implementation, local 
partners were involved. In Bangladesh, each de-
velopment project which receives foreign funding 
should receive prior approval from the NGO Af-
fairs Bureau. For any project planned for the Hill 
districts the NGO Affairs Bureau seeks the con-
sent of the Regional Hill District Council before 
approving the project. The Regional Hill District 
Council always prefers to engage local organisa-
tions, which have their origins in the Hill district 
and are managed by people from the indigenous 
Hill community. Therefore, the consortium includ-
ed one local Hill organisation in the project as 
part of building local capacity and respecting the 
preferences of the local authority.

In the third year of the project, it became appar-
ent that staff members of one of the local partners 
were involved in misappropriating project funds. 
All the consortium partners discussed together 
and communicated with the local partner, making 
it clear that this behaviour should stop. The cor-
rupt behaviour however continued. 

For a number of reasons it was not possible to 
simply exclude the partner from the project, the 
consortium partners developed a special operat-
ing system, which allowed for the continuation of 
work with the local partner in question, but where 
the organization of budgets was put in the hands 
of someone else. The local partner complained 
to the local government that they could not work 
with the consortium. However, Helvetas staff had 
a good relationship with the local government 
representatives and were able to ensure their 
support for the continuation of the project in the 
adapted set-up. 

#Bangladesh #WaterFoodClimate #Partnership
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 2.2 BEING SENSITIVE TO  
 HARMFUL EFFECTS ON  
 LOCAL MARKETS 

The introduction of new resources into a context can 
change local incentive structures and patterns of op-
portunity such as incomes, wages, profits, and prices. 
These changes to local markets in turn change the 
actual balance of who the economic winners and 
losers are, or perceptions people have of this. This 
becomes problematic if some people or groups are, 
or are perceived to be, favoured. It can increase ten-
sions between those who (supposedly) gained from 
an intervention and those who lost, or those whose 
economic situation remained the same.14

In contexts of violent conflict, market effects that 
make some forms of livelihoods untenable can further 
fuel violent conflicts by making it necessary for some 
people to seek alternative employment, which in some 
cases can be provided by state and non-state armed 
groups. Furthermore, changes in prices, wages and 
profits can further fuel conflict by reinforcing the war 
economy through making war-related activities even 
more lucrative, and some war-related actors even 
richer.15

Helvetas’ experiences with unintended  effects 
on local markets offer some important les-
sons:

• Coordinating humanitarian action is key to avoid or 
mitigate an often-occurring problem in humanitari-
an interventions: while one intervention alone, such 
as Helvetas’ intervention in Ethiopia’s northern war 
affected region, would not have caused inflation, 
it acted in concert with many other interventions 
that distributed cash and ultimately led to inflation 
(Example 5) 

• Sometimes, project successes can lead to con-
flict (Examples 6 and 9). For instance, as a result 
of more efficient water management, the demand 
for water decreased, which led to tensions with 
the water provider. In this case, a problem-solving 
dialogue with all involved stakeholders turned the 
situation from conflict into a win-win situation (Ex-
ample 6). 

• Transparent communication can be essential for 
mitigating tensions caused by (mis)perceptions 
(Example 7 and 8). 

• Considering all different actors that could be af-
fected by an action is key to avoid unforeseen con-
sequences (Example 9). 
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5. Uncoordinated cash assistance leads to 
inflation

Following the eruption of violent conflict between 
Ethiopian government forces and Tigray defence 
forces in 2020, many people were forced to flee. 
Before the war broke out around 75’000 peo-
ple used to live in Bahir Dar, the capital city of 
Ethiopia’s Amhara region. With the outbreak of 
the conflict, around 150’000 internally displaced 
people (IDP) came to the city. 

Immediately after the outbreak of the war, Helve-
tas joined a consortium project to address the 
humanitarian needs in the area. It also worked 
closely with other actors in the area to avoid 
a duplication of efforts and conflicts. As part of 
the project, the organizations distributed cash 
to IDPs. However, they were not the only ones. 
Many international and local organizations, as well 
as volunteers, were distributing cash. The large 
influx of cash into the local market caused prices 
to rise significantly. This price inflation contributed 
to tensions between IDPs and host communities, 
because IDPs were seen as the cause of inflation, 
which had made host communities who had no 
access to humanitarian aid poorer in real terms.

All humanitarian actors were part of the incident 
command post which was led by the department 
of disaster risk reduction. In this forum, the infla-
tion problem was discussed, and a consensus 
was reached that the amount of cash distributed 
should only cover basic needs such as oil, salt, 
flour and medication. Discussions with IDP repre-
sentatives were also conducted and the govern-
ment had meetings with local suppliers in order to 
avoid a further escalation of prices. 

#Ethiopia #Humanitarian #Partnership

6. Increased efficiencies have an unintend-
ed effect on demand

In Tajikistan, Helvetas engaged in a water pro-
ductivity project which aimed at increasing water 
efficiency and food production in rice and cotton 
commodity value chains through multi-stakehold-
er partnerships. Water, which in some parts of the 
country is scarce, is often a source of conflicts 
and disputes on the community level, and also be-
tween neighbouring nations. 

As part of the project, Helvetas developed the ca-
pacities of water user associations through tech-
nical support in creating digital maps and pro-
vision of portable devices to measure water, as 
well as training on conflict sensitivity and financial 
management. The water user associations were 
comprised of farmers representatives, who man-
aged the distribution of water for the farmers in a 
specific area. Once a year the water user associa-
tions ordered water for the whole of the following 
year from the water provider. Due to the capaci-
ty development, water user associations started 
to order different amounts of water, which were 
more in line with their actual needs. Very often, 
this meant that the water user associations or-
dered smaller amounts of water than they used to 
order because they became better at estimating 
the amount of water they needed. This led to con-
flicts between the water user associations and 
the water provider because the interest of the wa-
ter provider was to sell as much water as possible 
to make more money. 

As these conflicts arose, Helvetas staff orga-
nized multi-stakeholder workshops where both 
members of water user associations and the wa-
ter provider participated. Using a participatory 
approach, they tried to find common ground. It 
turned out, that the water providers faced a fre-
quent problem that farmers or water user associ-
ations did not pay for water that they did not actu-
ally need – even if it was ordered. If water orders 
were aligned with actual needs this occurred far 
less frequently. Moreover, it became apparent that 
there often was not enough water in the system, 
so if water user associations ordered less wa-
ter, the water providers had more water that they 
could sell to others.

#Tajikistan #WaterFoodClimate
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7. A principled stand is undermined by the 
policies of other actors

In Burkina Faso, Helvetas implements road con-
struction projects to improve access in rural ar-
eas. Project partners are trained in the “HIMO” 
(“Haute Intensité de Main d’Oeuvre”), or High La-
bour Intensity, method, which relies more on man-
ual labour than machines. There was quite some 
frustration in the team with Helvetas’ policy of not 
paying per diems to workshop participants. This 
was seen as creating a barrier to getting key ac-
tors to participate in important project workshops 
as there was an expectation amongst actors to 
receive a per diem because many other interna-
tional non-governmental organizations paid per 
diems. Helvetas’ policy of not paying per diems 
was an attempt to avoid creating false incentives 
for workshop participation. In this case, it was 
undermined by other organizations which did 
pay per-diems. However, the policy, which was 
intended to “do no harm” actually created other 
problems for Helvetas.

“It was agreed there was a need to harmonize ap-
proaches with other organizations to ensure Hel-
vetas did not continue to be ‘outbid’ and loose 
collaboration opportunities with important stake-
holders.” Adjustments were made, but Helvetas’ 
principle remained: there is no need to collaborate 
with partners who come to the workshops just to 
take compensation. To minimize disgruntlement 
during the workshops, it was decided to speci-
fy in all the terms of reference of the workshops 
organized by Helvetas the conditions of payment 
and to mention clearly that Helvetas does not pay 
for participants who live in the workshop areas. 
Thanks to some major communication efforts, the 
local partners in Burkina Faso started to accept 
the policy. 
 
#Burkina Faso #WaterFoodClimate

 

8. Communication is key in counteracting 
perceived exclusion from a project

In Pakistan, Helvetas worked on a market system 
development project for medical and aromatic 
plants in a mountainous region. The project facili-
tated the creation of interest groups at the village 
level and associations at the valley level for collec-
tors of medical and aromatic plants. The interest 
groups and associations were trained in pre- and 
post-harvest management and bargaining skills. 
They were also exposed to potential markets for 
medical and aromatic plants in different parts of 
the country and linked with relevant service pro-
viders. 

Meanwhile, though the project was also working 
with local traders with the same objectives, the lo-
cal traders assumed that the project was exclud-
ing them as middlemen from the market chain by 
empowering the collectors. So, the local traders 
started behaving in a hostile way towards the col-
lectors. They also limited their cooperation in the 
value chain development for medical and aromat-
ic plants. 

Contrary to the traders’ perception, the project 
was being implemented with a holistic approach 
aimed to improve the overall market without elim-
inating any specific actors from the chain. As the 
project proceeded, clear communication of the 
project objectives, its inclusive approach, appro-
priate engagement of the local traders through 
several capacity-building initiatives, development 
of market linkages, and networking, resulted in 
the local traders feeling included and restarting 
cooperation within the market system for medical 
and aromatic plants.

