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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Local humanitarian leadership (LHL) is the talk of the humanitarian field these days. This is the
idea that it should be governments and civil societies in crisis-affected countries that are leading
the humanitarian assistance in their countries, whenever possible, supported by the
international community. LHL has recently gained some traction, even by some of the
international actors who would need to cede power and resources to bring about such a
change. Of course, local leadership is happening all the time, around the world, primarily in
disaster risk reduction (DRR), disaster preparedness, and in response to small- and medium1
sized “natural disasters” and conflicts. Yet the work that lies ahead to bring about a
transformational change—a complete revamping of the system that has been in place for the
past 60 years—cannot be underestimated. Change will need to occur at every level, by every
actor.
In the context of local humanitarian leadership, one of the areas that requires critical attention is
religion and faith actors, and that is the subject of this scoping research. Despite its powerful
relevance in humanitarian crises and responses—and for the move toward local humanitarian
2
leadership—religion has been considered the “third rail” of humanitarian assistance: so
controversial and charged that it should be avoided.
First, religion and faith themselves play an enormous role in crises, as both real and purported
causes of conflicts at the communal, state, regional, and even global level. Humanitarian and
political actors are forced to contend with these issues in their everyday work, yet many tend to
be oblivious to the positive role that religious factors can play in the outcome of a crisis.
Negative impacts of religion (e.g., violent extremism, human rights abuses) are more readily
apparent and are often generalized, in the sense that religion is portrayed as a dangerous and
problematic force. As a result, humanitarian and political actors are left with the choice to either
buy into this portrayal or temper its impact by considering religion a relatively benign but
essentially inconsequential cultural feature. In this way, the power of religion is too often
simplistically associated with negative consequences that, even when true, fail to account for
the greater complexity of the underlying causes that give rise to extremist representations. A
more nuanced and sophisticated understanding of the complex roles that religions and religious
institutions play in local contexts would help international actors work with local populations to
mitigate the negative impacts of religious expression and strengthen the positive forces.
Second, religion and faith enter the humanitarian sphere as people affected by crises stemming
from natural hazards and conflict struggle to make sense of, come to terms with, and recover
from trauma and loss. This aspect of humanitarian action tends to be supported by faith-inspired
humanitarian actors but largely avoided by other actors for many reasons, including a belief that
religion is a personal rather than public matter and one that must be avoided in order to
3
maintain their secularity (which is associated with impartiality in the minds of many). (For
definitions of faith-inspired NGOs, secular NGOs, and other terms, see page 11) One of the
main sources of unease on the part of secular international humanitarian actors in their
engagement with local faith actors—and their support of them as partners and local
humanitarian leaders—is local faith actors’ (LFAs’) provision of spiritual assistance and
concerns around impartiality and proselytism. This research looks in greater depth at both the
engagement and the concerns.
A third way that religion comes into play in humanitarian action is through faith-inspired
humanitarian actors. There are faith-inspired humanitarian international non-governmental
organizations (INGOs) that operate in the global humanitarian system alongside their secular
counterparts, but do so with a basis in a religious tradition. Building on existing research
4
examining religion and humanitarian assistance, this research found little difference in the
strategies and practices that these organizations employ in their local humanitarian leadership
work, except around the local actors with which they partner. International faith-inspired
organizations (FIOs) tend to work in networks of local faith actors, and it is primarily LFAs with
whom they partner, support, and promote as local humanitarian leaders, whereas secular
humanitarian international NGOs tend to partner with secular local actors and engage with LFAs
on an ad hoc basis and not in their local humanitarian leadership work. One role that mediumsized FIOs do appear to play more than their secular counterparts is that of an intermediary
between larger INGOs and local faith actors.
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Local faith actors are the other actors we consider in the intersection of local humanitarian
leadership and religion. One critical change in the move toward LHL becoming the organizing
principle of humanitarian assistance is that international actors—donors, multilateral agencies,
and INGOs—need to more fully recognize, acknowledge, and respect the capabilities, needs,
priorities, and culture of local humanitarian actors. Taking local actors seriously means seeing
them for who they are and who they want to be, with beliefs and practices that may be very
different from those of humanitarian workers from the global North.
Nowhere is this more challenging than with local faith actors. There are thousands of LFAs,
ranging from religious institutions (churches, mosques, temples, etc.) and networks of religious
institutions to faith-inspired community-based organizations (CBOs) to faith-inspired nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). The approach of LFAs to humanitarian assistance varies
widely, as does the engagement by international humanitarian actors with them. On the one
hand, many believe that as local actors who 1) are first responders and have been providing
humanitarian assistance and acting as social safety nets in their communities for decades, if not
centuries; 2) have great logistical access; 3) are respected in their communities; and 4) have the
ability to affect social change (e.g., on gender equality, violence against women, early marriage)
in their communities, LFAs should be among the local actors with which INGOs are considering
partnering and supporting in their work toward local humanitarian leadership.
On the other hand, there are concerns and risks related to local faith actors, including that they
1) do not always adequately represent their entire communities, particularly the most vulnerable,
and the people put forth as leaders often represent the traditional hierarchies; 2) do not
consistently embody and promote gender and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer
(LGBTQ) equality; 3) do not consistently meet technical standards; 4) are not always able to
scale up in times of crisis; and 5) do not always subscribe or adhere to the humanitarian
principles (for a detailed discussion of these principles, see page 16). Conversations about local
actors and the humanitarian principles are complicated in general by questions about the
continuing relevance of the principles and equal expectations of adherence by both local and
international actors. But they are further complicated when considering delivery of humanitarian
assistance by LFAs. Our research found a pervasive stigma regarding non-adherence to the
humanitarian principle of impartiality by LFAs as well as evidence of actual problems with
partiality and proselytizing that need to be addressed, both of which result in obstacles to the
provision of aid to those most in need.
Secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs have reacted differently to this mixture of
opportunities and risks involved with engaging with local faith actors: faith-based humanitarian
INGOs recognize the risks and have concerns, but engage with LFAs in a strategic, ongoing
basis in their work to promote local humanitarian leadership, while secular INGOs work with
local faith actors primarily on an ad hoc basis and not as partners in their LHL efforts.
Yet our research suggests that, even with these different approaches, secular and faith-inspired
international humanitarian NGOs have something in common: a low level of religious literacy. In
other words, although humanitarian INGOs are engaging with local faith actors, they are not
doing so in a fashion that is as informed or sophisticated as it should be. In order for
humanitarian INGOs to engage local faith actors effectively, so as to further their work on local
humanitarian leadership they should have a certain level of religious literacy, i.e., a strong
understanding of how religion functions in the contexts where they work, including the following
factors:
•

Identifying which religious or worldview perspectives are culturally dominant and which are
marginalized;

•

Understanding how culturally dominant forms of religious beliefs or worldviews interact with
and are reinforced by other dominant political, economic, and social forces;

•

Identifying religious leaders and practitioners who are prominent and represent the culturally
dominant perspectives, as well as those leaders and practitioners representing perspectives
that are less prominent and/or marginalized (often women and racial/ethnic minorities) and
communities whose perspective may not be well represented by leaders; and

•

Recognizing how religious beliefs function as motivating factors giving ideological legitimacy
to the full range of political, economic, and social expressions of human agency.
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Both faith-inspired and secular international humanitarian NGOs also need to be aware of
dominant and marginalized religious perspectives within their own organizations, including the
marginalization of any religious perspective within secular organizations.
Our scoping research suggests that there are significant weaknesses in approaches to religious
literacy and engagement by both secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs. Virtually all
stakeholders recognized the importance of a greater level of religious literacy in their work on
local humanitarian leadership and had in mind very clear components that would be useful,
including obtaining more information about relevant religious, cultural, and political factors in a
given context; learning more about local faith actors operating in the areas where INGOs are
working and how those LFAs work; allowing for religiously-based discussions of human rights
and humanitarian principles; recognizing secular assumptions; and examining the opportunities
and risks of engagement with LFAs.
This scoping research, combining a literature review and interviews of more than 45
stakeholders, set out to examine the varying approaches and effectiveness in local
humanitarian leadership by secular and faith-inspired international humanitarian NGOs, their
varying approaches to partnering and engaging with local faith actors, and their religious
literacy. The interviews focused on INGO staff, primarily in headquarters but also some field
staff, and researchers, but also included representatives of the United Nations (UN), Red Cross,
and government. Building on Oxfam’s perspective and network, they were designed to provide
the INGO and international actor perspective on these issues.
Following from this research, we recommend the following:
1. Practitioners and scholars should collaborate to create a religious literacy curriculum, or
toolbox, in order to improve their humanitarian work generally and their local humanitarian
leadership work in particular. It should:
•

Be comprehensive, focusing not only on the key principles, beliefs, doctrine, and
history of religions, but—more useful for an industry where people work in many
different contexts—it will provide aid workers with the tools to gather this information,
as well as key information about the relationship between religion, politics, and culture
in a given context.

•

Consider issues around gender and be intersectional (recognizing the multiple layers
of identity—and discrimination—that occur across race, gender, social class, ethnicity,
sexual orientation, religion, age, etc.).

•

Reflect the internal diversity of many religions.

•

Include discussions of secular literacy.

•

Be sufficiently flexible to meet the needs of various actors, including secular and faithbased INGOs.

