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Abstract

The application of social sciences has been recognized as valuable to inclusive humanitarian programming that aims
to be attentive to the needs and initiatives of affected communities. However, the integration of social science-
informed community engagement (CE) approaches in humanitarian action remains episodic, fragmented, and under-
resourced. This research article provides insights from a study that reviewed existing and needed capacities

for the systematic integration of social sciences for community engagement in humanitarian action. We examined
what capacity resources exist and what resources need to be developed for strengthening social science integration
into humanitarian programming for improved engagement of affected and at-risk communities in conflict and hazard
contexts. A mixed method approach was used, including twenty-two key informant interviews and a focus group
discussion with social scientists and humanitarian practitioners, an online survey with 42 respondents, a literature
review, and a year-long monthly consultation with social scientists and humanitarian practitioners in a UNICEF-led
global technical working group. Results illustrate insights on the value of the “social science lens”in humanitarian
action and current usage of different social science disciplines. Challenges found include different understandings
(e.g., on standardization), languages and methods used by practitioners and social scientists, and how to integrate
the seemingly “slow” processes of social sciences to fit emergency response. Institutional barriers to mainstream
community-centered humanitarian action facilitated by the social sciences include top-down decision-making

and resourcing, lack of localization, and many siloed, dispersed, and episodic efforts.
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Introduction
Social sciences and community engagement
in humanitarian action
Humanitarian crises are complicated situations in
which hazards, conflicts, and/or epidemics are embed-
ded in structural conditions of inequality that can
make affected communities! more vulnerable (Oli-
ver-Smith and Hoffman 2002). In these contexts,
communities are often excluded from the design of
humanitarian interventions and research, while out-
comes prioritized by humanitarian organizations can
miss the underlying structural issues causing or exac-
erbating humanitarian crises (Barnett 2021). Although
guidelines and tools for community engagement
emphasizing a partnership approach have proliferated
in humanitarian projects since the late 1990s, attempts
at engagement have often remained stuck in rhetoric
and tokenism, replicating existing uneven power rela-
tions (Matenga et al. 2021; Hilhorst & Bankoff 2022).
This highlights the need for community engagement in
preparedness and response to ensure that community
needs and voices are guiding inclusive humanitarian
action and programming at the international, national,
and local levels (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 2002;
United Nations 2005; Alexander 2015; Goldacre et al.
2015; Bardosh et al. 2019; Niederberger et al. 2018).

In a comprehensive report detailing the meaning of
community engagement (CE), UNICEF has proposed
the following understanding:

CE is an approach to directly involve local popu-
lations in all aspects of decision-making, imple-
mentation, and policy. Building on a participa-
tory approach, CE can strengthen local capacities,
community structures, and local ownership to
improve transparency, accountability, and optimal
resource allocations across diverse settings. When
done well, CE improves the likelihood that commu-
nities lead on issues that affect them, access and
use services, improve their well-being, and build
resilience. CE expands the influence of local actors,
facilitates the acceptance of information and pub-
lic education and communication, and builds on
existing local capacities. (UNICEF 2020: 6)

This understanding highlights the role of CE to
empower communities and to foster accountability.
It underwrites that community stakeholders should
not be regarded as passive recipients of assistance
but are holders of knowledge and expertise. If CE is a

! In this paper, we define “community” broadly to encompass policy mak-
ers, local leaders, community organizations, health providers, affected and
at-risk individuals, their families, and other community members.
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participatory process through which equitable part-
nerships are developed with community stakeholders,
who are enabled to identify, develop, and implement
community-led sustainable solutions to issues that are
of concern to them, capacities should bolster a pro-
cess that puts conditions in place for communities to
be in charge. Beyond immediate humanitarian relief
to support communities in urgent need, CE ideally
also consists of co-creating longer-term opportunities
for sustainable growth and fulfilling people’s potential,
building resilience; promoting inclusive and sustain-
able growth; co-constructing effective governance and
supporting the building of civil society worldwide by
investing in people and their potential. And CE prac-
tices should “facilitate the accountability of humani-
tarian actors by facilitating and structuring ongoing
communication on the appropriateness and effective-
ness of initiatives.” (UNICEF 2020: 7).

The social sciences, such as anthropology, sociology,
political sciences, social and organizational psychology,
economics, and human geography, have an instrumental
role to play in working towards this goal because critical,
reflexive, and (often more) cultural constructivist exami-
nation of humanitarian crises and humanitarian pro-
gramming is part of its core business. Many applied social
scientists are trained to critically assess and also engage in
practical problem solving (Nichter 2018; Janes and Corbett
2009). Social science methods, such as participatory action
research or social network analysis, are useful tools to bet-
ter understand the lived experiences of affected communi-
ties (Wilkinson et al. 2017; Le Marcis et al. 2019; Nichter
2018). Social science, for example through anthropology,
political science, psychology, or legal analysis, can offer a
deeper analysis of power dynamics, governance structures
and processes, beliefs, norms, and behavioral attitudes in
different contexts (Wilkinson et al. 2017; Le Marcis et al.
2019; Bardosh et al. 2020) And social science approaches
have participatory methods to offer that can help to
include and foreground community voices in decision-
making, map community-relevant needs and figure out
how to address them in ways that are beneficial and con-
structive to communities, which can be conducive to the
systematic integration of affected communities in humani-
tarian processes and promoting their inclusion across all
levels of humanitarian decision making (Batniji et al. 2006;
Stellmach et al. 2018). Social science approaches can be
used broadly in the humanitarian field to increase equita-
ble, inclusive governance, facilitate mutual benefit among
community, humanitarian, and academic partners, and
promote reciprocal knowledge translation, incorporating
community theories into the research, making humanitar-
ian programming not only more just but also more effec-
tive (Wallerstein 2008; Pratt 2020).
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Lack of integration

Based on these observations, we would expect that CE
informed by social science approaches, methods, evi-
dence, and skills would result in more holistic and effec-
tive action and programming. The social sciences can
facilitate the processes necessary to disrupt the unequal
power relations embedded in the humanitarian system,
which have an impact on the way humanitarian aid, pre-
paredness, response, and recovery is carried out and who
it benefits how (Matenga et al. 2021; Nichter 2018; Nied-
erberger et al. 2018). We hypothesize that the use of
social science for CE supports this transformational
process in at least four ways: (1) by critically analyz-
ing the origins and mechanisms of humanitarian crises
and interventions, providing a nuanced understanding,
including of master narratives and flows of money; (2) by
challenging dominant framings of crises and what needs
to be done by whom through producing contextualized
knowledge together with rather than about communities,
thereby offering alternative perspectives and insights; (3)
highlighting narratives that acknowledge the responsibil-
ity and accountability of the involved actors and explore
new possibilities for working together (Nichter 2018;
Pratt et al. 2020); and (4) set a scientific standard for the
humanitarian system to enhancing opportunities for
community stakeholders to build solutions to community
challenges, develop research questions and set priorities,
collaborate on data collection and analysis, and imple-
ment practical strategies for addressing inequities (Lon-
don 2005; Pratt 2020).

