
ASPIRE
AN OLAM PROGRAMImproving ethical practices

This spectrum is one of several tools and resources offered by OLAM’s 

Aspire program, which is aimed at improving ethical practices in 

international development. The spectrum pinpoints four stages along 

a continuum of ethical practices. While few organizations will fit neatly 

into any one stage, the spectrum allows them to identify potential areas 

for improvement, and to clarify specific actions they can take to reach 

the next stage.

Below you will find “Ten Commandments” of ethical practices in community engagement. Like the 

biblical Ten Commandments, these are overarching core principles. The complexities of the issues 

involved in this spectrum make it impossible to include all elements and relevant information. 

Please see OLAM’s ethical practices resource list to learn more, and for various types of “leading” 

examples.

TEN COMMANDMENTS

Ethical Practices
Spectrum Tool  
Community  
Engagement

Learn more about the Aspire program.

https://olamtogether.org/ethical-practices-resources/
https://olamtogether.org/ethical-practices-in-international-development-and-global-service/
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1
Invest in community relationships
Spend time with the communities with which you work or would like to work — ideally 

before, during, and after project interventions. Get to know the people, their stories, 

needs, assets, culture, and community structures, and build relationships of trust 

that go beyond specific projects. Allow for relationship-building in your budget and 

project design (including in emergencies).  

Adopt a code of conduct for community 
engagement
Put in place guidelines on how your organization will ethically approach community 

engagement. Guidelines should be in line with your mission, vision, and values, and be 

anchored in community and staff care. Educate yourself on existing international standards 

and ethical best practices and adopt/adapt those that are relevant to your work.

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

LEADING

Organization seeks short-
term implementing partners 
that are only used for one-
off projects. Organization 
does not actively work on 
relationship-building and 
trust-building with the 
community. Relationship-
building is not accounted for 
in project design or budget. 

Organization does not have 
formal ethical guidelines,  
policies, or a code of 
conduct for community 
engagement.

Organization includes 
relationship-building in the 
project design and budget, 
and spends time getting 
to know and building trust 
with the community, but 
once the project ends, 
organization does not 
maintain the relationship. 

Organization has ethical 
guidelines or a code 
of conduct, and has 
trained staff on them, but 
guidelines are only partially 
followed.

Organization builds 
relationships with 
communities, but the 
focus is only on what 
directly relates to the 
project and not a holistic 
understanding of the 
community. 

Organization is at early 
stages of of adopting 
ethical guidelines, or it has 
general ethical guidelines 
or a code of conduct, but 
staff is not proactively 
trained in following them.

Organization establishes long-term strategic community partnerships that are not determined 
by project cycles. Organization and community continuously share knowledge, skills, and 
other opportunities beyond grants and potential joint projects. Organization includes 
relationship-building in the design and budget of projects.

Organization has ethical guidelines or a code of conduct for community engagement and 
has trained all staff to follow them. There is a plan in place to ensure utilization, and it is 
periodically reviewed to ensure learning and relevance.
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3
Genuinely promote locally-led development
Aim to shift power so that the community and other local stakeholders have ownership 

over the projects. Facilitate community-led processes by utilizing a human-centered-design 

approach that leverages existing capacities, ideas, and solutions. Establish an understanding 

of your organization’s role in supporting the projects (e.g., funder, implementer, facilitator, 

evaluator) in the short and medium-term, as well as beyond the life of the project.

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization designs and 
implements the project 
without asking the community 
for their input. Projects are 
not based on local values and 
culture, and the same model is 
used in all communities. 

Organization consults the 
community in all stages of 
the project, but community 
members do not hold 
leadership/decision-making 
roles in project design and 
implementation.

Organization includes the 
community in design and/
or implementation of the 
interventions, and takes 
into account local culture, 
but makes most of the 
decisions itself. 

Organization and community are both involved in all stages of project design and 
implementation. The community leads the process of finding solutions and interventions, 
according to local context, needs, and opportunities, whereas the organization supports the 
process with funding, capacity-building, and/or other advisory services. There is a plan in 
place to continuously move toward reducing the organization’s footprint on the interventions.