2. Both secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs should examine and seek to address
their own religious biases in their work on local humanitarian leadership as well as their
other humanitarian work. Religious biases may include privileging particular religions or
particular expressions of religion as more valid than others; they may include biases against
secularism and secular worldviews. Secular biases may include a predisposition to
considering religious spaces as unwelcoming and participating in religious spaces as a
violation of their secularity. It is important to note that religious and secular biases may differ
between headquarters and field offices, among field offices, and between national and
international staff in field offices. International practitioners (and local faith actors) should
give careful consideration to the “non-negotiables,” from their respective points of view, of
engaging with each other—and whether a “deal-breaker”—e.g., over gender or
impartiality—would preclude collaboration on that particular area of work or would preclude
partnership generally.
3. Practitioners and researchers should work together to prepare an analysis of the potential
costs of not engaging with LFAs in local humanitarian leadership work.
4. When engaging with local faith actors, INGOs should:
•
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Keep in mind that many local faith actors are not primarily humanitarian actors. They
are not smaller versions—clones or “mini-me’s”—of the big INGOs, and they may
have no interest in becoming such. Yet, while they may not have humanitarian

experience or while their approaches to delivering assistance may differ from
international humanitarian standards, they do have many assets to bring to bear,
potentially including experience delivering social assistance to communities, capacity
and expertise in other areas, networks, access, and clout within their communities.
Both parties can certainly learn from each other.
•

Do not presume that religious leaders and LFAs represent everyone in their
communities, particularly the most vulnerable. This is true even if the leaders and local
faith actors are put forward by the government.

•

Always look out for leadership outside of institutional hierarchies. While women are
leaders in some faiths, they are often not part of the traditional hierarchy. In such
instances they should be sought out, e.g., in women’s faith groups.

•

When discussing issues related to human rights and humanitarian principles, a) avoid
jargon and speak in terms that are widely, and locally, understandable; b) do not
presume that these values are universally held or interpreted the same by all; but also
c) do not suggest that international actors have the copyright on such values.

•

Watch out for unintended instances where potential beneficiaries are reluctant to
obtain assistance from an LFA because of a perception of partiality.

•

Be aware of the risk of instrumentalizing local faith actors, i.e., exploiting their capacity
and resources by using them to accomplish the INGOs’ goals, particularly when those
goals vary from the LFAs’.

5. In order to collaboratively explore the risks and opportunities of engaging with local faith
actors, secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs should consider joining initiatives
5
such as the UN Interagency Taskforce on Religion and Development, the Joint Learning
Initiative on Faith & Local Communities (JLI), and the Partnership for Religion and
Development (PaRD), and participating in conferences such as the upcoming October 2017
conference “Localizing Response to Humanitarian Need: The Role of Religious and Faith6
Based Organizations.”
6. More in-depth research should be conducted to examine how faith-inspired and secular
humanitarian INGOs engage in local humanitarian leadership and to learn lessons for this
work. It should focus on:
•

The risks and opportunities of engagement by humanitarian INGOs with local faith
actors in local humanitarian leadership work. The research should include, or be
supplemented by, an examination of lessons learned from the development sector as
well as from multilateral institutions and government aid agencies that engage with
LFAs.

•

Whether there are other differences, beyond engagement with LFAs, in the practices
and effectiveness of the local humanitarian leadership work conducted by secular and
faith-inspired humanitarian organizations. This should include whether the INGOs are
playing a role as intermediary between local faith actors and larger INGOs. This
research should focus heavily on obtaining the perspectives of actors based incountry: field staff of INGOs and other actors and, particularly, local secular and faith
actors.
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1 INTRODUCTION
LOCAL HUMANITARIAN LEADERSHIP
As research from Oxfam and others has found, the global international aid system—led by the
UN, the biggest government donors, INGOs, and the Red Cross—has saved countless lives
and alleviated suffering wherever possible, but it is deeply flawed. It can be slow to respond to
emergencies; it is costly; and it often demonstrates more accountability to its donors than to the
people it aims to help. It has not effectively prioritized DRR. And although its international staff
members have much to offer—such as technical skills and the willingness to spotlight violations
7
of human rights—they can lack awareness of local needs, priorities, and culture. As a result of
these structural flaws, the system is not as efficient as it could be in saving lives, and it often
8
strips away the dignity of beneficiaries in the name of saving their lives. Furthermore, research
shows that due to climate change, humanitarian needs are growing and are expected to
9
continue to climb at a pace that cannot be matched by the current global system.
A fundamental transformation is needed in the way humanitarian assistance is conducted.
Toward this end, Oxfam and many others have embraced local humanitarian leadership (LHL):
the concept that humanitarian action that is led by governments in countries affected by crises,
assisted and held accountable by local civil societies and assisted by international actors, will
often save more lives because it is faster and often more appropriate. Also, as a rights-based
organization, Oxfam embraces LHL's placement of decision-making in the hands of the people
10
most affected by crises. Of course, LHL is not possible in all situations, such as where
governments are party to a conflict, committing human rights and international humanitarian law
violations, or not providing humanitarian assistance in an impartial manner to all people,
regardless of their ethnic, political, or religious affiliation. But even in those instances, the
international community should change its modus operandi so that it looks first to assess
existing capacity on the ground before taking the lead in humanitarian action, and so that it is
always focused on strengthening that local capacity.
Bringing about this transformation—so that the default becomes local leadership and the
exception becomes international leadership—will require the shifting of knowledge, power, and
resources to local and national humanitarian actors (LNHAs) (see the definition of LNHA and
other terms on page 11). Locally led humanitarian action was one of the most prevalent themes
at last year’s World Humanitarian Summit. Among the strengths of the Summit were the
participation of many local actors and commitments made by international organizations about
11
moving toward more LHL, but the heavy lifting lies ahead. Many LNHAs need to bolster their
leadership, organizational, and technical capacities so that they are able to lead humanitarian
action, absorb more direct funding, conduct fundraising, and meet the reporting requirements of
donors. Many national governments must invest more funds in DRR, preparedness, and
response and to ensure that they are sufficiently protecting, and providing equitable and
impartial humanitarian assistance to, their people. INGOs need to 1) provide more direct
funding, including core funding, to their local partners; 2) conduct smarter and more strategic
capacity strengthening; 3) be better partners, including creating the space for LNHAs to engage
more in all aspects of planning, implementation, and monitoring, evaluation, and learning
(MEAL) of particular projects and to engage in national- and international-level conversations
12
about humanitarian action and LHL; 4) promote their partners to their donors; and 5) devise a
new business model for their work going forward that capitalizes on the value they add to the
system . Multilateral agencies must do many of the same things. Donors need to be willing to
shoulder more of the financial risk that is inherent in humanitarian action, easing unnecessary
legal and policy hurdles to direct funding by LNHAs, creating more flexible funding opportunities
and access to opportunities in local languages.
This work will not be easy, and it will require organizations and agencies in each of these
groups to step forward as leaders. Interestingly, faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs predominate
in the INGO discourse on LHL. Among the signatories of the Charter for Change are Christian
Aid, Tearfund, Islamic Relief (IR), multiple Caritas chapters including Catholic Relief Services
(CRS) and the Catholic Agency For Overseas Development (CAFOD), and multiple Church Aid
13
chapters, while Oxfam and Care are the exceptions as large secular humanitarian INGOs.
14
FIOs are also predominant among the INGO thought leadership on LHL.
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In order to affect meaningful change toward a system where local humanitarian leadership is the
default, international actors in particular will need to take steps that run counter to their most
immediate, entrenched interests. Currently, LNHAs receive only a fragment of total
humanitarian funding, while the overwhelming majority goes to multilateral agencies and
15
INGOs. In turn, multilateral agencies and INGOs pass much of this funding to LNHAs (often
the multilaterals channel funds first to INGOs, who then pass them to LNHAs), but they keep a
16
portion for overhead expenses and usually some project-related costs. We also need to
recognize the neo-colonialism and paternalism that are sometimes (but certainly not always)
latent in the resistance to local leadership, leading many Northern donors and Northern-based
INGOs to find it difficult to imagine Southern governments and civil society being able to lead
17
humanitarian action effectively without their oversight.
Donors, multilateral agencies, and INGOs must also come to terms with the fact that LNHAs
may not all look like the typical humanitarian NGO from the global North. Nowhere is this more
true than when it comes to understanding the roles of religion in different contexts and the roles
of local faith actors, which range from a church, mosque, or temple, to a small faith-inspired
community-based organization to a local NGO.

LHL, Religion, and Religious Actors
How does an understanding of religion in general and of local faith actors in particular fit into the
humanitarian landscape? We know that religion continues to play an extremely important role in
the lives of people around the world. Despite predictions to the contrary 50 years ago, the global
South, where people are most vulnerable to the effects of climate change, natural hazards, and
18
conflicts, is becoming more religious, not less. Local religious institutions and faith-inspired
organizations play myriad roles, sometimes fueling and sometimes mitigating conflict situations,
yet consistently providing social services and relief in disaster and conflict contexts. They have
enormous capacity. As one researcher put it, “[Religious actors] don’t need capacity building.
They are capacity. They’re walking, talking capacity. They’re real experts. They just haven’t
19
applied that expertise in this particular kind of setting before.” It is important to recognize that
religious institutions and actors have substantial capacity for humanitarian assistance, yet they
20
do not function primarily as humanitarian actors, and they often are not NGOs. They often
operate in parallel worlds from the “international” system, receiving funding through different
channels and not coordinating with the international actors, or even sometimes the local and
national secular actors. They are also guided by different values, some of which overlap with the
principles guiding humanitarian action.
In many societies, it is the religious leaders and actors who are the most powerful and
respected members of the society, with tremendous access to, and sway over, their community
members. Yet many secular international humanitarian actors keep religion and local religious
actors at arm’s length, even as they embrace the LHL agenda and work to strengthen the
capacity of local actors in the places where they work to lead humanitarian action.
There are a number of reasons for the reluctance on the part of many international humanitarian
actors, including some faith-inspired ones, to engage with local religious leaders and local faith
21
actors. In our current political context, where Islamophobia is rampant, some people connote
religion—especially Islam—with extremism and religious violence. Others worry about faithinspired organizations, particularly local ones, engaging in proselytizing or a quid pro quo in
return for humanitarian assistance. Others know that people in many parts of the world have a
fear of institutional religion and are concerned that such people will be reluctant to accept
assistance from faith-inspired organizations or religious institutions. Yet others do not know how
to engage with local faith actors: who they are, the protocols of reaching out and communicating
with them, etc. These and other factors lead to discomfort, reluctance, wariness, and even
disdain for engaging with religion and religious actors among many international humanitarian
workers, notwithstanding the fact that many are engaged in the same type of work, often
motivated by the same values, and working toward the same goals.
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PROJECT AND METHODOLOGY
In this project, Harvard Divinity School’s Religious Literacy Project (RLP) and Oxfam have
examined how humanitarian INGOs engage with issues related to religion and religious actors
in their work on local leadership, what assumptions are behind those policies and practices, and
the opportunities and challenges presented by those policies, practices, and tools. More
specifically, we have considered:
•

Whether there is a difference in how secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs think
about, and are working toward, LHL;

•

Whether there is a difference in how secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs engage
with local faith actors in their LHL work; and

•

The level of religious literacy (defined below in the Terminology section) existing in
humanitarian INGOs, the approach (including tools) they employ, and whether a greater
level of religious literacy would facilitate their LHL work.