However, while CE efforts have a long history in
humanitarian programming, technical, methodologi-
cal, and operational grounding of CE in science meth-
ods and approaches is not at all widespread (Ashworth
et al. 2021; Satizdbal et al. 2022). There have been recent
efforts to improve this situation, with greater empha-
sis on preparedness, long-term planning, and a deeper
focus on the role of social science in a “people-centered”
approach that aims to build trust and long-term rela-
tions with crisis-affected populations (Delgado 2021;
Sphere 2018; UNICEF 2020; WHO Health Cluster 2017).
Such an approach includes looking beyond the immedi-
ate emergency towards opportunities for longer-term
livelihood reconstruction and sustainable development,
recovery, and preparedness (Dempsey and Munslow
2009). In practice, this would mean continuous inter-
action, appropriate consultation, and shared decision-
making with diverse community groups, acting on their
concerns in a timely manner, and building in channels
that allow for feedback and support accountability of dif-
ferent authorities and actors on changes made (OCHA
2015; Panther-Brick 2022). There are some careful signs
of a shared political commitment to joint humanitarian
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decision-making with affected as well as “at-risk” com-
munities, at least in theory, with CE included in the
Inter-Agency Standing Committee Transformative
agenda (2017), Core Humanitarian Standard (2014) and
Sphere Handbook (2018). As the United Nations Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
describes it, CE “implies a more pro-active process that
should align with all responses’ programming, distinct
from conventional public information and advocacy”
(2015: 1). Through various disciplines, social science
approaches could help populations strengthen their voice
in addressing their needs, and provide tools to commu-
nity stakeholders, humanitarian practitioners, consult-
ants or policy makers to better integrate communities in
the preparation, response or recovery from humanitar-
ian crises (Duncan 2014; Gibbs et al. 2013; Laverack and
Manoncourt 2016).

To some extent, social science research is already
applied to address some of the outstanding issues and
to answer open questions in the context of humanitar-
ian crises. In the last decade, the application of social
sciences has grown and the value of methodologies and
insights acquired from empirical social research has
been increasingly acknowledged as essential in address-
ing humanitarian crises (Gibbs et al. 2013; Laverack and
Manoncourt 2016; Tembo 2021). This has been especially
the case for public health emergencies (PHE), with social
sciences, notably anthropology, sociology, and health
psychology, being credited for playing a crucial role in
CE in recent epidemics and disease outbreaks, includ-
ing by powerful humanitarian and public health institu-
tions (Stellmach et al. 2018; WHO 2018; Abramowitz
et al. 2018; Bardosh et al. 2020; Giles-Vernick et al. 2019;
Tembo 2021). Efforts to include social science approaches
and insights have especially been focused on PHE as the
West-African Ebola outbreak (Le Marcis et al. 2019; Rich-
ards 2016; Richardson et al. 2016) and COVID-19 (Carter
et al. 2020; Osborne et al. 2021) instilled a growing
awareness of the need for integral approaches that con-
sider the social, cultural, political and behavioral dimen-
sions of infectious disease outbreaks. Yet, even in PHE,
the use of social science knowledge, tools and approaches
has not been systematic (Ashworth et al. 2021; Bardosh
et al. 2020; Carter et al. 2020; Giles-Vernick et al. 2019).

A recent literature review focusing on hazards and con-
flict settings showed there is no established and standard-
ized use of social sciences to benefit CE and encourage
more holistic humanitarian programming (Toro-Alzate
et al. 2023). The review shows that only a small minor-
ity of peer-reviewed publications in the humanitarian
field of disasters and conflicts—18 out of 1093, and 4 out
of 315 Gy literature reports—tangibly comment on the
relevance of social sciences, mostly only in passing and
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implicitly. Furthermore, CE is mostly seen as instrumen-
tal involvement, for example, to collect data in emergency
situations and receive feedback on interventions, but not
as an integral part of a transformative intervention. As
the review concludes, there is a knowledge and imple-
mentation gap in relation to social science to strengthen
and mainstream CE across all humanitarian contexts,
and especially that of disasters and conflicts (2023:1).
Overall, across the humanitarian field, practitioners and
social scientists both observe a consistent gap between
the ideas and promise of social science integration into
CE, and the actual practice on the ground, which often
remains ad hoc and unsystematic (Toro-Alzate et al.
2023). How, then, to better integrate the social sciences in
community engagement in humanitarian action?

This study draws specific insights from a project that
explored existing and needed capacities for the sys-
tematic integration of social sciences for community
engagement in humanitarian action (SS4CE).? The over-
all project was led by the UNICEF Social and Behavio-
ral Change team (SBC) with the support of USAID’s
Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance, and implemented
from October 2020 to December 2022. It consisted of
two phases. In the first phase, the UNICEF SBC team had
carried out a global consultation on the needs for com-
munity-centered humanitarian programming, resulting
in a set of global humanitarian goods identified and pri-
oritized by humanitarian practitioners and social scien-
tists worldwide. In the second phase, the project included
a consultation, mapping, and literature review that was
carried out collectively with global partners through
a working group structure but led and carried out by a
team of researchers affiliated to the Amsterdam Institute
for Global Health and Development (AIGHD) in close
collaboration with the UNICEF SBC team. The objec-
tive was to learn about gaps and needs in integral, par-
ticipatory, and effective humanitarian response and how
social science methods and skills can be used to include
and strengthen community-centered (and community-
led) approaches. While humanitarian programming in
general was considered, the particular focus in the pro-
ject was on conflicts and hazards contexts, including but
not limited to disasters. This paper specifically uses the
insights based on the second phase.

Paper aim and structure
Based on our review of literature, we theorize that build-
ing SS4CE capacity does not only mean to use the social

2 The products of the project, such as a mapping and set of common prin-
ciples of ethics and data sharing, a code of conduct mapping as well as a
mapping of capacity needs for SS4CE, a competency framework and com-
pendium of case studies can be found here: https://www.sbcguidance.org/
understand/social-science-community-engagement-humanitarian-action
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sciences to better understand community dynamics and
facilitate action on the ground, but also to transform une-
ven power relations and institutional humanitarianism.
Using the UNICEF definition of CE as a starting point,
the aim of this paper is to describe the perceived merits
of the social science approach as reported by practition-
ers and social scientists working in the humanitarian
field, and to review operational, technical and structural
challenges to systematic integration of social sciences in
community engagement based on our sample. The results
are organized into three main themes, each with their
own subthemes: (1) what the social sciences can con-
tribute to CE in humanitarian action, (2) operational and
technical challenges to the integration of social sciences
in CE, and (3) structural challenges described to the inte-
gration of social sciences in CE including a reflection on
the positioning of this research study itself.

