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Executive Summary  

Introduction: Objectives & Methodology  
 
Localisation - “a spirit of partnership [that aims to] reinforce rather than replace local and national 

capacities”1 - is central to humanitarian and development aid and practice. If properly implemented 

and accounted for, localisation represents an opportunity to deliberately shift towards empowering 

communities to shape responses tailored to their unique needs. It acknowledges and addresses power 

imbalances, recognising communities' right to self-determination over their futures. 

 

However, localisation encounters challenges and scepticism to its realisation: these include concerns 

about time, efficiency, capacity, fiduciary risks, and adherence to principles; alongside structural 

obstacles that include legal restrictions, strict compliance processes and funding arrangements that 

disadvantage local actors.  

 

Against these barriers and in order to implement the localisation agenda, humanitarian and 

development actors have developed mechanisms and tools to measure progress and ensure 

accountability. The Grand Bargain, established in 2016 and revised in 2021 and 2023, sets commitments 

for its 67 signatories - governments, UN agencies and international organisations (IOs) - and serves as 

both an accountability mechanism towards these commitments, and a catalyst; using its platform for 

advocacy, funding, and mapping of actors.2 Additional tools that aim to improve progress towards 

localisation are measurement frameworks such as those developed by the NEAR network3, START4 and 

the Humanitarian Advisory Group (HAG). Each of these frameworks includes criteria, indicators, means 

of verifications and, in the case of the NEAR measurement framework, replicable questionnaires. 

Localisation criteria are similar between the three frameworks, and include funding, partnerships, 

capacities, participation, coordination, complementarity, visibility, and policy influence. To 

operationalise localisation, the HAG further focuses on an intentional localisation design at three levels5: 

the project level, the transformative level, and at the level of networks and collectives.  

 

This study delves into the space available for faith actors (Faith Actors) to support localisation by using 

these monitoring criteria and the three levels of localisation. Three research questions were formulated 

to guide the research: 

 

How do humanitarian organisations 
currently engage with faith actors, 
and to what extent does it leverage 
their added value in line with the 
localisation agenda? 

What are the specific challenges 
to engaging with faith actors and 
how can they be mitigated? 

How can Islamic Relief Worldwide and 
other actors amplify the opportunities 
for collaboration with faith actors for 
the localisation agenda? 

The research project builds on a detailed literature review complemented by primary data collection 

through an online survey and key informant interviews (KIIs) across several case studies including two 

cross border case studies: Afghanistan-Pakistan and Kenya-Ethiopia; and two national case studies: 

Palestine and Mozambique. 

Samuel Hall and its national teams identified 209 relevant organisations based in the four case studies, 

comprising local and international Faith Actors, secular partners, sectoral coordination leads, and local 

leaders, that were reached out to for the online survey and KIIs. Among them, 81 individuals responded 

to the survey, and 42 participated in interviews. 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 IASC (2020a) “The Grand Bargain in Practice: Mercy Corps’ holistic localisation benefits affected people in Syria.”  
2 IASC (2023) The grand bargain beyond 2023  
3 NEAR (2017) Localisation performance measurement framework 
4 Smruti Patel & Koenraad Van Brabant (2017) The start fund, start network and localisation. Global Mentoring Initiative 
5 HAG and PIANGO (2019) Measuring Localisation: Framework and tools. HAG Intention to impact: localisation of humanitarian 

action 
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KEY FINDINGS  
 

1. Contrary to common misconceptions, most Faith Actors are non-missionary and their 
values align with humanitarian principles and values 

Among 26 Faith Actors interviewed as part of the case studies, 20 insisted on a clear distinction: their 

values guide them but they do not preach or discriminate based on religion. Faith values (not beliefs) 

are translated in humanitarian and development action to contribute to a conversation centred on 

common values and mandates. Furthermore, faith values translate into humanitarian and 

development activities for a range of actors. Secular actors also have faith inspiration. In Mozambique, 

secular local organisations still uphold their owner or leaders’ and staff’s religious values. Being a secular 

organisation does not remove the individual religious identities or motivations of staff, while similarly, in 

the case of large international faith-based organisations (IFBOs), not mentioning their religious affiliation 

is also common to the point that other actors may have forgotten their religious inspiration. 