#Pakistan #SkillsJobsIncome
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9. An inclusive systems approach helps to 
transform conflict

In a village in northern Pakistan, Helvetas staff im-
plementing a livelihoods project noticed that farm-
ers purchased potato seeds from local traders, 
but at a high price and low quality. Helvetas staff 
linked the farmers with a seed corporation which 
provided them with high-quality potato seeds at a 
low cost. 

While this action brought benefits for the farmers 
it had a negative impact on the local traders. It 
therefore created tensions between the traders 
and the farmers, as well as between the traders 
and the project. 

Over time, project staff helped the local traders to 
connect with the better-quality seed companies, 
adopt their standards, act as an integral part of 
the market chain, and provide the farmers with 
good quality seeds themselves. This not only in-
creased the earnings of the local traders but also 
restored their relationships with the farmers and 
the project.

#Pakistan #SkillsJobsIncome #InclusiveSystems
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 2.3 BEING SENSITIVE TO  
 UNFAIR DISTRIBUTIONS 

How resources are distributed can create conflict or 
exacerbate existing tensions if people perceive an or-
ganization to be biased in favour of, or against, a specif-
ic group. This is referred to as a “distribution effect”.16 
Depending on the context, the relevant groups can be 
formed along ethnic, political, class, gender, religion, 
caste, etc. lines. The distribution of resources happens 
at various points in any project or programme. Key mo-
ments when distribution effects need to be considered 
include the selection of project participants and recip-
ients of resources, the hiring of staff, and the selection 
of local partner organizations.

Distribution effects become especially problematic if 
resources are distributed along the dividing lines of 
an existing violent conflict. This becomes difficult to 
navigate, especially in post-conflict settings where 
everyone might have needs, but the losing side might 
have more than the winning side. Similarly, if the 
most-affected people after a natural disaster all be-
long to one group, this creates difficulties. Another 
issue that has high potential to incite conflict is the 
management of shared resources such as water, for-
ests, or land. Furthermore, problems can arise if some 
people are easier to reach than others and therefore 
gain access to resources introduced by an interven-
tion, or if social and economic criteria for the selection 
of project participants are too rigidly applied, thereby 
limiting an organization to only work with a specific 
subset of people.17 

Helvetas’ experiences of the challenges of fair-
ly distributing resources offer some important 
lessons: 

• Distribution effects, and related tensions, occur 
very frequently in Helvetas’ work. Two main as-
pects of Helvetas’ activities emerge as prone to 
creating tensions: the selection of project partic-
ipants and recipients of resources, and projects 
involving shared resources such as land or water. 

• The selection of participants or beneficiaries is an 
important part of almost any project and prone to 
creating tensions. Using our antennae to grasp po-
tentials for tension is key in order to take action to 
avoid causing or increasing conflicts. Sometimes, 
extensive, and previously unplanned measures 
have to be taken or procedures created to avert 
these tensions (Examples 10, 11). 

• Often, transparent communication is key to avert or 
mitigate tensions arising from negative distribution 
effects (Examples 10, 14, 17) 

• Conflict-sensitive adaptation measures may not 
only help to avoid or mitigate tensions but may also 
enhance social cohesion (Example 12). 

• It is of great importance that Helvetas local part-
ners are also conflict sensitive (Examples 10, 11, 
12). 

• Projects involving shared resources, most com-
monly land or water, have a high potential to in-
crease existing tensions or become sources of new 
tensions (Examples 13, 14, 15, 16). Participatory 
processes are often central to resolving disputes 
over land or water use (Examples 13, 16, 17). 
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10. Transparent communication helps 
manage tensions around selection of 
 project participants

In Burkina Faso, Helvetas implemented a project 
on youth employment and entrepreneurship. In 
Burkina Faso, people younger than 35 years old 
make up more than 77.9 % of the population. The 
project targeted 2,000 young people between 
the ages of 18 and 35 years. The goal was to pro-
vide vocational training and accompany the young 
people until they found employment or became 
entrepreneurs themselves. 

The project sparked a lot of excitement and inter-
est among the population, which made the selec-
tion of the 2,000 youths very difficult. In fact, peo-
ple started to take interest in the selection, talk 
about it, and many different rumours and interpre-
tations of how the selection was done started to 
spread. Many young people thought that Helvetas 
would give them money after the selection, oth-
ers thought that they would get material for free 
and so Helvetas ended up with a large crowd of 
young people who wanted to be registered. The 
project team realized that this had the potential 
to spark many kinds of tensions. For example, if 
a family had several children who were eligible 
to participate in the project, but only one would 
get accepted, this could spark tensions between 
the siblings, or between the not selected sib-
lings and parents. Parents might search for faults 
in those children who were not admitted to the 
programme. Tensions could also arise between 
families where no member was selected and fami-
lies where someone was selected for the training. 
Furthermore, polygamous marriages in Burkina 
Faso with one husband having several wives are 
frequent. Selecting just one of the eligible wives 
for the project could lead to tensions between the 
wives but also to tensions between the husband 
and the not-selected wife. 

In order to avoid causing tensions the project team 
analysed the context to be aware of what kind of 
tensions could be sparked and why. Based on the 
analysis, they decided that a big awareness-rais-
ing campaign was necessary before beginning 
with the selection process, although this was 
not initially planned as an essential activity. Con-
sequently, the whole project team was trained in 
conflict sensitive project management. Then the 
project partners went to all areas targeted by the 
project and organized information events where 
they told people what the selection criteria were, 

how the selection process would work and what 
the general approach of the project was. They 
also worked directly with village leaders and in-
fluential figures to spread the word. The informa-
tion on the project and selection process was 
also spread through interactive radio shows, radio 
being a very popular medium in Burkina Faso. To 
reach even more people, information about the 
project and selection process was also spread 
at village markets, which are a meeting point for 
many people. Only after project staff was certain 
that people understood the selection criteria and 
process, they started with the actual selection of 
youths. Moreover, Helvetas staff decided to make 
another change to the project. While they were 
still only able to train 2,000 selected participants, 
they decided to make those 2,000 sign an agree-
ment stating that each one of them will actively 
share their knowledge gained with at least ten 
other people. Project staff also decided to orga-
nize events where they invited those who were 
not selected and those above 35 years to explain 
to them the project goals, but also tell them about 
how one can become an entrepreneur and what 
the opportunities to become an entrepreneur are. 
All these measures taken have greatly contribut-
ed to calming the environment of the project. The 
project was ultimately well known by all and the 
selection process was done without raising dis-
content and tensions.

#Burkina Faso #SkillsJobsIncome #Youth



HELVETAS 20

11. Clear criteria and data verification help 
to avoid nepotism 

In Tanzania, Helvetas is engaged in a project to 
empower and improve the living conditions of 
economically- and socially-disadvantaged youth 
through skills development and gainful employ-
ment. There are many people with needs, but the 
project is not in a position to support everyone. 
Therefore, selection criteria have been created 
to select those young people for participation in 
the project who were most in need. In this selec-
tion process, the local government helped staff to 
identify those youth who were from the poorest 
households. 

Unfortunately, some local government officials 
selected their relatives to participate in the train-
ing claiming that they came from a poor family, 
although they did not actually belong to those 
groups with the greatest needs. This led to some 
tensions with the community. 

To prevent this from happening, Helvetas staff has 
introduced an application form that every appli-
cant has to fill out and which includes questions 
regarding their economic background. This form 
is distributed by the local government. However, 
it remains possible to fill in the form with incorrect 
information. To verify the information, interviews 
are then conducted with the participants. 

#Tanzania #SkillsJobsIncome #Youth

12. Mixed teams help to increase trust in 
areas with strong identity divisions

Covid-19 started spreading widely in Sri Lanka 
in mid-2020. During this period, misinformation 
and disinformation regarding Covid-19 spread, 
some of it targeting certain ethnic communities. 
Tensions were on the rise due to several Covid-19 
regulations such as the mandatory cremation of 
Covid-19-related deaths, which was in contradic-
tion to the burial ritual of Muslim communities. 

In 2021 Helvetas was engaged in a project on 
humanitarian response and emergency support 
for communities in need. Part of the project was 
the distribution of dry rations and sanitary kits to 
communities affected by Covid-19 and extreme 
weather across 15 districts. 

Helvetas staff were well aware that they had to 
make sure to support people from both Muslim 
and Sinhalese communities in order avoid further 
fuelling disinformation and tensions. To do so they 
worked with the local government and ensured 
that the selection criteria were communicated 
very transparently. 

In order to distribute the food, local Muslim, Sin-
halese and Tamil youth networks were involved. 
However, some communities were not open to 
youth volunteers from another ethnicity coming 
and working in their area. Those communities 
were only open to youth from their own ethnicity 
coming and distributing food. 

Helvetas staff decided to group Sinhalese and 
Muslim youths together and send them to com-
munities together. This meant that Muslim youths 
were distributing food in Sinhalese communities, 
together with Sinhalese colleagues, and vice ver-
sa. This successfully allowed them to build trust 
amongst each other and with Sinhalese and Mus-
lim communities. 