Methods

Research infrastructure

The study was conducted from December 2021 through
December 2022. The research team consisted of one
senior, one mid-level, and four junior social science
researchers affiliated with the Amsterdam Institute for
Global Health and Development (AIGHD), one mid-
level social science researcher affiliated with the Insti-
tute Pasteur’s Ecology and Anthropology of Emerging
Diseases Unit, and three senior humanitarian practi-
tioners affiliated with UNICEF’s Social and Behavioral
Change Unit. Weekly meetings were established with
members of this core team during the entire course of
2022 and into early 2023. In addition, the research team
was in ongoing dialogue with twenty-five members of a
monthly technical working group, which consisted of
humanitarian practitioners and social scientists of seven
UN/intergovernmental agencies, four international non-
governmental organizations (INGOs), and ten academic
institutes. Technical working group members discussed
the research design, provided input for the specific activi-
ties such as the training mapping and the survey, and
advised based on what they saw as the most important
issues related to social sciences and CE capacity devel-
opment in the humanitarian field. The insights emerging
from the collected data were presented and discussed in
the technical working group meetings. Products based
on the research findings, such as a project report and a
competency framework for those using the social sci-
ences to engage communities in humanitarian action,
were discussed and adapted in accordance with input
from technical working group members. The technical
working group was also involved in a co-creative process
to formulate the recommendations to facilitate capacity
development to integrate social science approaches and
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insights in community engagement across humanitarian
networks and organizations.

Data collection and analysis

A mixed method approach was used. First, eighteen
semi-structured interviews were carried out with par-
ticipants involved in CE primarily as social scientists
working in an academic environment (n=6), primarily
as humanitarian practitioners (n=6), and as profession-
als who worked on CE both in an academic and humani-
tarian environment (n=6). Nine participants identified
as working for a UN/intergovernmental agency, six in
academia, and three in INGOs. Participants worked at
different organizational levels in humanitarian action.
Recruitment was conducted through the technical work-
ing group and through direct contacts of the study team.
All interviews were conducted over Microsoft Teams and
lasted approximately 1 h. The interviews were recorded
and transcribed and then coded in a team coding exer-
cise with the qualitative data analysis software Dedoose.
Each transcript went through a first round of coding
by one team member and a second round of coding by
another team member. Codes were discussed within the
team on a weekly basis. Additionally, four interviews
were conducted with social scientists and profession-
als from civil society organizations in Colombia. These
interviews followed a different format, taking a more
reflexive approach towards CE and humanitarian action
from the perspective of community-based actors in the
Global South. As these interviews were conducted in
Spanish, transcription was done manually, and coding
done separately.

Second, a 24-question online survey was developed to
obtain insights from a larger group of social scientists
and humanitarian practitioners regarding their experi-
ences in the application of social sciences for commu-
nity engagement in humanitarian action. The survey
consisted of closed and open-ended questions cover-
ing the respondents’ training, their experience with and
needs for SS4CE integration, and priority themes such as
localization and decolonization. The survey was dissemi-
nated using the online survey tool Qualtrics XM and was
open for response from mid-May 2022 until the end of
June 2022. The survey was distributed among the SS4CE
Strategic Advisory Group, the technical working group
members, the Sonar-Global network,® and the Network
on Humanitarian Action (NOHA).* Participants were
asked to distribute the survey within their respective

3 Sonar-Global is a network of researchers and practitioners that bolsters
the contribution of the social sciences in the prevention of and response to
infectious diseases and antimicrobial resistance. https://sonar-global.eu/

* NOHA is an international consortium of universities seeking to enhance
humanitarian professionalism https://www.nohanet.org/
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networks and organizations. The quantitative data analy-
sis involved collecting, collating, and counting all anony-
mous responses to the survey. The data was primarily
analyzed descriptively using SPSS+. Because respond-
ent selection for this survey was not random and people
self-selected to participate, the results cannot be general-
ized beyond the sample. The data does however provide
indications of possible trends to be confirmed in further
studies. Of the 42 survey respondents, more than 85%
had direct, practical experience with community engage-
ment in humanitarian action. Respondents had working
experience in all regions of the world, with 60% of the
survey respondents being stationed in the Global South.
The respondents had experience in many different fields
and positions in humanitarian action, with almost 40%
identifying themselves as a social science researcher and
44% as a frontline worker, program manager, or humani-
tarian practitioner.

Third, at a later stage, a focus group discussion was held
with community-based civil society organizations work-
ing in humanitarian contexts. The focus group discussion
was organized together with the Network for Empowered
Aid Response (NEAR),® a national coalition of humani-
tarian, development, and resilience actors in India. Seven
Indian civil society organizations participated. All of
them worked with communities in disaster-vulnerable or
affected areas, particularly prone to flooding, cyclones,
and droughts. As local actors with a key role in and for
communities in humanitarian contexts, their perspec-
tives on community engagement and using the social
sciences in programming were valuable to capture expe-
riences and inputs from community-based organizations
on the ground.

Parallel to these research activities, the project team
conducted an online mapping of existing trainings that
include social science approaches for community engage-
ment in humanitarian action. Through a comprehensive
internet-based search as well as examination of train-
ings suggested by participants in the interviews, survey,
and technical working group meetings, the research-
ers sought out available courses, workshops, seminars,
manuals, as well as individuals, organizations, networks,
and initiatives that could contribute resources. Mapping
was done for trainings in English, Spanish, French, Por-
tuguese, Italian, and Dutch. Relevance was determined
based on the presence of social science approaches, com-
munity engagement, and humanitarian, conflict, disaster,
and/or hazard in the title and training description. A set
of indicators determined in dialogue with the technical
working group members was used to assess relevance
and quality of the components. An XLS database of

> https://www.near.ngo/
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training resources was developed based on the results of
the mapping.

Ethical considerations

Considering the nature of the research topic, the partici-
pants, and the intended use of the research, the project
was determined as not requiring a comprehensive ethi-
cal review process by the Amsterdam Medical Center’s
medical ethical review board (AMC METC, W22_074
# 22.107). Nevertheless, the researchers in the team
adhered to research quality and ethical standards com-
mon to social science research (European Commission
2021). The researchers followed guidelines for data col-
lection, storage, and sharing laid out in a project data
management plan. This data management plan ensured
all the collected data in the project was processed and
stored in a secure, orderly, and uniform fashion. At the
beginning of the interviews and focus group discussion,
informed consent was obtained from participants for
their participation in the research project, as well as for
being recorded and having their contributions anony-
mously stored on the secure project server. Participants
were made aware they could retract their participation at
any time or request statements would be off-the-record,
also in retrospect, and relevant passages of the record-
ing and corresponding sections in the transcript would
be deleted. In the survey introduction participants were
informed they could discontinue the survey at any time.

Limitations

The study was embedded in a larger strategic trajectory
initiated by UNICEF to mainstream the use of social sci-
ence approaches in humanitarian programming with
the objective to further strengthen community-centered
and community-led humanitarian action. The SS4CE
project aimed to explore how humanitarian action on
the ground could be made more inclusive and effective
with social science approaches, but also to understand
how higher (management) levels of international agen-
cies and (Northern) donors could shift to structurally
different ways of programming. To support this process,
it was important to have partners on board from differ-
ent organizations and across the humanitarian field. The
technical working group that was central to the project
included specific expert humanitarians and social sci-
entists based at different humanitarian agencies and
NGOs, to foster a network while building upon ear-
lier activities carried out to integrate social science into
CE and humanitarian programming, as well as provid-
ing strategic recommendations on the accountability
of the humanitarian institutions and relevant organiza-
tional change processes. Most technical working group
members were from or based in the Global North, and
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active at higher management and programming levels of
humanitarian programming and research. Actors in the
Global North and in middle and higher management lev-
els were seen as well-positioned to push the standard on
community-based and -led humanitarian programming
informed by social science.