This project was designed as scoping research, a modest piece of research to scratch the
surface of this issue and see “if there’s something there” that should be explored more deeply
and comprehensively.
The selected research methods were:
•

A literature review of approximately 100 peer-reviewed and other journal articles and over 50
22
white papers, NGO reports and website pages, etc.

•

Interviews and conversations with over 45 policymakers and staff in humanitarian INGOs
(both faith-inspired and secular, in headquarters and field offices), UN agencies, the Red
Cross movement, government aid agencies, and academic leaders. (See list of people
interviewed and consulted in the Appendix.) The interviews took place between November
2016 and February 2017 and employed a qualitative, semi-structured, problem-centered
23
interview method.

•

A search for, and examination of, tools utilized by INGOs in their work on local humanitarian
leadership and for religious literacy.

•

A day-long workshop of 15 practitioner and academic experts, who discussed the research
questions and vetted the preliminary findings.

As the research questions suggest, the focus of the research is predominantly on INGO
behavior and INGO views of LFAs. As such, the interviews of humanitarian practitioners were
primarily with INGOs, and secondarily with other international actors in order to obtain their
perspectives on the behavior of the INGOs vis-à-vis LHL, engagement with local faith actors,
and religious literacy. We did not interview local actors. Seeking a largely top-down view of the
current system, most of the interviews with INGO staff were with humanitarian leadership of the
agencies, based in headquarters, although we did interview a number of field-based Oxfam
staff. Interviews with more field-based INGO staff and local actors (secular and faith-based)
would be an important area of further research that would provide a more comprehensive
perspective on these questions.
Limitations on the methodology include the small sample size: we did not interview all of the key
stakeholders by any means. We were able to interview representatives of about 15 international
humanitarian agencies and, within these, we generally interviewed only one representative from
each organization with the exception of Oxfam. Within the INGO interviews, the number of FIOs
was greater than the number of secular organizations, allowing for greater representation of
views on the research questions by FIOs. Within FIOs, Christian organizations predominated,
and we were able to speak with only one Muslim, one Jewish, and one Buddhist humanitarian
INGO. The vast majority of INGO representatives were from Northern-based INGOs, with only
one Southern-based INGO represented. The INGOs represented are large and work globally.
All interviews were conducted in English, which is not the native language of some of the
interviewees, particularly field-based humanitarian INGO staff, and there were some issues
around comprehension of both questions and answers.
All qualitative research is, of course, influenced by the perspectives of both the researchers and
research subjects. Although our interviews attempted to avoid using language that could be
24
interpreted differently by different people, this research topic revolves around such terms, and
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it was clear that there were some misunderstandings. The problem-centered methodology
employed for this research did not presume a false neutrality but rather acknowledged its own
perspective as being conducted by a secular NGO that has a reputation for supporting and
advocating for the LHL agenda; different interviewers might obtain a different perspective from
interview subjects.

TERMINOLOGY
Many of the terms introduced above are complex, holding different meanings and connotations
for different people. We use the following terms and definitions:
•

Local humanitarian leadership (LHL), or locally led humanitarian action: Humanitarian
action that is led by governments in countries affected by crises, assisted and held
accountable by local civil societies, and assisted by international actors.

•

Religious literacy: Sometimes referred to as “faith literacy” or “cultural
literacy/competence/sensitivity,” the term “religious literacy” as we define and use it in this
research, encompasses:
-

A basic understanding of the history, central texts (where applicable), beliefs, practices,
and contemporary manifestations of several of the world’s religious traditions and
expressions, that reflects their internal diversity;

-

An understanding that all of the above are influenced by the society, culture, and history
of a particular context, and that they evolve and change with time; and

-

The ability to discern and explore the religious dimensions within the society, culture, and
25
politics of a particular context.
26

•

Local actor, or Local and National Humanitarian Actor (LNHA): Domestic government,
civil society, and community-based organizations. These organizations and entities may
operate in one community (at the “local” level), a region of the country, or nationally. They
include local religious actors (see below). Stakeholders differ widely in their
conceptualization of “local actor,” with disagreement on whether it includes government
entities, diaspora groups, country offices of INGOs, and national Red Cross/Crescent
chapters. Others feel that the term “local” itself is problematic, either because it creates
confusion in whether it signifies the community level or anything at the national or lower
level, or because it is belittling. Some of these issues are currently being debated on the
global stage, through the discussions on the Grand Bargain commitments, and hopefully the
humanitarian community will move toward a consensus.

•

Humanitarian INGO: An INGO whose work is exclusively humanitarian action or a “multimandate INGO” whose portfolio includes development work as well.

•

Faith-based NGO (FBO): An NGO that has an explicit faith claim in its mission statement
27
and/or is directly supported by a formal religious structure.

•

Faith-inspired NGO (FIO): We use this term to refer to either an FBO or an organization
with links to religious institutions and communities. FIO is a broader term that includes FBOs
but also includes organizations that operate independently from a formal religious
28
institution.

•

Local religious actor, or local faith actor (LFA): For our purposes, this is a “catch-all” term
for religious institutions, communities (see below for definitions), and FIOs with a religious
purpose operating at a national or sub-national level in a country.

•

Local religious institution: Domestic formal structures of religious traditions and
communities, religiously inspired movements, community- or congregation-level groups,
faith-inspired and faith-based organizations, and religiously linked academic institutions.

•

Local religious community: Local affiliation group of a religious tradition or organization.

•

Secular humanitarian INGO: We use this category to capture all humanitarian INGOs that
are not faith-inspired. It should be noted, however, that “secularism is not neutral and
universal, that different types of secularism exist and that secularism is viewed differently
30
around the world.” Furthermore, since “secularism” is often used to connote a foundation in
human rights, many FIOs in fact consider themselves to be “secular” in addition to faithinspired.

29
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2 FINDINGS
SECULAR AND FAITH-INSPIRED
HUMANITARIAN INGOS AND LHL:
DIFFERENCES IN DISCOURSE BUT NOT
EFFECTIVENESS
In this research, we have considered the ways in which the religious or secular motivations and
practices of humanitarian INGOs impact their approach to working with and through local actors
31
and to LHL. In this section, we highlight two issues that have arisen in our interviews and
literature review: 1) strategies and practices toward LHL, and 2) the effectiveness of LHL work.
In this and the other areas of our analysis, we do not mean to suggest a) a uniform split
between FIOs and secular NGOs on any issue, or b) that either group is homogeneous in its
perspective.
Not all humanitarian INGOs support the move toward local humanitarian leadership, and this
was the case within the organizations interviewed in this research. Some such organizations do
32
not believe that LHL is an effective or appropriate approach, at least in their particular work,
although even some of these recognize that they should improve their understanding of local
33
contexts. The overwhelming majority of the humanitarian INGOs interviewed in this research
do, however, support the LHL agenda.
Most respondents expressed a belief that there is no significant difference in the strategies to
34
LHL employed by secular humanitarian INGOs and FIOs, and the literature does not suggest
35
any difference either.
Our research did highlight two potential differences in the practices employed by these groups
in their LHL work. One is the engagement with local faith actors, which is discussed in detail
below. The other difference in the discourse—and possibly the practice—of secular and faithinspired humanitarian INGOs around LHL is the emphasis on the practice of serving as
intermediary organizations for local actors. Several FIO respondents, including from Islamic
Relief, CRS, and World Vision, noted that local faith-inspired organizations and institutions
36
frequently perceive a “gap” between themselves and large, humanitarian INGOs. FIO
respondents discussed how their field-based colleagues and partner organizations feel
“alienated” and/or as if they work in “parallel systems,” based on their lack of information and
the fact that they do not operate in the same networks as secular actors at the local, national, or
international level. In its partnerships with local faith institutions, CRS, for example, helps them
link into the global infrastructure, including showing them how to access help and how to have
influence. In order to name and analyze how FIOs often work to bridge this gap, Kathryn Kraft at
the University of East London is currently conducting research on the role of “intermediary”
organizations, i.e., medium-sized INGOs that play a vital role in translating between the different
37
languages and operational procedures of international and small, local actors. While LFAs are
not the only LNHAs who feel excluded by the UN-led, global system and FIOs are not the only
organizations that could play the role of intermediaries, FIOs were the only INGOs to mention
38
this role in the interviews. Kraft believes that the ability of FIOs to engage the religiosity of
local organizations and faith institutions makes them particularly well suited for the role. She
argues that such intermediaries play a key role in enabling LHL by LFAs, by bridging the
aforementioned gap as well as protecting the specific leadership capacities of local
39
organizations and institutions.
Yet despite this difference in the discourse around LHL strategies and practices, neither FIO
representatives nor other stakeholders could offer any evidence that the faith motivation and
approach to LHL of FIOs make them more effective. There is also no evidence in the literature,
notwithstanding research having been conducted looking for evidence of the effect of faith on
40
LHL. There is a rich discussion about whether faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs are more
effective in their humanitarian assistance work because of cultural proximity—i.e., that their
religious foundation gives them an advantage in terms of increased trust with populations,
logistical access to communities, and security—but this discussion is about INGOs’ direct
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implementation of humanitarian assistance and the effectiveness of that work and not about
41
their engagement in bringing about local humanitarian leadership.