#Sri Lanka #Humanitarian #Youth
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13. Unintended consequences require 
involving additional stakeholders

Helvetas has been active on agriculture in Laos 
for twenty years. The Lao Uplands Rural Advi-
sory Service project supports, amongst other 
things, the scaling up of sustainable agriculture 
by facilitating socio-ecological learning process-
es with farmers and business start-ups for young 
agripreneurs. The project led to a big success in 
supporting the production of high-quality coffee 
in one village. The coffee was internationally rec-
ognized for its quality and won a prize after being 
‘cupped’ by experts in the United States. 

Due to the success, and possibility to earn more 
money, farmers of the project village went deeper 
into the forest to clear the undergrowth and plant 
more coffee there. This led to tensions with vil-
lagers in a neighbouring village who claimed that 
the forest was theirs and that they should get the 
earnings for the coffee plantation.

Helvetas staff decided to consult with the govern-
ment in order to begin a participatory process of 
demarcating clear borders in the forest between 
the villages. Together with GPS technology and 
border markers a commonly agreed upon bound-
ary was established. Similar problems were expe-
rienced in other villages where farmers supported 
by the project were harvesting wild tea from the 
forest. The same solution – mapping of boundar-
ies – was being implemented. As a result, Helve-
tas staff realized that participatory land use plan-
ning needed to be done in all communities they 
were working with. The mapping of land bound-
aries hence became an important tool to prevent 
and deal with conflicts arising from the expansion 
of agricultural activities.

#Laos #WaterFoodClimate #SkillsJobsIncome

14. Local political allegiances affect percep-
tions of community development projects

The KALAI Water Project in Mozambique pro-
moted water supply and sanitation for rural and 
peri-urban communities through, among other 
things, constructing boreholes and constructing 
water supply systems.

Before installing a water pump system, a Helve-
tas subcontractor would conduct technical stud-
ies to find where the water came from. In some 
cases, the studies concluded that there were not 
suitable water reservoirs in the area and that the 
project had to move on to another area. Some-
times, the local community then got frustrated and 
angry and accused Helvetas staff of implement-
ing the project elsewhere because they favoured 
another ethnic group or political party. Where this 
happened, project coordinators and local officials 
went to listen to the community and explain why 
the project could not be implemented there. 

In other cases, project activities led to tensions 
within communities. When constructing bore-
holes in a new area, Helvetas staff also supported 
the establishment of water and sanitation commit-
tees which were then responsible for the main-
tenance of the infrastructure. These were usual-
ly made up of six men and six women who were 
elected by their community for one or two years. 
The establishment of these water and sanitation 
committees sometimes led to tensions within the 
community because some people were not happy 
when they did not get elected to the committee. 
In villages where people belonged to different 
political parties, it also happened that people re-
fused to use the water because they perceived it 
as coming from the other political party. In both 
cases Helvetas staff then facilitated meetings 
focusing on communicating that the water and 
sanitation committee membership would change 
again in a year or two and that the water does not 
come from one political party but is there for ev-
eryone to use. Ideally such tensions can be avoid-
ed in advance by an in-depth context analysis that 
identifies dividing lines within the community and 
establishes participation criteria to ensure a fair 
representation of different groups in the water 
and sanitation committees.

#Mozambique #WaterFoodClimate
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15. Competition between levels of local 
government affects project site selection

Helvetas was active in Haiti on a project which 
aimed at reinforcing local governance of drinking 
water and sanitation. In Haiti, each commune is 
administered by a “mairie” (municipal council). 
An administrative level below are the community 
sections, which are administered by an executive 
body called “CASEC” (community council). In or-
der to decide where to construct water systems, 
areas with the biggest needs had to be prioritized 
over others. These decisions were taken togeth-
er with the “mairie”. However, the priority for the 
“mairie” was often to implement project in towns, 
where the “mairie” could gain more political visi-
bility than through projects that were implement-
ed in remote areas. During the project, Helvetas 
staff learned that it was very important to not only 
involve the “mairie”, but also the “CASEC”, be-
cause it was closer to, and better at managing, 
the community sections. Moreover, an actor that 
intervened in their realm of responsibility without 
their involvement risked being forbidden to un-
dertake any further action. The “CASEC” usual-
ly wanted the project to be implemented in their 
community sections, rather than in the towns fa-
voured by the “mairie”.

In order to navigate these tensions, Helvetas staff 
established objective criteria based on needs. 
However, the biggest needs were often found 
in rural communities. In one of the communities, 
the project was blocked by the “mairie”. A solu-
tion was found when it was agreed that some of 
the project activities would also take place in the 
town of this community, such as the construction 
of a sanitary block at the public market. 

#Haiti #WaterFoodClimate #Water

16. Use of common pool resources re-
quires dialogue involving all stakeholders

In the West of Burkina Faso, Helvetas was en-
gaged in a project aimed at sustainably improv-
ing income, food and food security of rural youth, 
their families, and communities. There was a small 
lake in one village where Helvetas was active. 
Water from this lake was used for agriculture to 
water vegetable gardens but the lake was also 
used for fish farming. Staff working on the project 
remarked that there was conflict in this village be-
tween the farmers and fishers due to different in-
terests. The farmers claimed that the fishers were 
blocking their access to the water. They did not 
want to open the water up for other usage be-
cause they claimed it disturbed the fish farming.  

Staff decided to make sure that the project also 
supported the development of fish farming in or-
der to avoid causing further tensions. Project staff 
organized a roundtable discussion with local au-
thorities, technical services, the fish farmers and 
the vegetable gardeners. They facilitated a dis-
cussion on the water usage problem and ultimate-
ly a solution was found that was acceptable to all 
parties. A plan was designed of when and how 
water will be released from the lake for the vegeta-
ble farmers. The stakeholders defined good times 
for water use by fish farmers and good times for 
water use by market gardeners. In the end both 
sides were able to be more productive and the 
conflict over water between vegetable farmers 
and fish farmers was largely resolved.

#Burkina Faso #WaterFoodClimate
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17. Competing claims require the facilita-
tion of an inclusive negotiation process

In Pakistan, Helvetas was working on a project 
on water and livelihoods, including the planning 
of drinking water supply schemes. In one case, 
the planning of a drinking water supply scheme 
further aggravated already existing tension over 
a water source between two religious groups, 
namely Sunni and Ismaili. Both parties claimed 
sole ownership and the exclusive right of use of 
the water source. 

The project was also helping to develop and em-
power the water users association, which then 
played a key role in the resolution of the con-
flict through negotiation and inclusion of all con-
cerned in the scheme design. As a result, through 
the proper engagement of the whole community, 
and working with a participatory approach and 
clear communication, the scheme not only pro-
vided clean drinking water to all, but also further 
strengthened social relations between the two re-
ligious groups.

#Pakistan #WaterFoodClimate
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 2.4 BEING SENSITIVE TO  
 UNDERMINING LOCAL 
 CAPACITIES 

Another way through which the introduction of re-
sources can cause, or exacerbate, tensions is by re-
placing local efforts and competencies and thus un-
dermining local capacities. These substitution effects 
are a much-discussed challenge for international 
development organizations and are relevant beyond 
conflict sensitivity considerations. In some cases, ex-
ternal organizations may believe that things will be de-
livered with higher quality or more efficiently, at least 
in the short term, if they do them directly. However, 
such interventions risk undermining local capacities 
and efforts, and contradict the assumption that local 
people are ultimately responsible, and local solutions 
and local governance is the aim. This calls for a care-
ful balancing act in any context.18

In situations of conflict, substitution effects can have 
additional negative consequences. First, the substitu-
tion of certain resources, processes or services can 
free up local resources which can be used to further 
fuel the conflict. Second, substituting capacities of lo-
cal authorities may weaken their ability to respond to 
and manage conflicts. Third, taking over responsibili-
ties, which were previously assumed by local authori-
ty structures, can lead to the delegitimization of those 
authority structures in the eyes of the citizens. Strong 
and legitimate structures and actors are key for sus-
tainable development and conflict prevention.19 

The examples below of being sensitive to local 
capacities offer some important lessons:

• An in-depth analysis of all relevant actors and 
governance structures is key to involving the right 
stakeholders (Examples 18 and 19).

• When supporting voices of local communities to 
be heard, making use of government approved 
civic spaces can avoid substitution effects or ac-
cusations of substituting government capacities 
(Examples 18).

• Conflict sensitivity is not conflict avoidance. Many 
projects with a rights-based approach involve sup-
porting people to claim their rights. This can lead 
to confrontations with authorities. The importance 
is to be aware of this and already build into these 
interventions elements that support such interac-
tions taking place in a non-violent, constructive 
way (Example 18). 

• Sometimes the accusation of “substitution” might 
be used to discourage or forbid Helvetas to work 
on sensitive issues. However, transparent com-
munication not only offers the possibility to create 
understanding for the project, but to actually em-
power others to also work on a topic and to bring 
in a wider range of perspectives. This shows the 
importance of thinking each case through in detail 
and not to be overly risk-averse or overreact when 
accused of “substitution” or some other negative 
effect (Example 19).
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18. Supporting people to voice demands 
requires also engaging constructively with 
authorities 

In Bangladesh, Helvetas was working on a project 
on climate governance. When Helvetas submitted 
the project proposal the government was scep-
tical why Helvetas was interested in working on 
issues such as gender responsiveness and smart 
governance because these were issues which 
fell under the responsibility of local government 
structures. 