The project’s organization was defined by this trajec-
tory. As researchers coming to a project embedded in
the structure of international agencies—even as it had
been guided by an ambition to change that very struc-
ture—that had already run its first phase and had been
conceptualized without us, we were limited in the
design of the research. Guided by the strategic agenda,
space, and funding within which the project operated,
its focus and design did not initially include reaching
out to community actors: the deliberate choice had
been to first focus on the system’s structural challenges
from within, and stakeholders envisioned in this pro-
ject were actors operating within the system and par-
ticularly in global institutions.

However, believing that all actors need to be involved
in these processes, also those that focus on what
are framed as “internal” challenges in the sector, the
research team advocated for more inclusion of social
science scholars, humanitarian practitioners, and com-
munity actors from the Global South throughout the
project in order to have the process of change be nour-
ished by different insights. Insights from Global South
actors and community-based actors on how social sci-
ence approaches could foster inclusive CE not only
were an important inclusion to perspectives on disci-
plinary and methodological contributions but also had
the potential to spur the decolonizing and accountabil-
ity processes in the humanitarian system itself, espe-
cially regarding some of the structural challenges of the
institutions that hold accountability to design programs
and interventions that are people-centered. To address
the limited perspective of community-based actors, we
proposed to add to the interviews with members of the
technical working group—of which four members were
based in the Global South—additional interviews with
humanitarian professionals or social scientists from the
Global South, specifically in Colombia. Furthermore,
we added to the project design a focus group discus-
sion with community-based civil society organizations
working in humanitarian contexts in India, and we
distributed the survey more widely. Thus social sci-
ence scholars and humanitarian practitioners from the
Global South were included in the study, both in the
survey and the interviews and through the technical
working group that we worked with, and we included
community actors through the focus group discus-
sion with civil society organizations in India and the
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interviews with community-based actors in Colombia.
This remained far from the long-term collaborative
community-centered processes we would have liked
to see in an initiative to change such a key process of
humanitarian programming and structures, especially
one aimed at stimulating participatory and community-
centered processes. But within the restrained struc-
ture of the project, the greater inclusion of actors from
the Global South and community-based workers were
important inclusions to talk to community actors and
send a critical signal to the programming levels within
humanitarian management and funding structures.

This context illustrates the complexities and difficulties
at hand. The project exposed the limitations of the system
to even consider the social sciences and their application
within the accountability mechanisms of the system in
order to ensure community-centered and community-led
programming. Yet, we believed it provided an opportu-
nity for further advocacy and leveraging insights regard-
ing existing and needed SS4CE capacities to influence
structural change in humanitarian systems and architec-
ture. We do not think that efforts to make humanitarian-
ism less top-down and less dominated by Global North
actors should be dismissed just because they are led by
northern actors. They can use their capital to bolster
these humanitarian programming restructuring efforts.
Nonetheless, the processes should be collaboratively
steered and include partners from the Global North and
South, community actors, humanitarian practitioners,
and social scientists.

In further SS4CE efforts, we strongly suggest, from the
conceptualization onwards, to include more perspec-
tives from communities and from actors working directly
with communities in the Global South, specifically in the
potential steps to operationalize and use the guidance
and tools that have been developed within institutional
actions of the multiple humanitarian actors—aid organi-
zations or academic within the humanitarian system.

Results

We present our findings along two lines of inquiry and
their respective recommendations: (1) what the social sci-
ences can contribute to CE in humanitarian action and (2)
the main needs and gaps that hinder a systematic integra-
tion of the social sciences. The needs and gaps are catego-
rized into two categories. The first category includes needs
and gaps of an operational or technical nature, relating to
(the training, exchange, and transfer of) skills, tools, lan-
guage, and knowledge. The second category refers to needs
and gaps of a structural kind, relating to the systemic con-
ditions that can hinder or facilitate the use of social sci-
ence for inclusive, accountable, and effective humanitarian
action, planning, response, and preparedness to ensure
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communities’ wellbeing and resilience to crises in the
long-term. Together, these findings provide insights into
what capacity development could focus on, and how and
to whom it should be offered (with what aim).

What the social sciences can contribute to CE

in humanitarian action

This section presents an overview of the contributions
the social sciences can make to meaningful, effective
CE in humanitarian action. Participants mentioned a
comprehensive list of skills, perspectives, methods, and
approaches they find especially important and suggest
should be learned by humanitarian practitioners. These
are listed in the columns in Fig. 1 below.

The table provides an overview of the contributions,
skills, techniques, and methods that research participants
identified as useful to enhance CE. Some of the compe-
tencies participants mentioned, such as reflexivity and
sensitivity, might not be exclusive to the social sciences,
but do result from (critical) social science training. Par-
ticipants mentioned that many social science skills and
methods are not necessarily clear-cut and teachable, but
rather rely on personal dispositions, soft skills, or, as one
participant put it, “human skills,” such as empathy and
establishing rapport. Communication skills, for instance,
could be part of a training or course, but empathy is not
something that is teachable. It can be, however, part of a
combined attitude and outlook that increases sensitivity,
empathy, reflexivity, and critical understanding, benefit-
ting the methods that can help identify community needs
and how they can be addressed.

The social science lens in HA

Participants described sensitivity, empathy, and com-
munication skills as specific values that social science
approaches can contribute to CE. Along with these values,
social scientists are said to hold a critical understanding
of a broader cultural, economic, and sociopolitical context
that participants referred to as “the social science lens”:

I think often the social science approach allows
people to think a bit more critically around these
things, like who we will be engaging with? How are
we engaging with them? What are the risks? What
are the unintended consequences if we do this? What
might happen further? And a lot more. I don’t know
how you call it, but sort of bigger picture think-
ing than often happens, typically, within a kind of
operational mindset, and I say that not in any way
to discredit the operational mindset, because prob-
ably as purely social scientists we might never get
anything done. But yeah, I think that’s a real benefit.
(Social scientist, INGO)
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Social science

Social science research
skills and techniques to
understand context
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understand context
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cultural values, tensions
or norms

* Critical/analytical
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beliefs and local
understandings * Scientific rigor
* Understand governance
structures and political
dynamics

*Rapid assessment
techniques

* Ability to present
results and analysis

*Nuanced
understanding of
gender issues

* Document
*Open to knowledge knowledge
from communities and
advocate for their
inclusion, facilitate
validation of knowledge
and decision-making
ownership

* Connect the small to
the big picture

(micro-meso-macro),
recognizing patterns

* Understand community
dynamics and social
networks, recognize
community leaders

* Understand intra-group
and stakeholder
dynamics, be aware of
exclusions and
inclusions, be mindful of
what is said by whom
and in front of whom
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Data collection and
analysis methods

Soft or interpersonal

skills ("human skills"

* Sensitivity ¢ Qualitative data
collection, including
« Reflexivity rapid data collection
+ (Really) listenin * Ethnography and
( . e observation
*Having and _
showcasing empathy * Interviews