PARTNERING WITH LOCAL FAITH ACTORS
IN LHL WORK: DIFFERENT APPROACHES,
SAME COMPLEXITY
This research examined the scale and nature of humanitarian INGOs’ partnering with local faith
actors, attempting to discern a difference in the “ways of working” of international secular and
faith-based INGOs, as well as the potential advantages and risks of such engagement. This
issue relates directly to local humanitarian leadership because it sheds light on the local actors
that INGOs are supporting and promoting to take on a larger role in locally led humanitarian
action in a given country.

Scale and Nature of INGO Partnerships with Local Religious
Actors in LHL Work: Differences between Secular and FaithInspired Humanitarian INGOs
All INGO representatives interviewed expressed a willingness to engage or work with local faith
actors on some level; no respondent or organizational policy report indicated that any
organization maintains a position against working or, indeed, partnering with local faith actors.
The power analysis by INGOs to determine whether and how to collaborate with local faith
actors appears to be similar to the analysis of whether to engage with other political and social
42
actors. The representatives of faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs, however, while equally
aware of the risks of engaging with local faith actors, often indicated a greater institutional
willingness than their secular counterparts to conclude that the opportunities outweigh the risks.
Yet this scoping research suggests there is a difference in the networks of local actors to which
FIOs such as Islamic Relief, CRS, and Samaritan’s Purse are connected that results in more
systematic and strategic partnerships with local faith actors, a finding substantiated in the
43
literature. Almost all of the faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs interviewed work with a network
of associated LFAs in the countries where they work, even if they also engage with secular
LNHAs, including government entities, on an ad hoc or ongoing basis. For example,
Samaritan’s Purse works primarily with Christian-based local NGOs, CBOs, and local
grassroots church networks, although they work with secular LNHAs as well; Tearfund
prioritizes partnerships with local church congregations, church networks, and faith-based
NGOs, in that order; Islamic Relief tends to work with local Muslim CBOs, but also works with
secular partners and those of other faiths; and the Adventist Development and Relief Agency
(ADRA) is committed to working with national ADRA organizations as well as through networks
44
of Adventist congregations and volunteers. They all work globally and provide services to
populations of different denominations and faiths. According to Samaritan’s Purse, for example,
“Because we have local partnerships—many of them faith-based partners, so local grassroots
church networks and such—in over 130 countries around the world, we can send in trained
disaster responders. They hit the ground running, plug into those networks, and are able to
45
respond very, very quickly.” And this links to the organization’s LHL work:
In sudden-onset disaster response, we have local partners, some we have invested in for
decades, others for a shorter period . . . Our first port of call when a disaster happens is
plugging into those networks, plugging into those partners, seeing what capacity they
have, seeing how much investment we have put into them over the years that we’ve
partnered with them, seeing what they’re able to do in terms of responding to that
disaster. Then our role [is] very much being a supplement to that.
In some situations, the local partners’ capacity may be fairly limited and so they’ll need a
lot of input from our international body: sending out trained expert disaster responders,
supplies, all sorts of stuff. The focus there for the local partner would be more on the
learning side, and more assisting us with the response, and building their capacity for the
next time that something happens in their locality.
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But where we have a partner who is a lot stronger, and we’ve developed a greater
relationship with, and had more time to invest in them, then our disaster response would
very much be coming along and supporting them in how they see the most appropriate
way of responding to that disaster in their context to be. It may be we send in a handful of
experts that supplements their team of experts. It may be that we fund relief supplies for
them. It may be something else. It can vary very much.
We have the ability to nuance our disaster response depending on the capacity of the
local partner. So the first thing we look at is where has the disaster happened, what local
partner do we know on the ground, how strong are they, how able are they to respond to
this disaster in the way that is needed, and then our response is determined based on
46
that factor.
By contrast, the secular INGO representatives spoke only of ad hoc engagement with LFAs
when their interests align; none identified an LFA as among their strategic partners, although
Oxfam, for example, said it was a possibility. For Oxfam, engaging with LFAs “depends on the
context. There is no rule of whom we should or shouldn’t engage. In some contexts religious
actors are more active or more relevant . . . and so there is engagement at that level. And
sometimes at the community level we interact with traditional leaders, many of whom are also
47
religious leaders.” Save the Children similarly works with a “full range” of religious and
48
religiously inspired groups, including religious institutions.

Advantages of Engagement by INGOs with Local Religious
Actors in LHL Work
Both secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs, as well as other stakeholders interviewed,
offered a number of reasons to engage with local religious actors in their humanitarian
assistance work generally, and in work around LHL in particular. Many of these parallel the
reasons that local actors in general should play a larger role in leading humanitarian action in
their countries.
First, some stakeholders have expressed the view that INGOs should engage and partner with
LFAs because LFAs are often the first responders in a crisis and often have unparalleled access
through their networks and because, in settings of conflict or constrained civil society space,
49
they can often operate under the radar (as compared to INGOs). In fact, because many faith
actors do operate under the radar because of the disconnect between the global system and
50
that of LFAs, many international actors are unaware of the existing capacity within LFAs. As a
CRS representative described, “[LFAs] work under the radar and more often than not outside of
the humanitarian infrastructure or ecosystem, so it’s not like you’re going to run into them in a
coordination meeting. And so they’re doing their job, and they’re doing it quietly, and they often
51
have trouble having that interface and connection to the wider humanitarian sector.” A former
official of the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) referred to the UN-led
humanitarian system as being “olympically unaware of the importance of faith-based actors and
52
a whole range of services.”
Second, the ability to dialogue with religious leaders about religious and cultural causes and
impacts of humanitarian crises, and the religious leaders’ ability to engage in public health and
other messaging with their communities, can be invaluable. The most frequently cited example
in this regard is the Ebola epidemic in West Africa. Multiple interviewees were quick to point out
how the (primarily faith-inspired) organizations that maintained regular dialogue with local
religious leaders were among the first to identify the causal link between traditional burial
53
practices and the spread of the Ebola virus.
Similarly, many interviewees point to the ability of faith-based INGO representatives, through
their close relationships with LFAs and local religious leaders in particular, to influence social
and religious traditions and behaviors that have an impact on humanitarian and development
54
issues such as gender equality, early marriage, climate change, and HIV/AIDS. Organizations
such as Christian Aid, Islamic Relief, Tearfund, and ADRA all identified engaging in a practice
described by Christian Aid as “in-house” theology: on issues deemed appropriate and useful,
these organizations will initiate discussions within their organizations on beliefs or practices that
reinforce humanitarian problems in certain contexts and consider ways to change local
55
perspectives. Tearfund engages with theological questions both with an in-house theological
consultant and a theological panel. Islamic Relief has done extensive research on various
humanitarian issues (e.g., gender, child protection, climate change) and has worked with a
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range of Muslim leaders to develop perspectives on those issues from a theological and
Quranic basis. They use these perspectives in the training of staff and the implementation of
projects. IR also takes this one step further: when the organization encounters a religious belief
or practice (e.g., domestic violence) that is inconsistent with their humanitarian and human
rights framework, they organize fora for religious leaders to gather and discuss the topic.
Because religions are internally diverse, IR is often able to find religious leaders in the
surrounding area that are more supportive of their humanitarian goals with respect to that
practice. Then, rather than force IR’s position on local religious leaders, they allow a space for
56
dialogue that can lead to positive change. These examples suggest that efforts to strengthen
the leadership capacity and voice of local religious leaders and LFAs could increase our
knowledge base and community support for preventing, responding to, and recovering from
humanitarian crises.
There is no reason in principle that secular INGOs could not engage in such a practice with
LFAs, and one Oxfam representative recounted that, in Oxfam’s campaign against violence
against women (VAW), the organization engaged religious leaders to denounce VAW through
57
scripture and principles that criminalized violence from a religious perspective. Yet secular
INGOs may not feel comfortable in that role, and LFAs may not welcome such an intervention
58
from a secular organization, particularly one that is viewed as hostile to religion. As a different
Oxfam representative described (reflecting the heterogeneity within organizations), “Oxfam’s
59
mission is not to change religious institutions but to deliver aid impartially.”
Finally, although this is not about LHL but about humanitarian action generally, there is the
notion that if international actors are truly listening to people in affected communities, who say
their spiritual needs are vitally important to them in a crisis setting, it is important to engage with
LFAs, who attend to the spiritual needs of affected people and not merely their physical, social,
60
and emotional needs. Under this logic, the American Red Cross has relationships with leaders
of the major religions, upon whom they call to provide counseling to people facing trauma and
61
loss. As scholar Alastair Ager voiced the question to Oxfam: “Oxfam isn’t just about food and
drink: it thinks about livelihoods; it thinks about rights. But if there’s a whole aspect of the whole
person that Oxfam doesn’t feel comfortable to engage with, the question has to be: can that part
of that human still thrive? Are there enough resources there? And on what grounds does Oxfam
62
exempt itself from [religion and faith]?”