In a first phase of the project, Helvetas worked 
on the capacity building of local community mem-
bers in order to raise their voices. This was done 
through creating community-based organizations. 
From past experiences, Helvetas staff knew that 
government bodies did not like this empower-
ment work because political demands could be 
voiced, or people might take up positions or join 
political groups not in line with the ruling party. To 
avoid conflicts between Helvetas and local gov-
ernment institutions, and between local commu-
nity members and government institutions, sever-
al steps were taken. First, in addition to training 
local community members on their rights they 
also received training in how to voice demands 
in non-aggressive ways. Second, it was decided 
that the community-based organizations would 
participate in civic spaces that were endorsed by 
the government. Third, local elective bodies were 
also trained in their rights and responsibilities, so 
that a constructive dialogue between government 
and civil society became possible. 

#Bangladesh #WaterFoodClimate #Advocacy

19. A multi-stakeholder approach widens 
perceptions of roles and responsibilities

Another area Helvetas worked on in Bangladesh 
was the prevention of violent extremism. The prob-
lem arose that government entities, and especially 
law enforcement agencies, were very sensitive to 
issues relating to the prevention of violent extrem-
ism. In their understanding, it was exclusively their 
responsibility to work on these issues. Even local 
community members shared this understanding.

Therefore, Helvetas and their local partner de-
cided to apply a multi-stakeholder approach. In 
each project location committees were formed 
consisting of 20 people such as religious lead-
ers, civil society representatives, parents, teach-
ers, youth, and lawyers. Helvetas and their partner 
than transparently shared the project objectives 
with the committee representatives, explaining 
why and how community involvement is important 
to prevent radicalization that leads to violent ex-
tremism. The project organized meetings with law 
enforcement and government stakeholders and 
arranged orientations for the committee members 
on the basic understanding of violent extremism 
and signs of radicalization as prevention mea-
sures in ten northern districts of Bangladesh. The 
project also supported local civil society organiza-
tions to organize prevention of violent extremism 
activities for the community and youth through 
culture, sports, inter-faith and inter-generational 
dialogue.

This strategy enabled the project to reach its goal 
of mobilizing and capacitating various stakehold-
ers to understand the context and signs of radi-
calization as well as to work collectively with gov-
ernment entities to prevent violent extremism.

#Bangladesh #VoiceInclusionCohesion
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 2.5 BEING SENSITIVE TO  
 TAKING SIDES 

To implement any project an organization must co-
operate with various stakeholders. This can include 
working together with local partner organizations, 
formal and informal governance institutions at the na-
tional or local level, as well as civil society groups. By 
working with one group or leader, the organization im-
plies that this is a respectable and legitimate partner. 
Since resources such as money, food, training or mo-
bility are involved in this cooperation, the organization 
can be perceived as using its resources to support a 
specific governing authority, political group or social 
group. If the actor turns out not to be trustworthy, or 
even engages in illicit activities, the impact of such a 
collaboration can be very negative. The legitimization 
of one actor over another can contribute to tensions. 
The same holds true for the opposite: by not working 
with an actor, this actor can be delegitimized. These 
impacts are referred to as “legitimization effects”.20

In cases of violent conflict, the legitimization of vio-
lent actors and delegitimization of non-violent actors 
becomes especially problematic as it fuels conflict 
escalation and undermines possibilities for peaceful 
resolution.21 

Helvetas’ experiences with legitimization 
 effects offer some important lessons:

• Difficult questions around avoiding taking sides 
are frequently encountered in Helvetas’ work. This 
often involves navigating tricky political situations 
where no blue-print solutions are available. Teams 
must balance the achievement of project goals, the 
ability to remain operational in a country, or security 
considerations, with the need to be impartial and 
avoid being instrumentalized by politically-savvy 
actors (Example 21, 22, 23, 24). 

• Many interventions explicitly legitimize certain ac-
tors, for example through activities to empower civ-
il society. This is not necessarily bad and is often 
the explicit goal of some projects. The question is 
whether this is likely to fuel conflict and how such 
conflict will be expressed (Example 23). Conflicts 
can arise when existing power structures are chal-
lenged. Youth and women’s empowerment proj-
ects, which challenge patriarchal power structures, 
can produce a backlash and, in some cases, violent 
oppression (Example 20).

• Sometimes, the negative consequences of poten-
tial legitimization effects are too big, and coopera-
tion with a certain actor is simply stopped (Exam-
ples 21, 22).

• Language is also of central importance when it 
comes to questions of legitimization. Power re-
lations are often reflected in the language that is 
used. In situations of conflict, labels and framings 
are often disputed (e.g. “conflict” or “terrorist”). 
When an organization adopts the same language 
as that used by a conflict party, this can be per-
ceived as not only legitimizing the language but 
also the actor using it. Outsiders also need to be 
careful not to enter a context and label certain ac-
tors or situations in ways that contradict the local 
understanding of them (Example 25).

?
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20. Empowering women and youth involves 
also engaging with other stakeholders

In Kyrgyzstan, Helvetas worked on a project sup-
porting the development of the tourism sector. 
One component of the project focused on the 
establishment of a women’s cooperative whose 
members then produced and sold local handi-
crafts. This gave the women a new and indepen-
dent source of income. This increase in monetary 
power also led to a change in their availability for 
care work and to a change in the power dynam-
ics of patriarchal families. In some cases, this led 
to domestic violence. The team invited the men 
to an information meeting to discuss the project, 
informing them of the benefits the project would 
have for their families. A majority of men then ac-
cepted that their women participate in the project.

#Kyrgyzstan #SkillsJobsIncome #Gender

Another project Helvetas was working on in Kyr-
gyzstan aimed at empowering youth and prevent-
ing extremist rhetoric. From the very beginning of 
the project, Helvetas staff made sure to also in-
clude older community members in the project in 
order to avoid a situation where youth felt empow-
ered to speak their mind, only for them to be put 
in their traditional place again by older communi-
ty members who did not assent to lowering the 
power asymmetry between them. Helvetas staff 
not only did project activities with young people 
but also chose older key community members as 
mentors and ambassadors for the young people. 

#Kyrgyzstan #VoiceInclusionCohesion #Youth

to an outbreak of cholera in this municipality. Hel-
vetas therefore agreed to work there, supporting 
water supply systems and latrine construction. 
The district administrator in question belonged 
to one specific political party. The municipality, in 
which Helvetas was asked to work, however, was 
led by people belonging to the other main political 
party. In the past, the armed wings of the main 
political parties fought against each other in a pro-
tracted civil war from 1977 to 1992. 

After Helvetas worked in the assigned munici-
pality for some time, it became clear that the ad-
ministrator tried to make it seem as if the water 
systems Helvetas was working on were provid-
ed by the political party he belonged to in order 
to gain votes with the local people. This in turn 
sometimes led to tensions with the people living 
in the municipality in question, who accused staff 
of working together with this political party.

In order to defuse the tensions, staff took time to 
talk to the people living in the municipality and 
the two political parties. They communicated that 
Helvetas was working with people and not with 
political parties. Ultimately however, Helvetas de-
cided to discontinue work in the municipality in 
the next project cycle. 

#Mozambique #WaterFoodClimate

22. No engagement as a means to avoid 
legitimizing

In a country where Helvetas was active, a coup 
happened where the military took over govern-
ment institutions. Widespread protests and re-
pression followed. Following the coup, Helvetas 
decided to stop doing any advocacy work di-
rected towards government and desisted from 
any official engagement with the self-appointed 
authorities, in order to avoid legitimizing the mili-
tary regime. The only cooperation with the self-ap-
pointed authorities continued to take place on the 
local administrative level in order to keep opera-
tions in the country running. 

#Advocacy

21. Extra communication efforts to avoid 
perceptions of partiality

The KALAI Water Project in Mozambique pro-
moted water supply and sanitation for rural and 
peri-urban communities by constructing new wa-
ter holes, rehabilitating damaged bore holes, and 
placing them under local management through 
supporting the formation of water and sanitation 
committees.

In one instance, the administrator of a district in 
Cabo Delgado asked Helvetas to work on the 
provision of water in a specific municipality. In the 
past, the lack of clean water provision contributed 
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23. Conflict implies reputational and secu-
rity risks for both project implementer and 
participants

In the same country that had experienced a mili-
tary coup, Helvetas had been supporting an arts 
and culture project. The coup changed the situ-
ation and security considerations. Engaging with 
artists in this new situation brought many risks for 
them and for organizations engaging with them. 
The main risk was that support to artists could be 
perceived as legitimizing artists opposed to the 
regime. 

To avoid being perceived as legitimizing the art-
ists Helvetas made clear their support to artists 
was emergency support due to Covid’s impact 
on the creative sector. The financial support to 
artists was, for this project, independent of any 
social engagement, and in this way different from 
earlier arts projects of Helvetas which had aimed 
at contributing to social cohesion and a pluralistic 
society. Helvetas also took precautions to ensure 
information about the artists that were being sup-
ported was treated very carefully and not shared 
with any partner organizations.