*Social media
research

¢ Build trust

« Establishing rapport . .
* Literature review

* Patience
* Power analysis tool

* Participatory
approaches for
inclusion and
empowerment (incl.
in evaluation): PAR,
CBPR, Photovoice,
participatory video
evaluation

Fig. 1 Overview of contributions, skills, techniques, and methods the social sciences can offer to address needs in CE, as listed by participants

The interviewed social scientists, especially, pointed to
a combination of technical and analytical skills and meth-
odologies, which together with the “social science lens”
bring attentiveness to social relations and variation helps
to understand contexts and connect with communities.
This social science lens is the basis of engaging with com-
munities, understanding their needs, and supporting
them in meaningful, inclusive, and effective responses
and preparedness and recovery. It can infuse humani-
tarian practitioners with a conscious awareness of their
position and help create a bridge between communities
and (international) humanitarian organizations. It stim-
ulates the input and uptake of community perspectives.
At the same time, the above statement also illustrates a
tension between the perceived critical, pensative, and
reflective social scientists who might be slowed down by
their constant contemplating and weighing of options
versus the practitioner who acts without too critical of a
stance. This dissonance between two perceived modes of
operation does not only touch upon the tension between
action and reflection, but also on matters of speed, which
will be discussed further below.

Participants’ responses emphasize that soft skills
and competencies are as important in applying SS4CE
in humanitarian action as more technical skills and

techniques. Soft or interpersonal skills are often men-
tioned as bringing social scientists “closer to people”
These skills include empathy, patience, being able to work
in a team, being able to build trust and rapport, being able
to “really” or “actively” listen to people. Sometimes such
person-driven approaches are also more about attitudes,
which are often personality-dependent® but might be
shaped by the moral focus, reflexivity, and attentiveness
and sensitivity to power dynamics that form part of train-
ing in the social sciences. They are essential elements con-
tributing to the “social science lens” or “social mind”

One social scientist working in an INGO described
how the spectrum of types of social science work applied
in humanitarian programming has broadened since she
started in her position. Initially, requests for social sci-
ence support had a focus on the technical use of qualita-
tive methods, as they were articulated around operational
problems and the answers usually were in the format
of research, but social science approaches have become
more broadly applied:

% The element of ethnicity, class or cast can also have a direct impact in this
person-driven approach in contexts where these are factors that shape soci-
ety and the interaction among people who are born and raised into this cos-
movision. These elements can play a critical role in setting the social science
research agenda.
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My role started as a qualitative method implementer
and then gradually opened up to broader social sci-
ence views, incorporating broader perspectives on
social science essentially. So, if there was something
going on that people didn’t understand and sus-
pect it might be a cultural problem, and then did a
study essentially to understand what the problem
was... I think that's evolved a lot over time in terms
of moments where social scientists are involved.
They are the problem-solving parties there, in terms
of assessments [and] evaluative work. And that has
expanded beyond research to programmatic assess-
ment. ...So not purely in a kind of data collection, but
more in terms of programmatic support around com-
munity related activities. (Social scientist, INGO)

Participants attributed to the social sciences numerous
and important technical contributions that methodo-
logically ensure that communities are taken seriously,
including co-constructive and participatory method-
ologies. Indeed, technical skills for data collection and
analysis in qualitative research methods have been the
starting point for social science approaches in humani-
tarian contexts. The combination of technical, analyti-
cal skills, and interpersonal skills have provided visible
added value of social scientists when engaging with com-
munities as well as in programmatic assessment, evalua-
tion, and planning. That combination is also where some
of SS4CFE’s transformational power lies—in changing
the outlook on community engagement through a criti-
cal and empowering stance that can identify and call out
inequalities and injustices. Participants noted an inher-
ent respect by social scientists of community knowledge
and their own position in relationship to this knowledge.
This is part of a reflexiveness and positionality dominant
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in, for example, anthropological approaches, but it is also
intrinsic to a critical approach to humanitarianism and
the power relations of Global North and South. Social
scientists tend to be trained to take a critical stance
and make efforts to put structures in place that ensure
communities (e.g., in the Global South) can take care of
themselves, that recognize and integrate local knowl-
edge and community resources to design adequate and
sustainable strategies and long-term resilience, as well
as help put in place interventions that are accountable
to affected communities without paternalism. Without
making light of the barriers social scientists, humanitar-
ians and communities can face in the decolonization of
the humanitarian field, the social lens and critical out-
look provide the qualities needed to accommodate steps
towards collective and community-centered action.

Usage of different social science disciplines

The social science disciplines participants mentioned most
frequently as beneficial to apply in community engagement
in humanitarian contexts were anthropology and sociol-
ogy. These were followed by psychology, communication
sciences, history, political science, and geography. Law and
economic disciplines were least mentioned, but some sur-
vey respondents mentioned these. This could also be rep-
resented by a bias of the profiles of social scientists that are
currently engaged most in this sector, as well as the scope
of the partners in this initiative. There were, however, dif-
ferences between how beneficial the different disciplines
were perceived to be, depending on respondent roles.
This was especially significant in the survey responses.
When looking at social science disciplines mentioned
as beneficial in CE in humanitarian action depending on
the respondent’s roles (see Fig. 2 below), political science

Social science disciplines mentioned as beneficial in CE work
(n=42) per selected respondent roles
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Fig. 2 Social science disciplines mentioned as beneficial in CE work, by respondent’s role
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and pedagogy are seen as beneficial mostly by social sci-
ence researchers. On the other hand, no social science
researcher mentioned law as beneficial. Humanitarian
practitioners on the other hand find journalism, law, eco-
nomics, and communication science most beneficial, while
frontline workers emphasize law, history, and geography.
Finally, program managers indicated law and journalism
are most useful in CE work.

Anthropology is seen as the “key to understand needs
and priorities” (Social scientist/HP, INGO). Anthropol-
ogy, especially through ethnography, and psychology
were seen as helpful in telling different stories of conflict
and their consequences, including individual trauma and
community impact. Such stories are always diverse, but
they show how communities are affected by crises. While
we are not arguing that all humanitarian practitioners
should learn the methods through which these stories are
told, it is key to make the value of these stories under-
stood to practitioners, management, and donors. The
power of these stories as “results” lies with their form
of experiential summaries that can be easily understood
and leveraged by humanitarian practitioners, donors, and
policy makers for effective communication and advocacy,
as well as informing adaptive programs and actions.

Operational and technical challenges to integrating social
sciences in CE

As the findings described above show, the social sciences
can unearth complex insights into the needs of commu-
nities, and contribute to CE approaches in humanitarian
action that are attentive, critical, and rely on trust- and
bridge-building. However, several challenges impede
these insights and approaches from being used when
designing and implementing humanitarian assistance,
building up in the recovery phase, or preparing for cri-
ses to come. An ongoing challenge is the different under-
standings of context that exist between social scientists
and humanitarian practitioners, but also between differ-
ent humanitarian agencies.