4Understand community power dynamics
Facilitate collaboration by involving all relevant stakeholders, including the community, 

the private sector, and local, regional, and national government actors. Learn about the 

power dynamics at play - who has power, why is that the case, what are their incentives, 

etc. — in order to understand the systems in which projects operate.

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization only works with 
people with similar beliefs to 
its own. It doesn’t take into 
account systemic inequities 
(e.g., limited financial access) 
or power dynamics that can 
affect a project and doesn’t 
participate in coordination 
meetings.

Organization invests time 
in meeting with community 
members and assessing 
needs and opportunities in 
the community, but does 
not necessarily involve 
the various stakeholders 
in project implementation 
and decision-making.

Organization meets 
with stakeholders in the 
community to better 
understand power dynamics 
and other inequities, yet 
does not involve them 
throughout the design, 
implementation, and 
evaluation process.

Organization learns which key stakeholders are relevant to the project, and involves them 
during design and implementation to ensure buy-in. Organization takes into account power 
dynamics and maximizes existing community structures for engagement (e.g., women groups, 
religious groups). Organization participates in existing coordination mechanisms to avoid 
competition or duplication of interventions in the community.
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Leverage existing community resources and 
assets
Promote community resilience by leveraging existing coping mechanisms, assets, 

and resources (people’s skills, economic capital, faith, etc.), rather than focusing 

exclusively on needs and gaps. Use an asset-based community-development 

approach, in project design and implementation, to identify areas where local assets 

meet local needs. 

Attempt to minimize harm
Work to understand the potential positive and negative consequences of your 

interventions, and aim to do no harm (even if your intentions are good). Together 

with the community partners, identify people and actions that could have a potential 

harmful impact or could hinder your success, and take steps to mitigate those risks. 

Recognize which people and actions within the community can help reach the 

project’s intended goals.

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

LEADING

Organization does not 
conduct any community 
assessment (or uses 
very general assessment 
methods) before designing 
the project.

Organization does not take 
into consideration potential 
risks and activities that 
could cause harm or hinder 
positive impact on the 
community.

Organization assesses 
community needs and 
assets before designing the 
project, but focuses mainly 
on solutions for needs/
problems, and not on 
utilizing existing capacities 
and resources.

Organization incorporates 
risk mitigation into project 
implementation but does 
not have mechanisms to 
address risks or harmful 
practices if they exist.

Organization assesses the 
community needs before 
designing the project and 
focuses only on what is 
missing and where the 
hardships are.

Organization makes 
proactive efforts to 
assess risks, but does 
not necessarily translate 
its analysis into project 
implementation.

Organization assesses both the needs of the community as well as the existing assets, 
resources, and capacities, and it integrates these into the project design and implementation.

Organization identifies barriers and enablers in the community (e.g., gender roles, social 
norms) and takes all possible measures to ensure that actions and relationships will not cause 
unintended harm. Risk mitigation is meaningfully integrated into project implementation. 
Feedback and accountability mechanisms are in place throughout the program to mitigate 
and address risks.
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Invest in local communities
Allocate roles fairly and equitably, including hiring locals (rather than expats) for 

senior management roles and decision-making positions, so that the community is 

leading programming and financial/budgeting decisions. Identify, train, and support 

people from within the community to take on project roles, using existing local 

expertise and experience, to promote community buy-in. When possible, purchase 

local food and services within your procurement/logistic/supply chain.

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization uses non-local 
staff or consultants to address 
community challenges. 
Procurement processes favor 
international goods and 
services.

Organization hires both 
non-local and local staff, 
who take on both support 
roles and technical roles. 

Organization primarily 
hires non-local staff, but 
also hires some people 
from the community for 
support roles (drivers, 
interpreters, etc.).