Helvetas and its partners continued to organize 
joint exhibitions, bringing together artists who got 
grants from their two arts projects. The aim was 
to create a safe space for artists to meet and help 
them to continue their artwork in this difficult time. 
The exhibition took place in a rural area, without 
any public announcement and no media and 
turned into a recreational village, where some art-
ists stayed even after the exhibition had finished, 
to keep working together in a safe space. 

#VoiceInclusionCohesion

governance association. This association was 
supposed to advocate on behalf of all its mem-
bers belonging to both political parties. However, 
the association split along political party lines. 

Helvetas was working on a project focusing on 
decentralization and local development. The local 
governance association was an essential partner 
for this project. However, as it split, the question 
arose whether Helvetas should continue working 
with partisan associations. This question was also 
posed by other organizations. Initially, internation-
al organizations and NGOs boycotted the parti-
san associations. Because no change happened 
and an important interlocutor was lost, with time, 
Helvetas and others started to support partisan 
associations on a technical level in cases where 
they acted together.

A similar question arose several years later when 
the opposition boycotted elections and gave up 
their parliamentary mandates, which effectively 
turned government structures into partisan struc-
tures. At the core of Helvetas project was sup-
porting local democracy and pluralism. Because 
this pluralism was now absent in governmental 
structures, the question arose, whether to contin-
ue working with them.

Helvetas staff decided to take the risk, arguing 
that it was more important to remain within the 
system and attempt to change it from within. In 
addition, they started looking for instruments and 
ways to act in a bipartisan way. One of these ways 
was women elected in local councils who created 
a bipartisan alliance by inviting civil society repre-
sentatives and former council members from the 
opposition (despite not being part of the formal 
forums) to join efforts and bring the voice of the 
community and particularly vulnerable groups into 
the decision-making process. The democratic 
deficit was to a certain extent recovered through a 
focus on such inclusive actions.

#Albania #VoiceInclusionCohesion
24. Political polarization makes impartial 
governance work challenging

The political context of Albania has been highly 
polarized for years. The transition to democracy, 
which started in the early 1990s, was character-
ized by the competition between two major polit-
ical parties. This led to high polarization and little 
space for cooperation, reforms and democratic 
development. The difficult relationship between 
the ruling party and the opposition party became 
visible at the local level in the case of the local 
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25. Choosing our words carefully

Even before the 2021 military coup in Myanmar, 
terms such as “peace”, “democracy” or “human 
rights” were very sensitive, and the authorities 
did not welcome international NGOs working 
on these issues. As a large part of the popula-
tion supports the protests against the military re-
gime, many civilians also oppose some notions of 
“peace” and “social cohesion”. Helvetas staff is 
therefore extremely careful with their terminology, 
in order to avoid security risks. Helvetas contin-
ues with its arts projects and cultural events that 
bring people together but is careful to avoid using 
the politically-sensitive term “social cohesion” in 
connection with such activities.

#Myanmar #VoiceInclusionCohesion

Between 1983 and 2009, Sri Lanka faced a vio-
lent civil war fuelled by ethnic tensions between 
the majority Sinhala community and minority Tam-
il community. Despite the end of the civil war in 
2009, root causes that led to the conflict remain 
unresolved.

As part of a project on social cohesion in Sri Lanka, 
Helvetas staff set up “incubator spaces” for stu-
dents to engage in media activities in two predom-
inantly Sinhala-populated and one predominantly 
Tamil-populated universities. To do this, contracts 
had to be signed with the universities. One clause 
in the contract stipulated that the incubator space 
and the media equipment should not be used for 
terrorist financing and terrorist activities. The Sin-
hala universities had no problem with this clause. 
The predominantly Tamil university in the Northern 
Province raised concerns over this clause because 
they understood this wording to imply that they 
were promoting terrorism. During the civil war be-
tween the Sri Lankan Government and Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Ealam (LTTE) there was a tendency 
to label Tamil communities from the war-affected 
North-East as “terrorists’’ and the very harsh Sri 
Lankan Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) contin-
ues to be enforced in the North, stifling freedom of 
expression among Tamil communities. Under this 
Act, “terrorism” was defined as any act that goes 
against the government and due to its enforcement 
in the North, the University asked Helvetas about 
the definition of terrorism and requested the re-
moval of the clause from the agreement.

Staff members asked headquarters for clarifica-
tion. Headquarters advised sticking to the word-

ing as this was part of the standard contract and 
required by the donor. Eventually, Helvetas Sri 
Lanka team used the Swiss definition for terror-
ism, which took a less intimidating stance, and 
revised the clause. The University agreed to the 
clause and the agreement was signed

#Sri Lanka #VoiceInclusionCohesion

As part of a consortium, Helvetas implemented 
the project Access to Justice in Tajikistan. While 
translating the English project documents into 
Russian, the term “public dialogue” was trans-
lated into “political dialogue”, because there is 
no exactly corresponding word. The responsi-
ble government ministry which read the project 
document was alarmed by this term and raised 
many questions about what kind of political dia-
logue this would be. The wording meant that the 
government misunderstood the intention of the 
project. Afterwards, a more fitting translation was 
found. The term “public dialogue” was translated 
into “societal dialogue”, which better conveyed 
the intended meaning and to which the govern-
ment had no objections or concerns.

#Tajikistan #VoiceInclusionCohesion #Advocacy



One key principle that should guide our behaviour is fairness. Fairness means recognizing the value of all members of a community and ensuring that not 
only the concerns and interests of powerful groups or individuals are heard and acted upon.
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3
  HOW WE DO IT:   
  THE IMPORTANCE OF OUR   
  BEHAVIOUR  

Just as important as what humanitarian and develop-
ment organizations do, is the way in which they do 
it. We can have an intended, or unintended, impact 
on the social context in which we operate, not only 
through bringing in resources from the outside, but 
also through our behaviour. This often comes down to 
individual behaviours but can also be shaped by the 
way projects and programmes are designed and by 
organizational policies. The way in which we behave 
communicates implicit or explicit messages that can 
have an effect on the context.22 Behaviour sends mes-
sages about values and intentions, which can contrib-
ute to peaceful coexistence or social conflict.23 

If we observe four key principles our behaviour is more 
likely to contribute to social cohesion and to prevent 
tensions from arising. These principles are respect, 
accountability, fairness and transparency.24 If any or 
all are absent, we risk contributing to tensions or ex-
acerbating existing conflicts. Moreover, respecting 
these principles is also key for gaining acceptance 
with the communities we work with. Acceptance is 
essential to reduce security risks.25

BEHAVIOUR 26

1. RESPECT 
Interactions with other people are calm, collabo-
rative, trusting, and sensitive to local concerns. 

2. ACCOUNTABILITY 
Is displayed through taking action, taking respon-
sibility for mistakes, abiding by the rule of law and 
through being responsive to local concerns.

3. FAIRNESS 
Recognizing the value of all members of a com-
munity and ensuring that concerns and interests 
of groups or individuals, particularly the marginal-
ized, are heard and acted upon.

4. TRANSPARENCY 
Being clear and open about who we are, the aims 
of an intervention, and decision-making process-
es.
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 3.1 RESPECT  

Respect is an essential element of all successful hu-
man interactions. Showing respect towards some-
one means to pay positive social attention towards 
them.27 Respect can be expressed implicitly and ex-
plicitly and is often found in small acts such as really 
listening to someone, and trying to see things from 
their perspective, or small courtesies, such as stand-
ing up when someone enters the room or polite for-
mulations in emails. Trust, calmness, the willingness 
to listen as well as collaboration and cooperation can 
be expressions of respect.28A lack of respect can re-
sult in hostile competition instead of cooperation and 
collaboration, suspicion instead of trust, indifference 
instead of listening to people’s concerns, as well as 
angry or aggressive behaviour instead of calmness.29

The examples below of the importance of re-
spect offer some important lessons:

• A key part of respect is the appreciation of dif-
ferences in culture and value systems. This does 
not only occur between internationals and locals. 
There are often cultural differences between staff 
and partners and local populations (Examples 26, 
27, 28). 

• Being respectful does not mean we have to agree 
with other perspectives and ways of doing things. 
It means we take them seriously and recognize that 
there may be differences, which have to be joint-
ly negotiated. Taking the time for this can be chal-
lenging in the rush to deliver on project objectives 
(Example 28). 

• Respect is deeply rooted in individual self-reflec-
tion and individual behaviour (Example 26). 
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26. Reflecting on our individual-level 
awareness

“The way we speak, and approach people is so 
important. If I go to a rural community for example, 
I don’t wear tight pants but a long skirt. Because 
in the rural communities in Ethiopia, women are 
expected to dress properly, which means to cover 
their body in a way that does not show its shape.”

#Ethiopia

“The conflict sensitivity training helped me to re-
alize that we do, and understand, many things 
unconsciously, but it helps to have a structure 
and consciously use my conflict antennae to an-
ticipate conflicts and put myself in the shoes of 
others.”

#Tajikistan

“I am always aware that this is a post-conflict 
context where many people suffer from post-trau-
matic stress disorder. Sometimes people react in 
seemingly unreasonable emotional ways to very 
simple situations. So, I need to be aware of this.”