Risks and Concerns of Engagement by INGOs with Local
Religious Actors in LHL Work
Stakeholders—often the very same ones articulating the benefits set out above—offered a
number of concerns and risks regarding engagement with LFAs in local humanitarian leadership
work.
63

First, there is a concern about the capacity of LFAs to meet technical humanitarian standards.
Again, these LFAs could be churches or mosques or small CBOs, not water, sanitation, and
hygiene (WASH) engineers or shelter experts—although they could also be faith-inspired
NGOs. Christian Aid does not tend to work directly with churches for this reason, because they
are “not set up to deliver relief . . . on a large scale” and some of the churches “don’t have the
professional background or . . . the striving for professionalism,” which is “very, very difficult to
64
insert . . . as an afterthought.” Recognizing that “the plethora of standards is . . . really difficult
for any national NGO, local network of dioceses, or . . . a local church to understand,” for
example, Tearfund has synthesized international standards and principles into their own set of
12 Quality Standards. Mechanisms and processes to program strengthen capacity, and
measure against these standards are in place for all partners in emergency settings. However,
when it comes to the lowest tier of working through churches and low-capacity faith partners,
these are reduced down to three minimal “non-negotiables”: values (which mirror humanitarian
principles from a faith perspective, with heavy emphasis on issues of fraud, corruption, and
abuse), targeting (integrating the need for impartiality into daily programming such as needs
65
assessments), and accountability (e.g., dignity, ownership, participation, equality).
Second, there is a concern about the absorptive capacity (i.e., ability to scale up) of LFAs,
66
particularly religious institutions and small, local faith-inspired CBOs. Alastair Ager shares an
example of churches in Zambia that received a grant and “essentially blew up;” “money was
67
dumped on them . . . and it was not good for them.” This concern has been voiced in support
of the importance of faith-inspired INGOs in particular serving as intermediaries between LFAs
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and the big INGOs and funders, so as to “let the church be the church,” in Kathryn Kraft’s
words. Furthermore:
Maybe this flies in the face of what people want with the localization agenda, but it’s one
thing to say let’s work together to meet the needs of these drought-affected people during
the next three months. It’s another thing to say we’re going to start inserting ourselves
into the way you function for the next five years because we want you to be disaster-risk
ready and capable of managing a bigger grant later on and they are like, “Wait a second,
68
we’re a church, not an NGO.”
Third, there is a widespread concern about the willingness and ability of LFAs to adhere to the
humanitarian principles, particularly impartiality and neutrality, and to avoid proselytizing, when
carrying out humanitarian work. Different humanitarian actors subscribe to different
humanitarian principles, but the four principles considered core are humanity (that human
suffering must be addressed wherever it is found), independence (not acting as instruments of a
government’s foreign policy), impartiality (prioritizing aid based on need alone and without
respect to the race, religion, or nationality of the recipients), and neutrality (traditionally that
humanitarian actors must not take sides in hostilities but more recently often narrowed to the
69
notion that they should not use aid to further a particular political or religious standpoint).
Many humanitarian actors, including Oxfam, are raising questions about the continuing
70
relevance and particularly the inconsistent application of some of the principles. For example,
as a rights-based organization, Oxfam intentionally does not adhere to the principle of neutrality,
71
as traditionally defined; indeed, neutrality has not been included as a core principle in the Core
72
Humanitarian Standard. There are also different definitions of the principles, which complicate
any analysis and discussion. The implications of the principle of impartiality, for instance,
depend largely on the geographic area in question: few INGOs can claim to give impartial
assistance on a global scale, given the inequality in funding across crises and, within particular
crises, INGOs are often unable to deliver assistance impartially due to constraints on access
73
caused by security concerns or obstructions by government or other armed actors. As one
74
researcher remarked, “The challenge . . . is who is measuring impartiality.” Furthermore, there
is a tendency to hold local actors to a standard not required of international actors—or, viewed
another way, to overlook the not-infrequent evidence of transgressions of the principles by
75
international actors.
Notwithstanding this debate, the unwillingness or inability of local actors, including local faith
actors, to adhere to the humanitarian principles (particularly neutrality and impartiality) is often
76
offered as a criticism of a global shift toward LHL. There are two important questions in this
regard: whether there is a real basis for concern about the impartiality of local faith actors, and
whether the perception of partiality of local faith actors by potential beneficiaries of other faiths
or no faith risks impeding the impartial delivery of humanitarian assistance. First, as with all local
actors, it may be difficult for local religious actors to act impartially for several reasons, including
limited or no access to areas with a different population. There may also be great pressure put
upon local religious and secular actors to give preference in their distribution of assistance to
people of their religion, ethnicity, political affiliation, etc. This pressure may be heightened in
countries where there is a state religion (and would also call into question the humanitarian
77
principle of independence in this situation). Furthermore, proselytizing is widely considered a
violation of impartiality, particularly if there is a quid pro quo of participating in religious activities
78
or converting in return for humanitarian assistance.
There is no evidence that local religious actors—or local actors of any kind—are more likely to
act partially than international actors. Representatives of secular and faith-inspired INGOs, as
well as representatives of other types of organizations, did acknowledge the stigma, however,
79
that FIOs, and LFAs in particular, do not act impartially; without any basis in fact, it appears
80
that Muslim organizations are most often the targets of this bias. But many respondents
offered their opinions and first-hand anecdotal evidence of partiality and proselytism regarding
81
actors from all religious traditions, especially outside of the immediate relief phase of a
82
sudden-onset crisis like an earthquake or cyclone.
Other respondents made the point that the humanitarian principles, and discussions around
human rights as well, are viewed by some LFAs as “Western” and themselves value-based, and
83
they are often presented by international actors with an air of superiority. As the Humanitarian
Director of Oxfam suggested, “We need to look in the mirror. We claim to be the ones who are
84
neutral and impartial, and that can come across with an air of superiority.” In fact, however,
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many humanitarian principles overlap in many respects with the religious values that guide
85
LFAs—values that have been in existence since long before the humanitarian field was born.
Such stakeholders suggest that it would serve all interests if international actors attempted to
translate the principles into language that LFAs will understand and if they speak with some
humility, not presuming that these are new or foreign concepts to religious people around the
86
world.
There is a separate question around the perception of partiality of local faith actors: several
interviewees reported that potential beneficiaries are sometimes scared, reluctant, or
uncomfortable with receiving assistance from an FIO if they are of another or no religious
87
affiliation. Christian Aid reported that they have difficulties working in some places because of
88
the assumption that they are there to proselytize. This issue raises important questions about
the ability of FIOs to provide truly impartial assistance, despite their best intentions, and requires
89
further study.
Fourth, many humanitarian practitioners and scholars worry about the assumption that the
religious leaders of a community actually represent the entire community, including marginalized
90
voices. As one interviewee put it, this is especially a concern given that religious leaders are
91
typically “men with beards.” Although the reference to beards reflects certain religions, the
point is that most formal religious leaders across traditions are male.
Several respondents suggested that there is additional cause for skepticism when international
92
actors label specific faith leaders as “legitimate” representatives. In the current political
climate, which is laden with Islamophobia, certain, primarily Muslim, religious leaders who
93
actually do represent a community are deemed “politically unsavory” and rejected as leaders.
While many stakeholders do see the issue of representation as a concern, they also had a
number of solutions and work-arounds. Foremost, international actors should not assume that
faith leaders do actually represent the community; as one interviewee cautioned, it is always
94
important to pay attention not only to the leaders, but to the communities themselves.
International actors should be skeptical of government-sanctioned faith leaders in particular,
since leaders with broad outreach with community members are often at odds with
95
governments. They should also focus on leadership outside the institutional hierarchies,
96
primarily for gender equality purposes. For example, in their policy brief Gender, Religion and
Humanitarian Responses to Refugees, Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh and colleagues identified how
many women hold influential leadership roles within communities that are not necessarily
recognized formally:
Traditional definitions have tended to identify people with theological and/or ceremonial
authority, and yet this has largely excluded women. However, women occupy many
leadership positions within and across diverse religions, often leading social outreach
programmes and mobilising volunteers and refugees themselves.
Female leaders are often harder to identify because they are less publically visible than
men in many contexts. However, this should not be taken as indicative of their leadership
and influence. Muslim women particularly have often been overlooked as agents of
change by international organisations because they do not appear to conform to a
97
Western notion of empowered women when they wear the hijab or niqab.
A few stakeholders suggested that women’s faith groups are a strong local actor in many
98
communities that should be considered for support by INGOs.
Fifth, related to this is a concern about the willingness of LFAs to advocate for gender equality,
women’s leadership, and LGBTQ rights. In her book Global Institutions of Religion: Ancient
Movers, Modern Shakers, Katherine Marshall identified gender as one of the five “gulfs”
99
between INGOs and local faith actors, including religious institutions. When discussing
gender, Marshall describes a complicated scene in which, from the perspective of many
humanitarian INGOs, “many religious institutions are virtually the last bastions of formal (as well
as informal) glass ceilings that prevent women from exercising public religious roles”—but from
the perspective of many of those religious actors, including many women, “they indeed stand for
a truer and deeper appreciation of the common dignity of all persons than their secular
100
counterparts.” Multiple interviewees in fact suggested that gender is the issue where there is
the most tension between secular and religious actors and the most difficult point of dialogical
101
engagement. On the other hand, at least one researcher noted that, while religious actors are
considered more “conservative” on gender equality, this does not necessarily bear out in fact
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and has not, in any event, been demonstrated. Here, too, language may be an issue: one UN
respondent suggested that international actors might have more success finding common
ground “between the human rights discourse and the religious discourse” if, instead of talking
about gender-based violence and violence against women, for example, they deconstruct the
103
concepts and talk about “saving mothers’ lives.”
Finally, and this is tied very closely to the issues around local leadership, several scholars and
representatives of faith-inspired INGOs, looking at engagement from the perspective of LFAs,
104
worry about their marginalization and instrumentalization by INGOs. In their book Faith,
Secularism, and Humanitarian Engagement: Finding the Place of Religion in the Support of
Displaced Communities, Alastair and Joey Ager describe how INGOs often privatize the beliefs
and motivations of LFAs (i.e., relegate them to the private sphere), marginalize them by
prioritizing INGO ideas and approaches, or instrumentalize them by co-opting their resources for
105
non-religious purposes. Indeed, many stakeholders interviewed for this research identified
engaging religious leaders “as conduits for disseminating information,” which sounds very
extractive. In the Agers’ view, instrumentalization can occur even if it is open and of perceived
mutual benefit because the power imbalance between INGOs and LFAs risks “co-option that is
106
extractive, disrespectful and undermines local religious communities.” Instrumentalization is
close to the concept of INGOs using local actors merely as subcontractors, or project
implementers, that we see frequently in the current global system and that local humanitarian
leadership seeks to change.
As stated above, secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs appear to weigh these
opportunities and risks of engaging with LFAs differently, with secular INGOs largely engaging
with LFAs on an ad hoc basis and FIOs entering into strategic partnerships with them. In either
form of engagement, humanitarian INGOs will require knowledge and tools to guide them.