Different understandings, language, and methods

Social scientists in academia and humanitarian practi-
tioners appear to have quite different understandings of
core social science concepts, to the point that one partici-
pant noted a need for translation: “To make sure social
science finds its way into humanitarian practice, we first
need to understand each other” (Social scientist, aca-
demia). Humanitarian practitioners find social science
language difficult to understand. Jargon is problematic
because it is a barrier to translation into action. Both
groups appear to use different languages and methods
depending on the institutional contexts and the origi-
nal aims these are grounded in. While social scientists
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tend to focus on comprehensive knowledge production
(“research for knowledge”), for humanitarian practition-
ers the emphasis lies on immediate action (“research
for interventions”). Collected information primarily
serves that action, and particularly in time-pressed crises
this information needs to be “fit for purpose’, or “good
enough” Good enough here means good and reliable,
collected through scientifically sound methods, but the
time for collecting and analyzing data needs to be short
and results packaged in easily digestible and applicable
chunks.

To systematically integrate SS4CE in humanitarian
action, it is key for academically based social scientists
to understand humanitarian programming and opera-
tions to be able to effectively collect needed information
for humanitarian programs. This includes understand-
ing the roles of different institutional actors, but also
the protocols and Humanitarian Program Cycle (HPC)
(OCHA 2023) that frame how the humanitarian architec-
ture functions and what actors and resources are needed
at specific stages. Another point that participants made
repeatedly is that even in cases where social sciences
have been used in humanitarian action or in studies,
valuable insights that were gained would still have ben-
efitted from further translation for humanitarian applica-
tion. Humanitarian practitioners pointed out that when
applied studies are done, these are often done by agen-
cies who are not operational, and this maintains “the gap
between the academic research domain” and the opera-
tional world. To link social science insights to operational
action, research evidence needs to be better translated
into explicit actionable points to inform decisions in
action and policy.

Humanitarians, on the other hand, could benefit from
understanding key language, concepts, and approaches
used in the social sciences, and what they can do with
these. Many practitioners seem to have limited notions
of what social science can bring—often restricted to
health communication—or how they can really use it to
inform their interventions, beyond a legitimizing veneer
that can be used to claim “culture”—seen as a static social
category—has been accounted for. Another issue is that
while humanitarian practitioners might already use social
science principles and tools, they do not always refer to
them as such or ground them in social science theories or
methodologies. This is not to say that some agencies and
community-based organizations have not made strides
to integrate social science perspectives and approaches.
Some organizations have dedicated teams or programs
consisting of social scientists and humanitarian practi-
tioners that actively explore how to marry the different
understandings and operating modus. These multidisci-
plinary teams can be challenging, but also valuable spaces
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for exchange. Such cases illustrate the importance of pro-
moting shared transdisciplinary spaces where different
areas of expertise come together. Multidisciplinary teams
can function as a bridge, translator and provide fertile
ground for knowledge exchange and commonly devel-
oped frameworks to facilitate a common understanding.

Using social science in time-sensitive humanitarian action
and programming
Ideally, evidence must be both high quality and “fit for
purpose” to ensure the effectiveness and efficiency of
humanitarian interventions. Participants noted, however,
that social scientists tend to get stuck in their contribu-
tions because of the impression that longitudinal research
and slow science alone render “good” data. Good CE
relies on understanding context, building trust, and sus-
tainable (working) relationships in, and with, communi-
ties. Understanding such context as part of social science
research can take years. Consequently, for many social
scientists, the rapid collection and reporting of data may
jeopardize the robustness of their information. They fear
to leave things out or not get it exactly right. Not coin-
cidentally, seen from the humanitarian perspective, social
sciences are often perceived as slow and requiring inten-
sive and longitudinal research engagement. Anthropology
and sociology, the social sciences that were mentioned by
participants as the most relevant to engage communities,
are seen as traditionally associated with immersive field-
work, ethnography, observation, and participation.
Despite these views, there are plenty of social scientists,
including some of the interview participants and techni-
cal working group members, who apply rapid research
methods for data collection and analysis in anthropology
and sociology, such as rapid appraisal techniques, inter-
viewing, social network mapping of social and political
dynamics, participatory action research, and evidence
summaries to answer pressing questions in a health and
humanitarian emergency. As participants pointed out,
some guidelines for this rapid research exist (Vindrola-
Padros & Johnson 2020). It was also noted that it can
be extremely helpful to build operational social science
needs around a network of other social scientists who
pre-exist in a particular setting that one can connect to,
to hit the ground running. Still, despite such rapid solu-
tions, an obvious tension remains: while action during a
crisis needs to be rapid, dedication to a crisis throughout
its cycle—including long-term recovery and prepared-
ness for possible future contingencies, as well as fund-
ing—needs to be longitudinal.

Standardization
This entire issue is also reflected in the different attitudes
between humanitarian practitioners and more academic
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social scientists on standardization. As one social scien-
tist working in a humanitarian agency noted: “We’re not
standardized, we’re not systematized. We're not simpli-
fied. So then for humanitarians, we’re not useful.” (Social
scientist, UN/intergovernmental agency). Academia-
based social scientists tended to speak out against stand-
ardization, as it may utilize the social sciences to provide
a sense of legitimacy to imposing a fixed framework on
individual contexts. Instead, they argued that social sci-
ences should help to provide context-sensitive inter-
pretations that refine, adapt, or challenge standardized
approaches offered by global or international agencies
and donors. Remaining independent of the processes of
global networks remains an important precondition for
such a critical attitude. Humanitarian practitioners on
the other hand see standardization as a systematic inte-
gration of social science approaches in SOPs or proto-
cols, budgeting, and programming that are important to
track progress as well as measure accountability at differ-
ent moments and interventions. They maintained that to
this end, the systemic mainstreaming of SS4CE is neces-
sary, as is the consolidation of different procedures across
the humanitarian landscape. However, they clarified
that this “standardization in approaches and processes”
acknowledges that the application will be contextual-
ized (Humanitarian practitioners, UN/intergovernmen-
tal agency). A humanitarian practitioner stated that as
standardization is an “intrinsic characteristic of humani-
tarian action” which facilitates quick responses, it is key
that social scientists understand these standards, to know
what information is relevant in humanitarian program-
ming and responses: “If social scientists know which con-
crete actions need to take place, always, in the case of, for
example, a flood scenario, they can think about the social
factors that need to be considered when implementing a
response, and how they can provide evidence to ensure
the engagement of affected communities in support of
humanitarian processes” (Humanitarian practitioner,
INGO). Humanitarian practitioners also warned that
standardization brings risks of maintaining untenable
bureaucratic standards imposed by donors in the Global
North to transfer financial resources; these untenable
standards “must end” rather than shifting to local institu-
tions and governance.