#Bosnia and Herzegovina 

“I work with many different people as a project 
manager: with project partners, colleagues, offi-
cials, and beneficiaries. Not talking too much my-
self but actively listening to others is very helpful.”

#Mozambique

“A lot of self-reflection is needed, to know what 
I am sensitive about and what my surrounding 
is more sensitive about or more negligent about 
than me.”

#Bosnia and Herzegovina

“I am from another ethnicity than many of the peo-
ple I work with, but we are all human. I mix with 
them from my heart, participate in their different 
occasions, invite them to some of my occasions 
and try to understand them.”

#Bangladesh

27. Cultural and religious differences have 
practical consequences

In Sri Lanka, anti-Muslim rhetoric, disinformation, 
and instances of violence against Muslim com-
munities have increased due to a few incidents 
of extreme violence in the country, including the 
Easter Sunday attack in 2019. As part of a proj-
ect on preventing violent extremism in Sri Lanka, 
an annual forum was to be organized bringing all 
participants and stakeholders together. One of 
the partner organizations had a Muslim director 
who refused categorically that the forum could 
take place in April when Ramadan was or on Fri-
day which is the mosque day. The staff member 
in charge noticed that she was getting frustrated 
with this attitude, because Christians participants 
were okay with participating in the forum on a 
Sunday. 

#Sri Lanka #VoiceInclusionCohesion

28. Respectfully communicating and nego-
tiating when there are differences of belief

In Mozambique, Helvetas was working on con-
structing water boreholes. It happened some-
times that the borehole did not work and either 
no, or too much, water came out of it. Sometimes 
the community then put traditional objects, be-
lieved to be imbued with magical powers, in the 
borehole to make it work again. These objects, 
however, often contributed to making the techni-
cal situation worse.

Project staff understood that they could not just 
take these objects away because they were very 
important to the community. Instead, they went to 
the local leaders and community to discuss the 
situation. They explained why the technical prob-
lems existed and asked people to stop throwing 
such items into the holes. 

#Mozambique #WaterFoodClimate
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 3.2 ACCOUNTABILITY 

Accountability towards donors, both institutional and 
private, is important. Equally important, and central 
for conflict sensitive interventions, is accountability 
towards local communities and local concerns. At the 
core of accountability as an element of conflict sensi-
tivity is the establishment of mechanisms for listening 
and responding to the concerns of local stakeholders. 
A lack of accountability means that grievances go un-
heard, which can fuel conflict and animosity towards 
intervenors. Intervenors may be unaware of the harm 
they are causing, which is why accountability is also 
closely linked to monitoring and learning. Account-
ability can be displayed both by organizations and by 
individual staff members.

Being accountable also means taking responsibility 
for mistakes, instead of pushing responsibility away 
and displaying an attitude of impunity. It also means 
adopting an attitude that positive action is possible 
and that a way forward can be found even in very dif-
ficult situations, instead of showcasing an attitude of 
powerlessness. Lastly, being accountable can also 
mean relying on the rule of law rather than on force 
and the exercise of power. Accountability is therefore 
an integral part of establishing and upholding trust.30

Helvetas’ experiences related to accountability 
offer some important lessons:

• Often consideration and care can be necessary to 
establish an inclusive mechanism for listening and 
responding to the concerns of very diverse local 
stakeholders (Example 29). 

• Ensuring accountability towards local stakeholders 
also means their involvement in the monitoring pro-
cess (Example 29).

• Sometimes we learn too late about grievances be-
cause no accountability mechanism has been es-
tablished. In the worst case the resulting tensions 
can make it impossible to continue with a project 
(Example 30). 

• Listening to, and involving, all stakeholders in a 
project is crucial to establish accountability (Exam-
ples 29, 30, 31). 

• Accountable behaviour can be formalized through 
processes such as complaint handling committees 
(Example 32). 



HELVETAS 35

29. Inclusive participatory planning and 
monitoring takes time and effort

Helvetas Laos has long worked on inclusive and 
pluralistic climate resilient extension system de-
velopment, as well as fair agribusiness and en-
trepreneurship, and organic value chains. When 
engaging with a new community a lot of attention 
and time is dedicated to participatory and inclu-
sive planning and monitoring. 

The LEAP project established many good prac-
tices, which other projects have since adopted 
and adapted. To design one of its sub-projects, 
the LEAP team spent several days on participa-
tory planning processes. First a presentation ex-
plaining the objectives of the consultations was 
given to the local community, including local au-
thorities, ensuring inclusive representation of 
women, youth, elders, people with disabilities, 
etc. Secondly, the larger community group was 
split in sub-groups (men, women, youth, elders) 
which were all asked the same questions regard-
ing their needs and priorities, following an inte-
grated livelihoods framework. These where then 
discussed and further prioritized in the respective 
subgroups. Subsequently, the respective priori-
ties were presented in plenary, showcasing their 
similarities and differences. This helped to build 
shared priorities and see possibilities for issues 
that were perceived differently across different 
groups. These issues were further prioritized, first 
within the subgroups, and then jointly with the 
whole community: Priorities the local community 
could address on their own or contribute to, prior-
ities local authorities could support, priorities that 
the project could support, and priorities that could 
not be covered within the scope of this interven-
tion were identified in this way. This contributed 
not only to social cohesion and the development 
of a common vision, but also to joint ownership, 
in a very transparent and mutually accountable 
way. This helped to mitigate potential tensions 
that could arise along gender, social or economic 
lines, and to mitigate the potential that someone 
or one group would capture the project and reap 
the benefits. 

The local community was also part of the monitor-
ing system. Based on the log frame that Helvetas 
staff must report on vis-à-vis the donor, staff talked 
to the community members and local authorities 
about which milestones were important to them. 
These included things such as an increase in in-
come, productivity, successful implementation of 

internal control systems, inclusive service delivery, 
capacity development, and meetings with local 
government officials. Furthermore, project budget 
spending was made visible to everyone as part of 
mid and end of year review and planning sessions 
with the community and local authorities. 

#Laos #WaterFoodClimate #Gender #Youth

30. Failure to consult all involved stake-
holders leads to conflict 

In Pakistan in 2010, a flood destroyed almost 
all water sources for drinking and other domes-
tic uses in a town in the Swat district. Sanitation 
became a very serious threat to the health of the 
whole community. Water had to be transported 
from the sources in the neighbouring areas. Hel-
vetas was already active in that area and, on de-
mand of the affected community, facilitated the 
planning of a very big emergency project for the 
whole town.31 Quick consultations with the com-
munities, elected representatives and local au-
thorities were organized. Access to a huge water 
spring was donated by a resident of the town for 
the emergency project.  

A significant amount of time and money was in-
vested in physical and demographic assessments, 
and the designing of the scheme to cover more 
than 50,000 people. Once everything was ready 
to go for the physical execution of the scheme, a 
group of farmers using the spring water for irri-
gation downstream objected to the scheme and 
filed a legal suit against the owner of the spring 
and the staff of a local facilitating organization. 

Meanwhile, the Helvetas team realized that, al-
though it was an emergency scheme, they should 
have comprehensively probed into the ownership 
and right-of-use facts prior to the investment in 
the project. Helvetas and its local partner then en-
gaged with the community to try and find an am-
icable solution to the issues. However, this failed 
and finally the project was abandoned to avoid 
any further escalation.

#Pakistan #Humanitarian #WaterFoodClimate
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31. Inclusion of authorities requires taking 
account of all relevant levels of government

Helvetas supported a project in Haiti which aimed 
at reinforcing local governance of drinking water 
and sanitation. At the beginning of the project, an 
interviewer was chosen together with the “mairie” 
(municipal council), to conduct the project base-
line study. It turned out that the “CASEC” (com-
munal council), the administrative level below the 
“mairie”, of this commune blocked any further 
work of the project and refused to cooperate with 
the interviewer because they were not involved 
in the selection process of the interviewer. In re-
sponse to this, Helvetas staff acknowledged that 
a mistake was made in not involving “CASEC” 
representatives and then corrected it by involving 
“CASEC” representatives in choosing a second 
interviewer. Ultimately, it was decided to involve 
two interviewers. The one who was selected with-
out “CASEC” involvement, and one who was se-
lected together with the “CASEC”.

#Haiti #WaterFoodClimate

32. A complaints handling committee 
helps to be responsive to local needs

Together with a consortium of other organizations, 
Helvetas was involved in responding to human-
itarian needs that arose due to the war in Ethio-
pia. In order to be more responsive to local needs, 
Helvetas and its partners adopted a communi-
ty-led crisis response approach. Apart from un-
conditional cash transfers, the distribution of cash 
through community-based organizations was in-
troduced. In a first step, community-based orga-
nizations were identified. In a second step, these 
organizations came up with proposals for projects 
that were then co-funded by the consortium. For 
example, women trade associations came up with 
a project proposal on identifying internally-dis-
placed women with prior experience and then en-
gaging them in trade in the IDP camps.

In order to also be more responsive to local needs 
when it came to cash transfers, a complaints han-
dling committee was established. The members 
of this committee were selected by IDP commu-
nities and were tasked with verifying complaints. 
For example, one selection criterion to qualify for 
benefits was that no previous assistance should 
have been received. If a complaint was made that 
someone had received benefits but already had 
previously received assistance, the committee 
would then investigate it. 