RELIGIOUS LITERACY: CRITICAL FOR BOTH
SECULAR AND FAITH-INSPIRED
HUMANITARIAN INGOS
A third area of investigation for this research project has been how humanitarian INGOs
approach the issue of religious literacy: whether and how organizations inform themselves
about local religious beliefs and communities in the places where they work, if and how religious
literacy increases INGOs’ capacity to work on local humanitarian leadership, and what forms of
religious literacy might lead to a more effective pursuit of LHL.

What is Religious Literacy?
The term “religious literacy,” as we define and use it in this research, encompasses three
elements:
1. A basic understanding of the history, central texts (where applicable), beliefs, practices,
and contemporary manifestations of several of the world’s religious traditions and
expressions, that reflects their internal diversity;
2. An understanding that all of the above are influenced by the society, culture, and history
of a particular context, and that they evolve and change with time; and
3. The ability to discern and explore the religious dimensions within the society, culture,
107
and politics of a particular context.
Sometimes described as “faith literacy” or “cultural literacy/competence/sensitivity,” “religious
literacy” refers to far more than a basic understanding of the key tenets and practices of
religions (“World Religions 101”); it includes an understanding of the role of religion and
religious actors in a given community. Thus it looks at religion within the context of a particular
community, at a given time, and considers culture (including cultural norms and practices
around gender), ethnicity, history, etc. And it is not a knowledge that one can obtain in a course
and then be “religiously literate;” it is a skillset, or toolbox, that enables people—including
humanitarian practitioners—to gain the relevant knowledge and understanding in the places that
they work. As UN Secretary General (then High Commissioner for Refugees) António Guterres
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described it, “[T]his means a better understanding not only of the central role of faith in the
communities we work with, but more concretely of faith structures and networks, and of the
different approaches needed for effectively engaging with different types of faith-based
108
actors.”
Our research on the questions set out above has been complicated by widely varying
constructions of, and experiences with, religious literacy, even by researchers and practitioners
working in this space. While some participants share this broad view of the concept, others
consider “religious literacy” as limited to static training on world religions to create understanding
of the beliefs and practices of various different traditions. This complicated our research,
because as much as we attempted to avoid the term while asking about the concept, there was
some confusion.

Existing Literacy Levels and Tools: Slim to None
The interviews conducted as part of this research reflected and reported low levels of religious
literacy within both secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs. Statements ranged from “To
109
be honest . . . we need to do more of that if we’re really going to engage people” to “Religious
literacy is actually important, and we should be intentional about it and making sure that people
understand it just as much as any other sort of cultural awareness so that they can be effective
110
in their development or humanitarian work.” An Oxfam representative expanded upon these
sentiments:
We have developed a lot of tools for gender analysis, for power analysis, to assess and
analyze partnerships but I think we have not been very explicit in looking at this, at the
role of religious actors. And I think that we can do more to make sure it is integrated in
our tools, our assessments and guidelines, our checklists, and in the briefings that we
give to staff that join different humanitarian response teams where local religious factors
are relevant and important. So, yes, I think there is space to be more intentional, more
111
explicit, more thoughtful about this issue.
A few FIO representatives report training for staff on their own religious beliefs, principles, and
practices and how their respective religious tradition addresses humanitarian concerns, but
112
nothing broader; some stated or implied that they take for granted a certain level of religious
113
literacy given their faith foundation.
While one of the goals of this project was, in fact, to search for tools or training resources that
humanitarian organizations use to ensure that staff are prepared to engage local faith actors,
such resources appear to be extremely rare and, in any event, not comprehensive. Few NGOs
have systematic tools for training staff in religious literacy or for assisting staff in determining
114
whether and how to engage with LFAs in a certain context. The same Oxfam representative
made a point that was mirrored by others, saying that religious literacy training “is not part of our
toolbox. If it comes to gender you can go to [our internal learning platform] Oxfam University,
and you’ll find 10 gender courses. I don’t think you’ll find any on religious actors or
115
organizations.”
Existing tools focus on particular aspects of religious literacy, such as standard stakeholder
116
117
mapping that could be applied to faith actors, partnering, engaging in “religious theology”
118
on certain social/humanitarian issues (including gender issues), and guiding LFAs in disaster
119
120
response and working in conflict. Of particular relevance to this research are CRS’s tools
121
around partnerships and capacity strengthening; the World Bank’s forthcoming guidance
document, including case studies and tools, for Bank staff working at the country level on
122
working with faith actors; and two resources developed by the University of Southern
California Center for Religion and Civic Culture: a Religious Literacy Primer for Crises, Disasters
and Public Health Emergencies, and a five-hour, web-based course co-designed with the
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) titled “Religious and Cultural Literacy and
123
Competency in Disaster.”

What’s Needed?
When asked about the potential benefits of adding or increasing religious literacy tools and
training, particularly to advance work on local humanitarian leadership, respondents’ answers
124
varied. A few could not see a benefit to adding such measures, and a few expressed concern
125
about adding one more thing to the “plate” of already-overworked humanitarian aid workers.
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Most, however, affirmed that taking steps towards increasing religious literacy would benefit
126
their organization and others. As a representative of Christian Aid said, “If you’re a selfrespecting, professional, international development NGO operating in another context, you have
to have the tools that make you sensitive to local realities and . . . the tools that help you read
the local context not through a judgmental view but rather through an open willingness to
127
encounter that other situation.”
Two misconceptions about religious literacy are mentioned frequently. The first is that local
actors do not need to enhance their religious literacy because local actors have this knowledge
themselves. This notion has been extended to suggest that the trend toward local humanitarian
leadership, which will put more decision-making in the hands of local actors, will bring both an
overall increase in humanitarian decisions informed by religious literacy and a decrease in the
importance of INGOs being religiously literate. These lines of thinking are problematic because
local actors do not necessarily have a high level of religious literacy, which involves more than
knowledge about one’s own community and tradition. Furthermore, it is critical for INGOs to be
religiously literate so that they can effectively navigate their engagement with LFAs and to
understand the religious dimensions of the contexts in which they work, as discussed above.
The second misconception is that FIO staff do not need religious literacy training because they
work for a faith-inspired organization, i.e., that they are already religiously literate. This
suggestion fails to recognize the important distinction between faith actors, on the one hand,
and the study of faith and faith actors that constitutes religious literacy, on the other. People of
faith are appropriately trained in a particular devotional perspective of that faith whereas a
religious literacy approach recognizes the internal diversity of faith and belief within and among
differing traditions. Even if FIO staff have knowledge of the particular faith that inspires their
organization—and there are FIOs that require that certain positions be held by members of that
faith—there is no reason to believe that those staff, let alone the rest of the staff, have a high
level of religious literacy.
The interviews and literature offer a wide range of recommendations on content and forms of
increasing religious literacy:
•

Obtaining more information about relevant religious, cultural, and political factors in a
128
given context. This idea is essentially to increase organizations’ attention to religious and
cultural factors as a means of gaining more information about the social climate in which
they work. In short, the more an organization knows about its beneficiaries, the more it can
customize and tailor its capacity-strengthening activities to suit local needs. In our interview
sample, this view was more commonly expressed by secular rather than religiously-inspired
NGOs, although a few FIO respondents said they thought it would be important for their
organization to invest in learning about other traditions, including through engaging in
129
dialogue with religious leaders of those faiths. Scholar Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh urged the
130
importance of any religious literacy toolbox being intersectional.

•

Learning more about LFAs operating in the areas where INGOs are working. As
discussed above in Section 2, many LFAs are “under the radar” of INGOs, particularly
131
secular ones. In light of this, some stakeholders called for mapping of LFAs, while others
132
decried it, but many expressed the need for more information about the LFAs operating
133
where they work. One suggestion voiced in this regard is that of self-mapping, i.e.,
mapping by LFAs themselves, which offers the benefits of LFA agency over the process,
LFAs’ knowledge of the local context, agency by LFAs over whether to be included in the
mapping, and sustainability, yet which requires external resources and often technical
134
support.

•

Recognizing secular assumptions and increasing organizational self-awareness. A
final point made by several respondents is that one’s willingness to dialogue with alternative
perspectives increases one’s self-awareness. Religious organizations tend to have a
heightened awareness of their own assumptions and positions because they continually
have to translate – and sometimes defend – them in secular humanitarian settings. Because
the humanitarian system is based on a secular framework, secular organizations are not
similarly forced to confront and consider the fact that there are multiple “secularisms,” i.e.,
many reasons, motivations, and interpretations of human rights and humanitarian principles.
Religious literacy that includes “secular literacy” provides an opportunity for secular groups
(along with FIOs) to explicitly name what they value and how they interpret the humanitarian
135
principles that form the foundations for humanitarian work. With her colleagues, Elena
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh has written, “[I]t is important to recall that secularism is complex and often
has many adaptations in place to accommodate religious diversity. However, secular
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worldviews are not neutral; secular worldviews also carry biases that must be acknowledged
136
and critically examined.” Another researcher expanded upon this notion:
A lot of the time religious literacy training isn't about teaching people religion. It’s
teaching people that being secular isn’t the cure-all. Being secular is taking a
position in itself and means that you are prioritizing some things over other things,
and that can affect your work and create points of miscommunication and
misunderstanding if you don’t have an awareness of it. So religious literacy training
in a way might be actually more useful to un-teach people about their secular
137
presumptions rather than teach people about specific parts of religion.”
•

Allowing for religiously-based discussions of human rights and humanitarian
principles. In her book on religious institutions, Katherine Marshall points to the comment of
Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain: “We all agree on the rights, as long as no one asks
138
us why.” As discussed above, there is often a translation problem when it comes to
discussions of human rights and humanitarian principles. There is also a problematic
tendency to believe that only secular organizations are guided by human rights. Increased
NGO capacity for such dialogue would bring greater depth and nuance to important
humanitarian topics. In turn, such dialogue has the potential to reduce preconceptions and
gaps in knowledge, allow for more relevant and rigorous capacity strengthening, and further
promote local leadership.

