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Abstract- The institutionalization of community
engagement and participation is a critical step toward
localized, sustainable humanitarian interventions.
Drawing on the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC)
Nigeria Country Office's adoption of Commitments for
Community Engagement, Accountability, and
Participation, this article explores the systematic
integration of community participation across the project
cycle. By shifting the paradigm from viewing affected
populations as passive recipients to treating them as equal
partners, organizations can facilitate local ownership,
self-reliance, and higher-quality outcomes. To empirically
ground this framework, this study presents findings from
an extensive 2023 mixed-methods research study
conducted across Northeast, North-Central, and North-
West Nigeria. The findings highlight the critical gap
between  conceptual accountability and practical
implementation, offering actionable insights for
institutionalizing community engagement.
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L INTRODUCTION

Community engagement is the practical process
through ~ which  Accountability to  Affected
Populations is achieved. It requires a foundational
mindset that recognizes and values all community
members as equal partners, allowing their diverse
needs, priorities, and preferences to guide
humanitarian actions. When communities play an
active role in designing and managing programs, the
resulting  interventions are more effective,
sustainable, and of higher quality.

Meaningful engagement rests on three main pillars:

e  Provision of information.

e  Participation in decision making.

e  Community Feedback Mechanism (CFM).

Crucially, designing and managing programs in
partnership with communities directly facilitates local
ownership and self-reliance. Failing to engage
communities treats them as passive recipients, which
actively undermines efforts to strengthen community
resilience.

II. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: THE
SPECTRUM OF PARTICIPATION

To achieve true localization, organizations must
move beyond superficial interactions. Participation
exists on a spectrum, with empowerment serving as
the goal for community ownership:

e Inform: Community  members receive
information, which is an essential first step but
is only one-way communication.

e  Consult: Community members are asked about
their needs and priorities, though this involves
no decision-making power.

e Involve: The community provides input to key
decisions, but the organization makes the final
choices.

e Collaborate: The community and local
government plan and make decisions together.

e Empower: Community members participate in
planning and support the management of the
project.

Empowering the community is the best form of
participation as community members lead projects,
with organizations or local government providing
only technical or financial support.

I11. METHODOLOGY
To assess the practical realities of community

engagement and the spectrum of participation, a
comprehensive mixed-methods research study was
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conducted in 2023. The methodology was designed
to ensure rigorous, representative data collection
across distinct geopolitical zones in Nigeria affected
by various humanitarian crises.

Study Area: The research covered 21 Local
Government Areas (LGAs) and multiple states
across three primary regions:

o Northeast: Monguno, Bama, Konduga, Dikwa,
Gwoza/Pulka, Mubi, Yola South, Michika,
Lamurde, Madagali, Jere, MMC, Damboa
LGAs, and Yobe state.

o North-Central: ~ Bokkos, Bassa, Riyom,
Shendam, and Pankshin in Plateau state.

o North-West: Katsina, Sokoto, and Zamfara
states.

Research Design & Sampling: A concurrent

triangulation mixed-methods approach was utilized,

gathering both quantitative and qualitative data.

o Quantitative Data: Structured surveys were
administered to a random sample of 3,000
households (HH) across the target regions to
assess their perceived level of participation in
humanitarian programming.

o Qualitative Data: 250 Focus Group Discussions
(FGDs) were conducted. Participants were
carefully selected to ensure that gender, age, and
diversity (GAD) dimensions were evenly
represented and actively considered in the
dialogue.

o Expert Insights: 100 Key Informant Interviews
(KIIs) were held with major community
stakeholders, prominently featuring local women
leaders, traditional rulers, and civil society
representatives.

Data Analysis: Quantitative data was analyzed using
descriptive  statistics to measure community
satisfaction and participation levels. Qualitative
transcripts from FGDs and KlIs were subjected to
thematic analysis to uncover nuanced perspectives on
accountability and local ownership.

Iv. RESULTS

The empirical data gathered from the 3,000
households and subsequent qualitative engagements
revealed critical insights regarding the current state of
humanitarian engagement in Nigeria:

1. Stagnation on the Participation Spectrum:
Quantitative survey results indicated that most
households across the Northeast, North-Central,
and North-West perceived their engagement
strictly at the "Inform" and "Consult" levels.
Only a marginal percentage of respondents felt
they had reached the "Collaborate" or
"Empower" stages.

2. Inclusivity Gaps: During the 250 FGDs,
marginalized groups (particularly youth and
persons with disabilities) expressed that
traditional feedback mechanisms often bypassed
them.

3. The Role of Stakeholders: The 100 KIIs
underscored that when women leaders and
traditional stakeholders were embedded in the
decision-making process, project acceptance
and resource security dramatically improved.

V. DISCUSSION: FOSTERING
OWNERSHIP THROUGH THE PROJECT CYCLE

The findings of the 2023 study confirm that
achieving localization requires that community
participation becomes a predictable, systematic part
of every activity at every stage of the project cycle.

5.1 Planning and Design

Programs designed collaboratively with communities

are more likely to meet actual needs, run smoothly,

and build the trust and ownership required for
sustainability.

e  Stakeholder and
Organizations must assess community dynamics
and participation structures to ensure inclusive
representation, understanding that not all
members can contribute equally.

Dynamics Analysis:

e Identifying Solutions: Assessment findings should
be presented to the community to verify that the
organization's understanding of needs is accurate.
Community members must be allowed to suggest
solutions first, so they are not unduly influenced
by the organization's suggestions.

e Institutionalizing  Engagement: To  ensure
engagement is not treated as an afterthought,
community engagement and accountability
activities—along with their associated costs—
must be included in program plans and budgets.
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5.2 Implementation and Monitoring

During implementation, community participation

ensures that populations continue to play a

meaningful role in guiding and managing the

program.

e Transparent Communication: Information
regarding program aims, timelines, activities, and
complaint mechanisms must be shared regularly.
This information should be delivered using clear,
simple words in local languages through
communication channels suggested by the
community.

e Active Management: Community participation
helps programs run more smoothly by allowing
issues to be identified quickly and solved
collectively, often with resources from the
community itself.

e Responsive Feedback: A robust Complaints and
Feedback Mechanism (CFM) help organizations
understand community perceptions and identify
what is not working. Ignoring problems raised
through these mechanisms causes frustration and
can lead people to disengage.

5.3 Evaluation and Learning

Evaluations must not be a box-ticking exercise for

donors, but rather a vital tool for learning and

improving future activities.

e Community-Led Evaluation Planning:
Community members should be involved in
planning the evaluation and discussing the
findings. This includes discussing the best
methods for data collection and identifying who
should be involved in collecting the data.

e Measuring Self-Reliance: A key component of the
evaluation is asking whether the program met
people's needs and actively helped them become
more self-reliant. Organizations must explicitly
ask community members if they are satisfied with
the program and what could be improved.

e Continuous Knowledge Sharing: Documenting
these engagement sessions increases collective
knowledge and fosters a collaborative, strategic
culture.

VL CONCLUSION

Localization is not a separate program or activity; it
is a mindset that must be integrated into all
humanitarian work. The 2023 research across
Nigeria's Northern and Central regions reiterates that
merely informing communities is insufficient for
building sustainable resilience. By systematically
embedding participation, transparent communication,
and feedback mechanisms into every stage of
programming, organizations transition from mere
service delivery to facilitating genuine community
empowerment and sustained local ownership.
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