#Ethiopia #Humanitarian #Gender
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  3.3 FAIRNESS  

At the core of fair behaviour is the recognition of the 
value of inputs from all members of a community and 
not only those with power and influence.32 This in-
cludes treating people as equals to oneself. A chal-
lenge here is that what is considered to be fair or un-
fair varies between cultures. In order to act in a fair 
manner, gaining an understanding of, and respecting, 
local rules and communal processes is essential. 
Moreover, fairness does not necessarily mean dis-
tributing resources or access equally among different 
community members as not everyone has the same 
needs or advantages. Unfairness can be demonstrat-
ed by interveners when they show that they believe 
one group is superior to another, or through not tak-
ing local rules and processes into account.33 

The following examples highlight the chal-
lenge of being fair and offer some important 
lessons:

• Fairness often means making an extra effort to in-
clude marginalized people. Different situations of 
different communities mean that the means of en-
gaging them need to be adapted in order to ensure 
they have a genuine opportunity to participate (Ex-
amples 33, 34).

• Sometimes, opposition to the inclusion of certain 
groups or individuals can emerge. This often in-
volves navigating the tensions between respect-
ing local cultures and values on the one hand, and 
commitment to values of inclusion and fairness, on 
the other hand. Different gender norms and values 
represent a frequent stumbling block. Navigating 
this tension requires a lot of communication and 
negotiation (Examples 33, 35, 36).
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33. Ensuring inclusivity requires creativity 
and persistence

Since 1975, the government of Laos has engaged 
in a policy that oftentimes amounts to forced re-
settlement of remote communities to places clos-
er to government services, and infrastructure of 
lowland fields. People who are resettled in this 
way often belong to ethnic minorities and suffer in 
various ways from the resettlement such as from 
malaria and higher mortality rates. Another objec-
tive behind the resettlement is for the government 
to be better able to control these populations. 
There is suspicion towards these populations 
stemming from language barriers, their remote lo-
cation, and the civil war. Government officials who 
belong to the Lao ethnic majority group usually 
don’t speak one of the over 80 languages spoken 
by various ethnic minorities in Laos. Due to the 
remoteness and difficulty to access mountainous 
territory, it is difficult to obtain information what 
goes on in remote villages. Laos experienced a 
civil war between 1959 and 1975, from which the 
communist party emerged as a victor and rules 
until today. Distrust towards some communities 
who fought on the other side persists. In some 
cases, physical resettling took place, in other cas-
es existing villages were administratively pooled 
together into cluster villages.

When working on agricultural projects in Laos, 
Helvetas often focuses on farmer groups and sup-
ports the creation of farmer organizations. Mem-
bers of these organizations receive resources and 
trainings, which can empower them to capture 
what those left outside these organizations were 
previously equally entitled to. When choosing 
which villagers to work with, it is difficult to avoid 
working with those easiest to contact, who are of-
ten the ones already experienced in dealing with 
outsiders.

As part of the Lao Uplands Rural Advisory Service 
Project, Helvetas staff decided to work with a vil-
lage on climate adaptation activities. This village 
was in fact an administrative unit made up of two 
cluster villages. At the beginning of the project, 
Helvetas staff went to the village meeting house 
to start the engagement process with the villag-
ers. Staff noticed that only villagers belonging to 
the Lao ethnic group were present, although half 
of the population belonged to the Hmong ethnic 
group. It turned out that the village meeting house 
was in the Lao part of the village, and people from 
the Hmong part of the village did not really go 

there. Later on, it also became clear that the local 
government officials arranged the meeting only 
with the Lao village population because they also 
only spoke Lao.

Helvetas staff said that in order to proceed, 
Hmong men and women had to be present. Three 
men from the Hmong turned up but said that all 
women were busy and would not attend. Ulti-
mately, Helvetas staff decided to hold a second 
meeting with the Hmong women in the other part 
of the village. As a result, Helvetas staff decided 
to only work with intrinsic communities in the fu-
ture and not administrative units constructed by 
the government.

#Laos #WaterFoodClimate #GenderSocialEquity

34. Ensuring language is not a barrier to 
inclusion

Since Kosovo’s independence in 2008, Serbia 
does not recognize the Kosovar state and often 
operates parallel governance structures to those 
of the Kosovar state. Helvetas was active in Koso-
vo on a project which aimed to improve local 
governance. This was done for example through 
awarding money to municipalities based on their 
performance on a range of indicators. One Serb 
municipality initially did not respond to the invita-
tion to participate in the project.

Participation was entirely voluntary. Instead of 
leaving it at the invitation, Helvetas staff decid-
ed to make an extra effort, to ensure fairness, 
and proactively engaged with the Serb minority 
community in Kosovo in order not to leave them 
behind and further exclude them. They decided 
that either a member of Helvetas staff who spoke 
Serbian, or a Serb consultant would go to the mu-
nicipalities and explain the project to them in per-
son. Having Serb consultants, or speaking Serbi-
an, often helped in the past with building trust. If 
this was not possible, translation in Serbian was 
always provided in order not to exclude anyone.

#Kosovo #VoiceInclusionCohesion

Another Helvetas project in Kosovo focused on 
enhancing youth employment. As part of the proj-
ect, training in pastry-making was provided to 
women. As the majority of the population in Koso-
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vo is Kosovar and Albanian speaking, the trainings 
were given in Albanian. In one case, the project 
wanted to include members of the Serbian speak-
ing population. This did not happen because the 
women refused to participate in an Albanian train-
ing saying they did not speak Albanian. Project 
staff therefore organized an additional training in 
Serbian, supported the training provider in ad-
vertising the training in Serbian, and collaborat-
ed with a local Serbian NGO to advertise it and 
reach out to the Serbian speaking population.

#Kosovo #SkillsJobsIncome #Youth #Gender-
SocialEquity

35. Tailored communication with men 
 facilitates women’s participation

In Burkina Faso, Helvetas supported a project on 
youth employment and entrepreneurship. Helve-
tas was only able to work with 2,000 selected 
youths between 18 and 35 years old. The goal 
was to provide trainings to the youths and ac-
company them until they found employment or 
became entrepreneurs themselves. There were 
many more people interested to participate than 
the 2,000 participants foreseen by the project. 

There was one instance where a woman got se-
lected for the programme but did not inform her 
husband about it. When she wanted to go to the 
first training session, the husband protested and 
said that he did not know anything about this, that 
he did not understand what this was about, and 
he forbade her to go.

Project staff learned of this because the wom-
an told the local partner that she would not be 
able to participate because her husband forbade 
it. The local partner was trained in conflict sen-
sitivity and instead of just giving her place in the 
training to someone else, the local partner went to 
this household to present the project to the hus-
band and to show him that his contribution and 
his wife’s participation is important to the project. 
The husband than changed his mind and agreed 
that his wife participate in the project. On the day 
of the next training session, he brought his wife 
on his motorcycle to the place where the training 
session took place and came back for his wife at 
the end of the training.

#Burkina Faso #SkillsJobsIncome #Gender #Youth

36. Creative solutions to navigating 
 gender norms

A Helvetas humanitarian project in Sri Lanka in-
volved the setting up of a cash and voucher assis-
tance scheme. In the initial phase of the project an 
assessment visit to the southern part of Sri Lan-
ka was conducted. Staff members went door-to-
door to see beneficiaries and assess their needs. 
It was understood that a blanket approach to all 
households would aggravate the risk of conflict, 
especially in the domestic sphere. In one par-
ticular case, staff came across a household of 
a woman in severe need of financial assistance 
whose husband was away from home at the giv-
en moment. The woman explained that it would 
be difficult for her to receive the money because 
her husband didn’t like her handling money. Hel-
vetas staff members realized that giving cash as-
sistance could be problematic for this household 
and others like it, as it could create domestic ten-
sions. 

The first solution they thought of was to hand out 
food baskets in cases such as this. However, it 
was understood that this woman was in need of 
money for medical expenses for her child. Ulti-
mately, they decided that they would open a bank 
account in the wife’s mother’s name and depos-
it the money to this account, so she was able to 
spend the money on behalf of her daughter and 
grandchild for medical needs. 

 #Sri Lanka #Humanitarian #Gender
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  3.4 TRANSPARENCY  

Transparency is an essential element of all the other 
patterns of behaviour. Communicating openly about 
the aims and reasons for an intervention shows re-
spect. Being open about mistakes that have been 
made is part of being accountable. Providing enough 
information about the intervention to communities 
allows them to evaluate whether an organization is 
living up to its principles and values. Sharing knowl-
edge about how interventions and behaviours impact 
different groups of people demonstrates that an or-
ganization cares about fairness. Being transparent 
can include sharing information about all elements 
of an intervention, whereby important elements are 
selection criteria, project goals, project timeframes 
and funding allocations. Transparency is important 
because it allows people to understand how and why 
decisions are made and find entry points for their 
voices in decision-making processes. Transparency 
also contributes to a sense of connectedness.34 

Helvetas’ experiences with transparency offer 
some important lessons:

• Particularly in conflict situations, actions and be-
haviour are very susceptible to misinterpretation. 
Preventive and transparent communication is 
thereby a key strategy to avoid misunderstandings 
(Example 38). Sometimes, being transparent about 
who we are can mean “showing our face” in a very 
literal way (Example 39).