Structural challenges to integrating social sciences in CE

Many of the challenges impeding the systematic inte-
gration of SS4CE in humanitarian action are rooted
in issues of structure, power inequalities, and the
way the humanitarian and international health fields
are organized. These structures define the hierar-
chy of who sets the agenda, who carries it out, under
what conditions, and who is impacted by it. A guiding
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principle of humanitarianism is to strive for neutral-
ity. While its actors are purported to be neutral, this
often is in tension with the political and social nature
of humanitarian action. Participants agreed that they
first and foremost need to be community advocates,
building bridges between communities and humani-
tarian actors: “You should be able to negotiate in the
name of people, not taking their voice, but act like the
bridge. This is the application of social sciences con-
nected with CE” (Colombian practitioner, local NGO).
However, while supporting empowerment and decolo-
nization is important, other actors and structures need
to support and enable this. A number of structural bar-
riers to this, however, were expressed. These included
(1) top-down decision-making and resourcing, (2) lack
of actual participation of communities in localized and
decolonized efforts, and (3) siloed, dispersed, and epi-
sodic efforts. Overall, addressing this requires a sys-
temic shift in humanitarianism and development.

Top-down decision-making and resourcing

Hiring practices guide the composition of teams and
have a great effect on the expertise present within
and of the team, the dialogue taking place, and the
approaches that this opens up. While this cannot be
generalized, it is clear that while multidisciplinary
teams illustrate the value of social sciences for CE in
humanitarian action, work still needs to be done, at
the top, to hand over some control to communities
or local actors and to allow more time and funding
for activities that might not always render immediate,
measurable results. To stimulate donors and manage-
ment, as well as hiring managers, towards more inclu-
sive and multidisciplinary practices, it is vital they
understand the contributions that SS4CE and partici-
patory community-led practices can bring. Donors
and management, who have control over funding and
(the most) decision-making power, however, do not
always appear to fully understand the value of social
science or even CE. As one participant put it, there is
a “reluctance from donors to fund a CE approach, and
an even higher reluctance to do so when local actors
are applying for funding” (Humanitarian practitioner,
INGO). Often, indicators used to measure the success
of projects do not capture the effects of CE because
these are longer-term impacts. As budgets are tied to
projects, investments in overarching infrastructure
such as capacity are often not possible. Trainings that
are developed might then not reach their audience. An
SS4CE advocacy culture, in which contributions of the
social science and CE in humanitarian action are made
explicit and their wider inclusion or mainstreaming is
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encouraged, can help donors and high-level manage-
ment understand what is required.

Localization, decolonization, and the participation

of communities

To promote inclusive and effective humanitarian action,
participants expressed that it is essential to reflect on
how humanitarian and social science practices can be
affected by colonial legacies and perpetuate inequities
and focus on dismantling those practices. While CE was
perceived by survey respondents as well implemented
from an instrumental perspective, it was not recognized
by survey and interview participants as a transforma-
tive activity leading to localization. Furthermore, while
community inclusion in social science research occurs
in data collection and analysis, it still needs to improve
in research design and dissemination. Communities are
often not included in grant proposal writing, and even if
donors ask for community actors to be included, this can
often become more tokenistic than significant influenc-
ing the conditions of projects, the design, and the ques-
tions asked. In addition, funding agencies have expressed
worries that community leaders may be partisan, not rep-
resenting all community members (Humanitarian profes-
sional, INGO). Local power structures should also not be
discounted; as one of the participants said: “Don’t con-
fuse Southern leaders with local ownership”” (Social sci-
entist, university). For the sustained engagement of local
actors, the support of international organizations, in
terms of resources (i.e., funding) and capacity strength-
ening, was highlighted as essential to “institutionalize
localization”. For participants, institutionalizing localiza-
tion requires collaborative efforts to create change across
different actors in the humanitarian landscape, including
through partnerships with community actors and local
government.

To work in equitable partnership with community
stakeholders, participants say communities need to be
involved in decision-making processes that impact on
their well-being and ability for response and recovery to
link genuine and respectful partnerships to aspirations
for self-determination of vulnerable communities. They
also need to be in control of the data that gets collected
with the aim to benefit them. As a social scientist work-
ing in a UN/intergovernmental agency noted: “surveys
tend to be prioritized because you can do them quicker,
potentially cheaper. That information then is taken exter-
nally and analyzed, and it’s much less likely to be used by
the persons who are local” (Social scientist, UN/inter-
governmental agency). To prevent data from getting
extracted and funneled off for use by intervening actors
from the North while not being made available to local
communities, some humanitarian agencies have started
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implementing community ethical review boards. This is
an operational layer that stimulates accountability and
builds capacity in communities. Participants noted that
elements which seemingly very few agencies are con-
cerned with are the usage and development of data by
local communities within their own knowledge tradi-
tions (and what these could contribute to humanitar-
ian action), as well as efforts to incorporate community
perspectives of what humanitarian organizations should
be holding themselves accountable to. This could help
to regard community stakeholders as holders of knowl-
edge and expertise rather than passive recipients of aid,
an important step in the structural changing process to
decolonize humanitarian action.

Siloed, dispersed, and episodic efforts

Participants expressed a lack of integration, coordina-
tion, and sustained commitment to CE and capacity
development for CE in humanitarian action. There are
several examples of multiple and/or parallel efforts in
data collection and training. At the same time, there is a
lack of oversight and participants worry that each inde-
pendent effort to collect social science information only
provides a partial picture depending on areas of exper-
tise, organizational mandates, and thematic clusters.
The lack of follow-up occurs when it comes to the use
of capacity development tools. With trainings, efforts
are often not sustained. This lack of follow-up is also
signaled to harm relationships with communities, who
are tired of researchers coming in, collecting their data,
and never hearing from them again after data collection
is over. Research and action entailing the design, imple-
mentation, and reporting of research during, after, and
in preparation of emergencies and disasters is rare. The
effectiveness of CE interventions is not measured, for
lack of tools, time, and/or intention, especially in the case
of interventions with a project-focused, temporal charac-
ter. Our analysis found that connecting and coordinating
efforts, as well as following up on efforts and building on
existing activities and structures, was seen among many
respondents to be fundamental for knowledge genera-
tion and capacity strengthening. Another imperative is
following up with research and even avoiding research
unless there is a plan to respond to findings and to avoid
false expectations—relying on the principle of “do no
harm” and building relationships of trust with communi-
ties. Returning data to the communities and closing the
loop need to be guiding principles to ensure continuity
and avoid extractive practices. The systematic integra-
tion of collaborative and participatory research meth-
odologies such as participatory action research (PAR)
and community-based participatory research (CPBR),
which have already been used in humanitarian contexts
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(see for example Harper and Gubrium 2017), could offer
a response to such shortcomings. This will boost CE’s
potential to redistribute power. It would tilt the scale
towards more co-productive processes, although great
care should be taken to ensure equity in co-production
and make participation among all community members
accessible. This should allow the inclusion of commu-
nities from initial phases such as the research design.
Within emergency responses, collaborative action can
be achieved by setting up rapid response community
panels, strengthening existing community relationships,
and developing contingency plans for alternative meth-
ods of engagement (Tembo 2021). By expanding cur-
rent practice and recognizing the fundamental change
in programming culture that is required, senior manage-
ment and other staff within humanitarian organizations,
as well as donors, can do much to raise the profile and
demonstrate the effect of social science-informed co-
production. As one of the participants said, they can do
this by recommending or mandating collaborative social
science research and developing mechanisms to make
funding directly available to civil sector organizations
without impeding conditions (Humanitarian profes-
sional, INGO). The particiant went on to say that funders,
humanitarian practitioners, and researchers also need to
ensure that research priorities are determined with or by
communities and that a wide range of community mem-
bers are involved throughout the research process.