2. Faith Actors provide considerable technical value addition in MHPSS, Migration, Climate 
and Social Cohesion efforts 

The areas of collaboration between Faith Actors and other humanitarian and development actors 

reflect Faith Actors’ value added. The delivery of mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) 

becomes a natural area of collaboration, although the inclusion of faith in MHPSS has been often 

neglected.6 Interviews revealed that Faith Actors are uniquely situated to provide MHPSS based on trust 

and belonging, community solidarity, and faith-based coping mechanisms. During crises such as 

conflicts, disasters or natural hazards, people often experience profound trauma and distress. FBOs, 

grounded in the religious principles of compassion and support, can play a crucial role identifying 
trauma, helping individuals speak through their difficulties, sharing their pain, and elaborating a way 

out of their pain and difficulties. Beyond immediate assistance, Faith Actors' ability to draw upon 

religious teachings and rituals can offer a path to resilience to communities and individuals grappling 

with the aftermath of crisis situations. The discussion on psychosocial wellbeing is closely related to the 

support that migrants and displaced communities need. Faith Actors’ support is seen in the literature on 

durable solutions, and reintegration of displaced communities. As Rutledge et al. state: “faith moves 

with them”7,  referring to the mobility of faith in the trajectories and journeys of migrants. Faith allows 

migrants to build a narrative of their own suffering and decision-making, including the coping 

mechanisms they can put in place and use. The role of Faith Actors can also provide a continuum of 

care that is often disrupted by migration, being able to rely on the support of Faith Actors in transit and 

at destination. Respondents highlight that the provision of psychosocial support for reintegration 

purposes is key. 

3. The lack of faith literacy among other actors limits Faith Actors’ full potential 

Cultural barriers are specific to Faith Actors' identity as such and affect all the localisation criteria. They 

are embedded in the language8, tradition, and practices of faith and secular humanitarian actors. The 

lack of faith literacy and jargon of the sector, as well as thematic areas that raise resistance locally, are 

the main cultural barriers identified: while the majority of survey respondents (51.9%) say they have not 

encountered resistance or scepticism from community members or other stakeholders regarding faith-

secular actors partnerships, qualitative data shows that specific issues brought in by humanitarian and 

development actors require additional communication and efforts to find a common ground with local 

actors; and cultural misunderstanding is the third most mentioned barrier in the online survey. 

Yet, local Faith Actors have a privileged position and access to knowledge to mitigate barriers, 

especially cultural ones, given their proximity to communities and shared values and practices. 

Indeed, where certain cultural or societal norms may pose barriers to direct engagement, particularly in 

conservative or traditional communities, FBOs or leaders have the potential to significantly enhance 

humanitarian interventions by leveraging their knowledge, networks, resources, and the trust they hold 

within communities. Their involvement can thus foster culturally sensitive humanitarian efforts - including 

by helping IOs adapt their narrative 

 

                                                        
6 Winiger and Goodwin (2023) Faith-sensitive Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in Pluralistic Settings: A Spiritual Care 

Perspective, published in Religions 14 (10).  
7 Rutledge, Kathleen et al (2021) Faith and MHPSS among displaced Muslim women, Forced Migration Review  
8 Wilkinson et al. (2022) Ibid. 
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4. Barriers to engagement primarily due to local Faith Actors' compounded challenges from 
faith identity and scale 

Structural barriers encompass barriers specific to local actors (faith-based or not), due to the strongly 

hierarchical structure of the humanitarian system9; as well as barriers specific to Faith Actors. For the 

latter, they find their origin in the perceived distance between humanitarian frameworks and religious 

values and structure (affiliations, networks) of Faith Actors.10 As a consequence, Faith Actors are seen as 

lacking capacities and unaligned with humanitarian principles, although the literature as well as our 

data shows a strong alignment with these principles.11 

Yet, Faith Actors can also provide a longer-term view of localisation, such as in Palestine where the 

strengthening of civil society is put in peril by the war and the incapacity of the international aid 

community to intervene. Faith Actors worldwide however run the risk of losing their voice or being 

silenced by larger organisations or by structural and other barriers. This is where there is a need for Faith 

Actors to utilise platforms to speak louder and compel a general audience towards an agenda of 

solidarity and humanity.  

5. Faith-based networks are the key strength of Faith Actors and provide solutions to align 
Faith Actors’ engagement and their contribution to localisation 

Faith Actors are strongest in their ability to build on existing networks and collectives, sustained by 

interfaith collaboration, across contexts, and by their influence on key decision makers and 

governments. Where traditional humanitarian actors are weaker, Faith Actors are strongest. They 

benefit from existing platforms in all our country cases studies, with partnerships across local, national 

and international organisations whose values are faith-inspired.  

Interfaith networks play an essential role in supporting (1) the recognition of Faith Actors to mitigate 

cultural and contextual misperceptions; and (2) the engagement with and response to the needs of 

communities from different faiths. Networks increase the power of Faith Actors in decision-making 

spaces as Faith Actors’ voices (1) come in through a larger and stronger platform; and (2) access 

spheres that Faith Actors alone cannot reach. 