•

Examining the opportunities, risks, and deal-breakers around engagement with
139
LFAs —and non-negotiable issues from the perspective of LFAs in their
140
engagement with INGOs. When asked if engaging local religious actors would likely
increase the organization’s ability to work toward local humanitarian leadership, an Oxfam
colleague answered, “It may, or it may not. But we need to ask ourselves that question in
141
every humanitarian intervention.” Toward this end, he said it is a matter of knowing “the
142
right questions, not necessarily the answers.” Another Oxfam colleague articulated the
143
importance of generating metrics and quantitative data around engagement with LFAs.
When it comes to “dealbreakers,” it is important to distinguish between differences between
INGOs and LFAs that would lead the INGO to decide that it could not work with the LFA on a
particular project and disagreements that would lead the INGO to decide that it could not
144
work with the LFA at all. Ager and Ager suggest that in some instances, the former
approach—articulating disagreement with an LFA on a particular topic while remaining in
145
partnership—may be the most effective way to bring about change.

Finally, a critical step articulated by stakeholders is socializing the importance of engaging in
religious literacy—the need to convince secular and faith-inspired INGOs that such training is
146
important for our work.
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3 ANALYSIS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
SECULAR AND FAITH-INSPIRED
HUMANITARIAN INGOS AND LHL
One impetus for Oxfam’s interest in this research was curiosity about the imbalance of faithinspired humanitarian INGOs supporting local humanitarian leadership compared with their
secular counterparts. Oxfam in the UK has been part of a consortium with Christian Aid,
ActionAid, Tearfund, and CAFOD, conducting research on partnerships between local and
international humanitarian actors—where FIOs are in the majority. A look at the signatories of
the Charter for Change is similarly skewed toward FIOs. This scoping research was thus
designed, in part, to ascertain if there is something particular to FIOs that leads them to
embrace local humanitarian leadership, a difference in the LHL strategies or practices they
employ, or in their effectiveness in working on LHL. Our research did not find any significant
differences. The motivations of humanitarian INGOs working on LHL were what you would
expect: both secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs suggest that they are motivated
largely by the effectiveness of LHL in most instances, and the FIOs also articulated a motivation
stemming from their faith.
Even the FIO representatives who said they would like to think there was a difference in the
effectiveness of their work on LHL could not offer evidence or even anecdotes of such. There
were two significant differences in the strategy or practices of the LHL efforts of secular and
faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs. One was the ready-made network of LFAs with whom faithinspired INGOs tend to partner (See discussion below). The other is the intermediary role that
some faith-inspired INGOs play between donors and the UN, on the one hand, and LFAs on the
other hand. It is not clear, however, if the finding was due to the fact that some of the FIOs
interviewed were a smaller size than the secular INGOs interviewed, and it is often mediumsized INGOs that play the intermediary role. It also remains to be seen, in the research of
Kathryn Kraft and others, whether and how the role of intermediaries fits into a global system
147
moving toward local humanitarian leadership.
In sum, it appears from this desk-based research focused on the INGO perspective that there is
no reason to distinguish between the work of faith-inspired and secular humanitarian INGOs in
the work to bring about local humanitarian leadership. These actors are already collaborating on
advancing the LHL agenda in several ways, and should continue to do so, and they should
continue to share learning with, and to learn lessons from, their colleagues, both secular and
faith-inspired.
With respect to how faith-inspired and secular humanitarian INGOs think about and engage in
local humanitarian leadership, we recommend the following:
•

More in-depth research should be conducted to examine how all INGOs engage in LHL and
to learn lessons for this work. It should consider whether the INGOs are playing a role as
intermediary between LFAs and larger INGOs. This research should focus heavily on
obtaining the perspectives of actors based in-country: field staff of INGOs and other actors
and, particularly, local secular and faith actors. It could be structured as case studies
focusing on a few INGOs in multiple locations—or multiple INGOs in one or two locations.

PARTNERING WITH LOCAL FAITH
ACTORS IN LHL WORK
Our research suggests that the greatest difference in the “ways of working” of international
secular and faith-based INGOs with respect to local humanitarian leadership is around their
engagement with local faith actors. This scoping research suggests a difference in both the
scale and nature of that engagement, which raises the question of the impact of such
engagement. While all INGO representatives interviewed expressed a willingness to engage or
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work with local faith actors, almost all of the FIOs interviewed operate with a set network of
LFAs in the countries where they work, and these are, by and large, the partners whose
capacity they seek to strengthen, to whom they pledge to give a greater role in decision-making
about joint work, and whose voice they endeavor to elevate in local, national, and global
discussions. The secular INGOs interviewed, by contrast, may work from time to time with
LFAs, but none identified any LFA that was an ongoing partner with whom they were engaging
148
in work around local humanitarian leadership.
There are important questions about the risks and opportunities of engaging with local faith
actors in humanitarian action generally, and local humanitarian leadership efforts in particular.
The plain truth is that religious leaders are often highly influential leaders of their communities
(although see below for the related concern) and thus key leaders whom the international
community should be supporting. The fact that it is local actors—and often local faith actors—
who are generally first responders in a crisis makes the choice to invest in their leadership even
more desirable, as does the tremendous voice LFAs have within their communities and, thus,
the potential they have to affect social change on issues related to humanitarian crises and
response. The lessons learned from not just the Ebola response, but the fight to end the stigma
of HIV/AIDS, to raise awareness about the dangers of climate change, and to address gender
equality are all powerful in this regard.
However, there are also very real concerns about, and risks related to, partnering with, and
bolstering the leadership capacity and eventually the role of, LFAs in humanitarian assistance.
Many LFAs, in particular religious institutions, are not set up to function like local or national
NGOs: they do not have the infrastructure, their staff are not trained professionals in WASH,
shelter, health, etc., and they may not be guided by the principles that largely guide
humanitarian action. As a result, they may not be able to provide the same level of assistance
as professional NGOs, they may not be able to scale up to take on a large project or absorb the
associated funding, and they may not be in a position to do the above according to the
humanitarian principles, particularly the principle of impartiality. Some LFAs may not be
interested in being governed by such principles. Many of our interviewees, including ones
representing faith-based INGOs, reported first-hand experience with partial delivery of
assistance and proselytism by LFAs. On the other hand, many, many LFAs do adhere to the
principles—which frequently mirror religious values, after all—and many are professional, highly
skilled CBOs and NGOs that are providing high quality humanitarian assistance. The discussion
around the humanitarian principles in particular is very convoluted and entrenched in neo149
colonialism and hypocrisy, yet it is also both a real and perceived concern, as some LFAs do
deliver aid partially and engage in proselytizing—while some beneficiaries are reluctant or
fearful of receiving aid from LFAs merely because of their connection to a particular (or any)
religion.
Gender—including gender equality, gender-based violence (GBV), and other issues around the
sexual and reproductive health of women and girls—is viewed by many as one of the primary
sources of tension between secular and faith-inspired actors, although there is also a degree of
150
hypocrisy and paternalism at play on this issue as well. But it is true that the typical religious
leaders with which international actors partner are men and may not represent the entire
community, particularly the most vulnerable. Finally, many researchers and LFAs in particular
are concerned about the instrumentalization of LFAs by INGOs, which should be decreasing as
local humanitarian leadership increases but will likely be slow to disappear given the power
imbalances between the two sets of actors and the entrenched interests of INGOs to maintain
that power.
With respect to the engagement by humanitarian INGOs with LFAs in local humanitarian
leadership work, we recommend that:
•

Further research should be conducted on the risks and opportunities of such engagement in
LHL work. This research could be structured as standard case studies, focusing on a few
locales, or it could be participatory action research (PAR), wherein individuals in the case
study communities together with the researcher share in the ownership, analysis, and
151
production of the research. The research should include, or be supplemented by, an
examination of lessons learned from the development sector as well as from multilateral
152
institutions and government aid agencies that engage with LFAs.

•

International practitioners (and LFAs) should give careful consideration to the “nonnegotiables,” from their respective points of view, of engaging with each other—and whether
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a “deal-breaker”—e.g., over gender or impartiality—would preclude collaboration on that
particular area of work or would preclude partnership generally.
•

Practitioners and researchers should work together to prepare an analysis of the potential
costs of not engaging with LFAs in LHL work.

•

When engaging with local faith actors, INGOs should:
-

Keep in mind that many LFAs are not primarily humanitarian actors. They are not
smaller versions—clones or “mini-me’s”—of the big INGOs, and they may have no
interest in becoming such. Yet, while they may not have humanitarian experience or
while their approaches to delivering assistance may differ from international
humanitarian standards, they do have many assets to bring to bear, potentially including
experience delivering social assistance to communities, capacity and expertise in other
areas, networks, access, and clout within their communities. Both parties can certainly
learn from each other.

-

Not presume that religious leaders and LFAs represent everyone in their communities,
particularly the most vulnerable. This is true even if the leaders are put forward by the
government.

-

Always look out for leadership outside the traditional hierarchies. While women are
leaders in some faiths, they are often not part of the traditional hierarchy. In such
instances they should be sought out, e.g., in women’s faith groups.

-

When discussing issues related to human rights and humanitarian principles, a) avoid
jargon and speak in terms that are widely, and locally, understandable; b) do not
presume that these values are universally held or interpreted the same by all; but also
c) do not put on airs suggesting that international actors have the copyright on such
values.

-

Watch out for unintended instances where potential beneficiaries are reluctant to obtain
assistance from an LFA because of a perception of partiality.

-

Be aware of the risk of instrumentalizing LFAs, i.e., exploiting their capacity and
resources by using them to accomplish the INGOs’ goals, particularly when those goals
vary from the LFAs’.