SS4CE to support power shifts in humanitarianism

and development

Finally, general critiques were expressed concerning the
role of humanitarianism and the tasks that it might main-
tain. Many of these tasks could be solved by local actors
taking up roles themselves. In addition, in many crisis
contexts, there is a view that humanitarian agencies have
been encroaching into the sphere of long-term or ongo-
ing engagement, forming a structural presence. Yet, while
such connection is needed for long-term CE, humanitarian
organizations do not collaborate on structural local efforts
as they are guided by core humanitarian principles such
as neutrality and impartiality, while development actors
are considered partners with longer-term engagements
with national governments and other local actors (see also
O’Dempsey and Munslow 2009). This is a conundrum in
need of addressing. Participants further note that there is
little investment in how CE can boost preparedness. One of
the most important things that needs to happen for inclu-
sive, localized SS4CE is a shift in power and responsibility
to local actors responding to, and planning for, humanitar-
ian crises. A shift in thinking is needed towards sustainable,
resilient and locally based systems in which international
(humanitarian) organizations would play a supporting role.
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As one social scientist noted: “humanitarian organizations
need to phase themselves out” Capacity development needs
to focus on making external actors—humanitarian practi-
tioners, social scientists from the Global North—obsolete.
Some humanitarian actors have committed to this process,
as the need signaled by the UNICEF SBC and the departure
point of this project shows. They can be powerful partners
in this process towards community-led and locally-based
preparedness and development. However, as the position-
ality of this study within a larger project illustrates, there
is a real risk that international organizations remain lead-
ers in these processes rather than shift to become partners
in a supporting role. Efforts to set up structural conditions
for communities to be in charge of humanitarian prepar-
edness, response, and recovery are still defined and led by
international organizations. The project in which we con-
ducted our study was, ironically so, no exception. Global
North, high-level actors steered a process to explore and
employ the uses of social science in the transition to a more
locally based, community-led humanitarian system. This
happened even though the project was actually examin-
ing the structural challenges of the institutions that hold
accountability to design programs and interventions that
are people-centered. It illustrates the very complexities,
challenges, and also ironies at work of the problem at hand.
The process underlying the study was an effort to decolo-
nize humanitarian work and undo some of the dominant
institutional cultures and unequal power structures as seen
through a process mostly driven from the global networks,
rather than through a co-created and/or through bottom-
up mechanisms. Indeed if we are considering longer-term
decolonization efforts this project also highlights a gap in
the accountability of these systems. It shows all the more
how difficult and urgent this topic is and how much work
there is to be done to make collaborative, community-cen-
tered programming happen. Care should be taken to hold
international humanitarian organizations accountable to
inclusive community-centered programming and action,
even as they ostentatiously aim to redress institutional con-
ditions and power imbalances, the logic, and structures. So,
while a project such as SS4CE can help to enable this shift
more quickly and committedly, the research described here
should be followed up with new community-based social
science research in humanitarian contexts in local contexts.
We invite other researchers and humanitarian practitioners
at all levels—but especially at the top where a shift is para-
mount—and communities to join in this process.

Conclusion

This paper presents findings on the value of social sci-
ence to community engagement and identifies a num-
ber of challenges that need to be tackled to advance
further integration of social sciences in community
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engagement in the humanitarian contexts of hazards and
conflicts. We used a mixed method approach, includ-
ing twenty-two key informant interviews and a focus
group discussion with social scientists and humanitarian
practitioners, an online survey, a literature review, and a
year-long monthly consultation with social scientists and
humanitarian practitioners in a UNICEF-led global tech-
nical working group. These different methodologies and
perspectives of participants helped us to understand the
needs from key stakeholders in the field, such as practi-
tioners working on different levels of the humanitarian
system and social scientists, as well as the practitioners’
perspectives about the challenges to further integration.

We find that a SS4CE agenda has some unique ben-
efits. SS4CE can be a bridge between practitioners,
researchers, and communities. The social science lens
can help contextualize interventions, and bring research-
ers closer to people by “really listening” Trust is key for
working relationships to benefit all sides involved, in
which partners co-create together as equals and avoid
false expectations. When going beyond the ticking of
boxes, integration of social science methods and tools
in community engagement can lead to a more reflexive
and attuned humanitarian practice in which the experi-
ences, conditions, and needs of local partners are better
integrated.” These findings confirm previous work done
on the potentiality of the contribution of the social sci-
ences (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 2002; United Nations
2005; Hilhorst & Bankoff 2022; Alexander 2015; Goldacre
et al. 2015; Bardosh et al. 2019; Niederberger et al. 2018).
At the same time, they also confirm that the social sci-
ences have not yet been able to set scientific standards
in this field (London 2005; Pratt 2020). To further inte-
gration in this field, reflection on humanitarian practices
and the relationships between researchers and practi-
tioners as well as the power dynamics in the system over-
all is highlighted. Our findings report what is often left
unsaid in the academic literature: social scientists are
generally seen as too theoretical, too slow, and not practi-
cal enough by humanitarian practitioners. Humanitarian
practitioners also find social science language and report-
ing difficult to understand. On the other hand, standardi-
zation in humanitarian action is observed with suspicion
by social scientists, and the data are often insufficiently
scrutinized from a long-term perspective.

While these tensions exist, the larger structural chal-
lenges mentioned emphasize the need for humanitarian

7 Based on the research findings and collaborative process, a set of rec-
ommendations was collectively generated. These recommendations pro-
vide handles for the systematic integration of social science in community
engagement in humanitarian action and work towards a power-sensitive
approach for transdisciplinary research and humanitarian programming.
They are described more thoroughly and with more detailed suggestions for
action, in the report that resulted from the project (UNICEF 2023).
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agencies and donors to buy in and commit to a power
shift in which localization, decolonization, de-siloing, and
capacity building become principled goals. Ironically, this
is also illustrated by the limitations to the research design
of this study itself, which was positioned in this dynamic
and unable to fully engage the community at all needed
levels, providing largely “a view from the top” But quick
fixes are unlikely to solve a deep historical problem. All
actors need to be committed to what will be a long-term,
at times uncomfortable, but also a hopeful process. This
study is but one small step in that process, which overall
will require an overhaul not only of the way humanitarian
programs, projects, and studies are designed, but also of
how they are carried out, who decides their content, and
what outcomes it brings for whom. Imagining alternative
ways of doing research and applying it in practice and
intervention is a long process, in which we also a learn by
doing (Freire 1982). We invite humanitarian scholars, and
practitioners and social scientists to reflect on the sector’s
and disciplines’ responsibilities in the face of this process
and help us in thinking about ways forward. SS4CE needs
to be enabled and allowed to inform and strengthen a
form of response, recovery, and preparedness in humani-
tarian programming that puts communities in the lead
through collaborative efforts which will radically affect
structural conditions that affect how humanitarian crises
unfold. This project has been a modest step in that direc-
tion, we now call on humanitarian actors, social scien-
tists, and communities to move forward.
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