• Sometimes project activities must be stopped 
because, due to the conflict environment, trans-
parency cannot be guaranteed. In the absence of 
transparency certain project activities could be 
misinterpreted and fuel conflict (Example 37).

• In some cases, Helvetas needs to bring in help 
from outside and be aware of its own limitations. 
For instance, it might be necessary to bring in the 
donor to discuss sensitive things with government 
agencies. While transparency requires being open 
and honest in communication, it is still necessary 
to pay attention to the way in which issues are 
communicated (Example 37).

• Transparency is closely connected to gaining the 
acceptance of local communities. Often, coopera-
tion with people that are already accepted by the 
local community helps to gain trust (Example 38).

• Transparent communication is also a key strategy 
in counteracting perceived or actual distribution ef-
fects, as was illustrated by the examples in section 
2.1.
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37. When suspension of activities is  
the best option, careful communication  
is  essential

In the summer of 2022, violent clashes erupted 
between Kyrgyz and Tajik border guards, lead-
ing to deaths and displacement in the disputed 
border region. These cross-border tensions were 
linked to disputed border demarcations and water 
issues. Helvetas was working in those border ar-
eas in Tajikistan on water resource management, 
including the renovation of irrigation infrastruc-
ture, introducing water-efficient agricultural tech-
niques, and assisting water user associations in 
providing adequate services. 

Helvetas staff discussed how to stay engaged 
and keep working on some issues but also how 
to make sure that their project actions would not 
accidentally trigger any further clashes. Howev-
er, it was very difficult to predict what potentially 
could trigger any further clashes. It was decided 
that non-visible activities such as research could 
continue, while visible activities, such as the con-
struction of infrastructure, had to be halted for as 
long as the situation remained fragile. The reno-
vation of irrigation infrastructure on the Tajik side 
of the border could, for example, be misinterpret-
ed by the Kyrgyz authorities as construction of a 
dam which potentially redirects water away from 
Kyrgyzstan. It was decided that any activities that 
could potentially be interpreted as hostile from 
the other side would have to be halted for the mo-
ment. Because even if an activity would be autho-
rized by one government, it could always be mis-
interpreted by the other side. However, ceasing 
construction work meant that Helvetas staff had 
to say no to the relevant Tajik government agen-
cy which wanted work to continue. Refusing the 
request of a government agency brought political 
risks for Helvetas in Tajikistan. However, continu-
ing the project would also have had a negative im-
pact on the Helvetas programme in Kyrgyzstan. In 
order to decline such a request in a conflict sen-
sitive manner, Helvetas staff had to find the right 
channel and manner. They decided to bring in the 
donor, who was then able to discuss the issue 
with the Tajik government on the level of equals.

#Tajikistan #VoiceInclusionCohesion

38. Extensive communication indispens-
able before a sensitive activity

As part of a project on local governance in Ethio-
pia, Helvetas staff members were supposed to go 
to a very rural area and do drone recordings. Due 
to the ongoing war between government forces 
and Tigray defence forces, people were in gener-
al very suspicious of outsiders, suspecting them 
of being rebels or spies. Moreover, light-skinned 
outsiders and drones were never seen in this area 
before, and Helvetas’ videographer was white. 
In order to avoid creating tensions, Helvetas lo-
cal staff went to the area two weeks ahead of the 
drone recordings. Together with local police and 
government officials they talked to people explain-
ing what it all was about and prepared the ground 
for a smooth visit of the camera team.

#Ethiopia #VoiceInclusionCohesion

39. Special transparency measures 
 needed to maintain trust in conflict areas

One of Myanmar’s largest ethnic minorities, the 
Kayin, live in Kayin state. Since 1949 there is an 
armed conflict between Myanmar’s military and 
Kayin armed groups. In 2012 and 2015 ceasefires 
were signed. However, violence resumed, and 
significantly increased, following the military coup 
in 2021. Helvetas had a project in this region on 
education and employment opportunities for con-
flict-affected youth. In the inception phase, it was 
important for Helvetas staff and local partners to 
build relationships with ethnic organizations in 
the area. Local leaders often asked whether Hel-
vetas cooperates with the military, Helvetas staff 
explained that they had a “no engagement” policy 
towards the military. In order to visit local leaders 
in the first place, several measures were taken to 
avoid arousing suspicion in an area where armed 
clashes were ongoing. It was decided that only 
one Helvetas member at a time would go, always 
together with a member of a local partner orga-
nization who spoke the local language and that, 
when travelling on a motor bike to the area, the 
Helvetas staff member would not wear a helmet 
so that people could see their face. 

#Myanmar #SkillsJobsIncome
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  CROSS-REFERENCE INDEX  

Example ( no. and title ) Country Working Area Cross-cutting topics

1. Vehicles are a resource that is vulnerable to 
diversion

Ethiopia

2. Armed groups’ demands for “taxes” must be 
delicately navigated

Not specified

3. The nature of the resource affects its vulnera-
bility to theft and diversion

Not specified Water Food Climate

4. Good relationships with local stakeholders 
help to manage a corrupt partner

Bangladesh Water Food Climate Partnership

5. Uncoordinated cash assistance leads to 
inflation

Ethiopia Partnership
Humanitarian

6. Increased efficiencies have an unintended 
effect on demand

Tajikistan Water Food Climate

7. A principled stand is undermined by the poli-
cies of other actors

Burkina Faso Water Food Climate

8. Communication is key in counteracting per-
ceived exclusion from a project

Pakistan Skills Jobs Income

9. An inclusive systems approach helps to 
transform conflict

Pakistan Skills Jobs Income Inclusive Systems

10. Transparent communication helps manage 
tensions around selection of project participants

Burkina Faso Skills Jobs Income Youth

11. Clear criteria and data verification help to 
avoid nepotism

Tanzania Skills Jobs Income Youth

12. Mixed teams help to increase trust in areas 
with strong identity divisions

Sri Lanka Humanitarian
Youth

13. Unintended consequences require involving 
additional stakeholders

Laos Water Food Climate
Skills Jobs Income

14. Local political allegiances affect perceptions 
of community development projects

Mozambique Water Food Climate

15. Competition between levels of local govern-
ment affects project site selection

Haiti Water Food Climate

16. Use of common pool resources requires 
dialogue involving all stakeholders

Burkina Faso Water Food Climate

17. Competing claims require the facilitation of 
an inclusive negotiation process

Pakistan Water Food Climate

18. Supporting people to voice demands 
requires also engaging constructively with 
authorities

Bangladesh Water Food Climate Advocacy

19. A multi-stakeholder approach widens per-
ceptions of roles and responsibilities

Bangladesh Voice Inclusion Cohesion

20. Empowering women and youth involves also 
engaging with other stakeholders

Kyrgyzstan Voice Inclusion Cohesion 
Skills Jobs Income

Gender
Youth

21. Extra communication efforts to avoid per-
ceptions of partiality

Mozambique Water Food Climate
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Example ( no. and title ) Country Working Area Cross-cutting topics

22. No engagement as a means to avoid legiti-
mizing

Not specified Advocacy

23. Conflict implies reputational and security 
risks for both project implementer and partici-
pants

Not specified Voice Inclusion Cohesion

24. Political polarization makes impartial gover-
nance work challenging

Albania Voice Inclusion Cohesion

25. Choosing our words carefully Myanmar
Sri Lanka
Tajikistan

Voice Inclusion Cohesion Advocacy

26. Reflecting on our individual-level awareness Ethiopia
Tajikistan
Bosnia & Herzegovina
Mozambique
Bangladesh

27. Cultural and religious differences have prac-
tical consequences

Sri Lanka Voice Inclusion Cohesion

28. Respectfully communicating and negotiating 
when there are differences of belief

Mozambique Water Food Climate

29. Inclusive participatory planning and monitor-
ing takes time and effort

Laos Water Food Climate Gender
Youth

30. Failure to consult all involved stakeholders 
leads to conflict

Pakistan Water Food Climate Humanitarian

31. Inclusion of authorities requires taking ac-
count of all relevant levels of government

Haiti Water Food Climate

32. A complaints handling committee helps to 
be responsive to local needs

Ethiopia Humanitarian
Gender

33. Ensuring inclusivity requires creativity and 
persistence

Laos Water Food Climate Gender Social Equity

34. Ensuring language is not a barrier to inclu-
sion

Kosovo Voice Inclusion Cohesion
Skills Jobs Income

Youth
Gender Social Equity

35. Tailored communication with men facilitates 
women’s participation

Burkina Faso Skills Jobs Income Gender
Youth

36. Creative solutions to navigating gender 
norms

Sri Lanka Gender 
Humanitarian

37. When suspension of activities is the best 
option, careful communication is essential

Tajikistan Voice Inclusion Cohesion

38. Extensive communication indispensable 
before a sensitive activity

Ethiopia Voice Inclusion Cohesion

39. Special transparency measures needed to 
maintain trust in conflict areas

Myanmar Skills Jobs Income
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