Findings clearly show that networks, especially faith-based ones, can facilitate access to funding. In 

a context where traditional donors increasingly scrutinise local actors and implement risk mitigation 

strategies that restrict their access to funding, two local faith actors and the local branch of an 

international Faith Actors who were interviewed shared that, indeed, most of their funding comes 

from religious networks they are part of. Data thus confirmed that religious networks can be efficient 

alternatives to traditional donors for local Faith Actors. However, the funds available through 

networks are limited in scale compared to traditional humanitarian fundings. While religious networks 

provide funding opportunities, access to this kind of funding only can thus be a limitation, as 

opposed to fund diversification. Networks can however facilitate the diversification by being 

intermediaries between traditional donors and local Faith Actors, as is the case for other 

respondents. 

6. Partnerships with Faith Actors require flexibility and a gradual approach to encompass the 
variety, and the collective capacity, of Faith Actors 

Experiences shared by Key Informants shed light on six (6) minimum requirements in partnerships with 

Faith Actors. These include the need for actors to abide by a code of conduct and safeguarding 

policy, and for due diligence processes to be adapted to the profile of the actor, to mitigate risks or 

concerns over a given partnership, on both sides: Faith Actors want to ensure their secular partners 

have similar values and do not negatively impact their credibility towards the community12, and secular 

actors want to ensure that their faith partners align with risk mitigation policies. However, these 

processes’ bureaucracy and heaviness can be a weight on the partnership, and prevent engaging 

with actors who don’t have the institutional capacities to meet all criteria. Several respondents 

indicated looking into reducing the requirements or developing gradual approaches that would 

enable the engagement with less formalised local actors, through adapted forms of partnerships.  

                                                        
9 Wilkinson et al. (2022) Ibid 
10 Heather Wurtz and Olivia Wilkinson (2020) Ibid 
11 Wilkinson et al. (2022) Ibid 
12 Key Informant Interview, Pakistan, 29/01/2024 
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Creating a common language and understanding emerges as an essential step to such a flexible and 

gradual approach. This means finding a common ground between religious and humanitarian 

narratives, facilitated by faith literacy: secular actors can build their own capacities to familiarise 

themselves with religious narratives. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Donors and governments (policy makers)  

 Develop their own faith literacy to revise negative perceptions towards Faith Actors 

 Adapt requirements and revise conditions to facilitate contracting directly with local Faith 

Actors 

 Support the formation and activities of faith-based networks and forums  

2. Humanitarian sectors and clusters 

 Build faith literacy at sectoral level to facilitate the identification of faith-based solutions 

and find a common language with Faith Actors 

 Advocate for a better recognition of Faith Actors’ value added and mitigate negative 

perceptions 

 Develop guidelines to better work with Faith Actors, and adapt due diligence processes 

 Develop a directory of Faith Actors with the support of IFBOs and religious networks 

 Adapt coordination mechanisms to be Faith Actor-friendly 

3. Partners: Intentional project design 

 Build partnerships at the application level to design projects around each actors’ value 

added 

 Develop communications with Faith Actors and communities to build a common narrative 
 Include Faith Actors in different phases of the project to improve relevance and 

appropriateness 

 Partner with local Faith Actors to gradually increase their capacities and inclusion 

 Adapt partnership requirements to facilitate collaboration with Faith Actors 

 Build staff’s familiarisation with Faith Actors to gradually replace delegation with trust 

4. Faith actors 

 Build networks and collectives, including by identifying Faith Actors and developing a ‘faith 

sector’ 

 Build institutional capacities and develop the level of formalisation and compliance  

 Monitor their results and impact to be able to show a good track record 

 Maintain their relationship with local communities and ensure projects benefit them 

 Engage where possible with aid coordination mechanisms 

 

Access the full report here.  

https://www.samuelhall.org/publications/islamic-relief-the-added-value-of-faith-actors-in-localisation-opportunities-and-barriers-in-humanitarian-action
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“With resilience, 

 we need to make sure 
there is follow-up to and 

integration of EU-funded 
actions into local societies.” 

EU DEVCO 

 

ABOUT SAMUEL HALL 

 

Samuel Hall is a social enterprise that conducts research, evaluates programmes, and designs policies in contexts 
of migration and displacement. Our approach is ethical, academically rigorous, and based on first-hand experience 
of complex and fragile settings.  

 
Our research connects the voices of communities to changemakers for more inclusive societies. With offices in 
Afghanistan, Germany, Kenya, and Tunisia and a presence in Somalia, Ethiopia, and the United Arab Emirates, we 
are based in the regions we study. For more information, please visit www.samuelhall.org.  

       

www.samuelhall.org  

development@samuelhall.org 

@Samuel_Hall_ 
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