-

Secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs should consider joining initiatives such
153
154
as the UN Interagency Taskforce on Religion and Development, JLI, and PaRD,
and participating in conferences such as the upcoming October 2017 conference
“Localizing Response to Humanitarian Need: The Role of Religious and Faith-Based
155
Organizations.”

RELIGIOUS LITERACY
When the former UN High Commissioner for Refugees— now UN Secretary General—António
Guterres convened a dialogue on faith and protection in 2012, he noted “the need for
humanitarian actors . . . to deepen their understanding of religious traditions across faiths and to
become more ‘faith literate.’” He went on to explain: “This means a better understanding not
only of the central role of faith in the communities we work with, but more concretely of faith
structures and networks, and of the different approaches needed for effectively engaging with
156
different types of faith-based actors.”
While our working hypothesis around different approaches to LHL by secular and faith-inspired
humanitarian INGOs has not been born out by this scoping research, the findings around
religious literacy were far richer and more exciting than anticipated. From the accounts of INGO
representatives themselves and other key stakeholders, the answer about religious literacy was
resounding: neither secular nor faith-based humanitarian INGOs have even a basic level of
religious literacy, and while FIO staff may have a solid understanding of the beliefs, principles,
and traditions of the religion that inspires the organization, they are no more advanced than
their secular counterparts in other elements of religious literacy. Further, virtually all participants
in the research, through interviews and the workshop, were firm in their belief that the ability of
their organization (or INGOs generally, from other stakeholders) to continue to make progress
toward LHL would benefit from a greater level of religious literacy—and we suspect that the few
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negative or ambivalent responses were the result of a misunderstanding about our broad
interpretation of “religious literacy.” It may be, of course, that interviews with field-based INGO
staff would yield differing results, but we find these predominantly headquarters-focused
interviews instructive.
When stakeholders identified aspects of religious literacy that they thought were most needed or
would be most helpful in terms of furthering the LHL agenda, they named:
•

Obtaining more information about relevant religious, cultural, and political factors in a given
context;

•

Developing “people-centric” approaches and metrics;

•

Learning more about LFAs operating in the areas where INGOs are working;

•

Allowing for religiously-based discussions of human rights and humanitarian principles;

•

Recognizing secular assumptions and increasing organizational self-awareness; and

•

Examining the advantages, disadvantages, opportunities, and deal-breakers around
engagement with LFAs—and non-negotiable issues from the perspective of LFAs in their
engagement with INGOs.

They also emphasized the critical need to socialize the very concept—and importance—of
investing in religious literacy within their organizations and the whole humanitarian community.
With respect to INGOs investing in religious literacy in order to improve their humanitarian work
generally and their local humanitarian leadership work in particular, we recommend:
•

•

Practitioners and scholars should collaborate to create a religious literacy curriculum, or
toolbox. It should:
-

Be comprehensive, focusing not only on the key principles, beliefs, doctrine, and history
of religions, but—more useful for an industry where people work in many different
contexts—it will provide aid workers with the tools to gather this information, as well as
key information about the relationship between religion, politics, and culture in a given
context.

-

Consider issues around gender and be intersectional.

-

Reflect the internal diversity of many religions.

-

Include discussions of “secular literacy.”

-

Be sufficiently flexible to meet the needs of various actors, including secular and faithbased INGOs.

Both secular and faith-inspired humanitarian INGOs should examine and seek to address
their own religious biases in their work on LHL as well as their other humanitarian work.
Religious biases may include privileging particular religions or particular expressions of
religion as more valid than others; they may include biases against secularism and secular
worldviews. Secular biases may include a predisposition to considering religious spaces as
unwelcoming and participating in religious spaces as a violation of their secularity. It is
important to note that religious and secular biases may differ between headquarters and field
offices, among field offices, and between national and international staff in field offices.
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4 CONCLUSION
This ambitious desk-based scoping research project examined a few large research questions
involving complex and loaded terms and concepts: local humanitarian leadership, faith-inspired
and faith-based, secular, local actors, impartiality and neutrality, and religious literacy. The
research sought to gain insights into the assumptions, approaches, and ways of working on
local humanitarian leadership, including with local faith actors, as well as the religious literacy of
both secular and faith-inspired international humanitarian actors.
The most interesting findings were around engagement with local faith actors and religious
literacy. On the former, the research was able to scratch the surface of the panoply of reasons
that international humanitarian actors should partner with local faith actors, support their
development, and work for them to have a bigger share of the leadership of humanitarian action
in their country. We also saw the complexity of that engagement, given the fact that many LFAs
are not humanitarian NGOs. These differences do not mean that engagement is impossible. In
fact, the overall balance sheet appears in favor of engagement, but careful, thoughtful
engagement that examines an organization’s “non-negotiables” and weighs the cost of
engaging with LFAs with the cost of not engaging with them. And, in every country, an INGO will
need to conduct a context-specific analysis of a given LFA to determine if it is an organization
with which the INGO wants to partner on a strategic basis, with a goal of working toward LHL.
This brings us to religious literacy. In order to navigate the waters of engaging with LFAs,
humanitarian INGOs need greater religious literacy. This curriculum or toolbox should be
created based on the broad understanding of the term used in this research: providing the tools
needed for INGOs to 1) understand the role of religion and religious leaders in a given context;
2) identify the key LFAs in the community; 3) conduct a cost/benefit analysis of engaging with
them; and 4) navigate that engagement.
In fact, we believe that a greater level of religious literacy would benefit humanitarian INGOs in
all of their work, both in direct implementation, partnerships with local actors, and work to
support and promote the capacity and leadership of such actors. Considering that eight in ten
157
people worldwide identify with a religious group, and the role that religious institutions and
organizations play in providing humanitarian assistance to people around the world, an
understanding of these factors will only improve humanitarian assistance.
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEWS AND
CONSULTATIONS
Interviews conducted
Alastair Ager, Director, Institute for Global Health and Development, Queen Margaret University,
Edinburgh; Professor of Population and Family Health, Mailman School of Public Health,
Columbia University
Mushida Akhter, Humanitarian Program Manager, Bangladesh, Oxfam
Sahar Ali, Humanitarian Program Manager, Sudan, Oxfam
Muhtari Aminu-Kano, Head of Research and Development, Islamic Relief Academy, Islamic
Relief Worldwide
Nahuel Arenas-Garcia, Director of Humanitarian Programs and Policy, Oxfam America
Nobuyuki Asai, Program Coordinator, Soka Gakkai International
Chris Blackham, Head of Programs and Projects, Samaritan’s Purse UK
Mark Brinkmoeller, Director, Center for Faith-Based and Community Initiatives, USAID
Elizabeth Cano, Humanitarian Coordinator, Peru, Oxfam
Oenone Chadburn, Head of Humanitarian Support, Tearfund
Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, Reader in Human Geography and Co-Director, Migration Research
Unit, University College London
Juliano Fiori, Humanitarian Affairs Advisor, Save the Children UK
Enrique Garcia, Regional Humanitarian Coordinator, Latin America and the Caribbean, Oxfam
Nigel Harris, Chief Executive Officer, Tearfund
Jessica J. Jordan, OCHA Yemen, Amman Hub
Azza Karam, Senior Advisor on Culture and Social Development, UN Population Fund
(UNFPA); Coordinator, UN Inter-Agency Task Force on Religions & Development
Lex Kassenberg, Emergency & Humanitarian Director, Care USA
Anwar Khan, Chief Executive Officer, Islamic Relief USA
Bob Kitchen, Emergency Director, International Rescue Committee
Kathryn Kraft, Lecturer in International Development, University of East London
Kate Latimir, Gender and Protection Specialist, British Red Cross
Jemilah Mahmood, Under Secretary General for Partnerships, International Federation of the
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) (Founder and former Director, Mercy Malaysia)
Katherine Marshall, Senior Fellow, Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and World Affairs and
Professor of the Practice of Development, Religion, and Conflict in the School of Foreign
Service, Georgetown University; Executive Director, World Faiths Development Dialogue
Ruth Messinger, Global Ambassador (formerly President and CEO), American Jewish World
Service
Haissam Minkara, Deputy Country Director, Iraq, Oxfam
27

Amjad Mohamed-Saleem, Political Analyst, NEAR Network
Katherine Nightingale, Head of Advocacy and Policy, Care International UK, speaking in her
personal capacity
Dean Pallant, Under Secretary for Programme Resources and International Health Services
Coordinator, The Salvation Army International
Jennifer Poidatz, Humanitarian Director, Catholic Relief Services
Gregory Ramm, Vice President, Policy and Humanitarian Response, Save the Children US
José Riera-Cézanne, retired (formerly Special Adviser to the Director, UN High Commission for
Refugees)
Adam Russell Taylor, Lead, Faith Initiative, World Bank
Mark Smith, Senior Director, Humanitarian and Emergency Affairs, World Vision
Father Thomas Smolich, SJ, International Director, Jesuit Refugee Service
Nigel Timmins, Humanitarian Director, Oxfam
Paul Valentin, International Director, Christian Aid
Mark Webster, Chief Executive Officer, Adventist Development and Relief Agency (ADRA)
Australia

Additional people consulted
Vinya Ariyaratne, General Secretary, Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement
Judy Beals, Director, Private Sector Department, Oxfam
Rudelmar Bueno de Faria, World Council of Churches Representative to the United Nations;
Coordinator of UN Ecumenical Office, New York
Jean Duff, Director, Partnership for Faith & Development; Coordinator, Joint Learning Initiative
on Faith & Local Communities
Matthew Frost, Chair of Board, Joint Learning Initiative on Faith & Local Communities (formerly
CEO, Tearfund)
Fadi Hallisso, CEO and Co-founder, Basmeh and Zeitooneh
Brie Loskota, Executive Director, Center for Religion and Civic Culture, University of Southern
California
Manal Omar, Associate Vice President for the Middle East and Africa Center, US Institute of
Peace
Olivia Wilkinson, PhD, Trinity College, Dublin
Tahir Zaman, Visiting Research Fellow, Centre for Religion, Conflict and the Public Domain,
University of Groningen
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