Organization hires local partners and/or community members,  who have the “expertise” 
needed to address community challenges, including for senior management and decision-
making roles. Very few or no non-locals actually implement the project. Organization has 
policies that prioritize hiring staff in the country of operation. Procurement processes 
proactively prioritize local goods and services.

7

Continuously learn, get feedback, and adapt
Include monitoring, evaluation, learning, and accountability mechanisms in the design 

stage of your projects. Create space and procedures — together with your community 

— for receiving feedback, learning, course correcting, and adapting to ensure your 

work continues to support the community in the right ways. Dedicate time for regular 

reflection activities internally - with your staff, funders, board members, and other 

partners, and refine organizational standards to ensure continuous growth. See 

Aspire’s Ethical Monitoring & Evaluation spectrum for more best practices on this topic.

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization does not 
monitor or evaluate projects, 
and does not request 
feedback from community 
and other local stakeholders.

Organization gives the 
community ways to provide 
feedback, but rarely seeks 
its input about the design, 
implementation, or monitoring 
and evaluation of a project.

Organization monitors 
and evaluates projects and 
requests feedback from the 
community, but does not 
make changes based on 
the collected information. 

Organization has mechanisms in place for monitoring and evaluating projects from the design 
stage. These can include feedback mechanisms and community-led committees to oversee 
projects adapted to different demographic groups (e.g., women and children, people with 
disabilities). Organization continuously adapts the project based on the information it receives.
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https://olamtogether.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Ethical-Monitoring-and-Evaluation-Spectrum.pdf
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Educate funders on ethical practices
Share examples with your funders of what ethical work looks like in practice, so 

that they can adjust their priorities and requirements, if needed, to better support 

your efforts. Use experience and data about the benefits of an ethical approach, 

humanize the work in your communications, and emphasize the value of locally-led 

programming. When taking funders and other guests to visit projects, guide them on 

culturally-appropriate interactions with local community members, such as ethical 

policies around gift-giving.

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

LEADING

Organization does not 
discuss ethical practices 
with funders at all, and the 
topic is not included in any 
reporting.

If organization takes funders 
or other stakeholders to 
visit communities, it does 
not discuss ethical practices 
before, during, or after the 
trip, which could unwittingly 
harm relationships with the 
community.

Organization discusses 
ethical practices in 
detail with funders and 
includes them in parts 
of the process, but the 
topic is not embedded in 
reporting or other practical 
decisions regarding ethical 
community engagement.

If organization takes 
funders or other 
stakeholders to visit 
communities, they are 
given some guidance as to 
appropriate conduct. These 
guidelines are enforced, 
but visitors are not given 
the opportunity to learn 
about the community, 
culture, and language. 

Organization discusses 
ethical practices in general 
terms with funders, but 
does not touch on how 
funders can take part in 
the process.

If organization takes 
funders or other 
stakeholders to visit 
communities, they are 
given some guidance as 
to appropriate conduct, 
but these guidelines are 
not enforced during the 
trip.

Organization and funders are invested in learning together about ethical practices, and are 
committed to adapting and improving expectations to ensure the highest standards in their 
work.

If organization takes funders or other stakeholders to visit communities, it offers an 
orientation that teaches about the community, culture, language, and ethical ways of 
engagement. Organization leads conversations during and after the visit to allow visitors 
to reflect, and to ensure that they understand the dynamics and relationship between 
organization and communities.
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Commit to diversity, equity, and 
inclusion in your work
Create a more equitable environment by respecting and valuing differences, 

seeking different perspectives to solutions, and elevating voices of 

historically marginalized populations. Model diversity and inclusion in your 

own organization by diversifying your staff and having honest discussions 

and trainings about power dynamics, biases, and assumptions. This will allow 

you to better understand people’s lived experiences, as well as how you can 

address the specific needs of different people and demographic groups (e.g., 

women, people with disabilities, youth, LGBTQ+, religious minorities) and 

minimize discrimination and privilege.

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization does not 
initiate or create space for 
discussions about biases 
and power dynamics.

Organization creates 
space for conversations 
about certain topics (e.g., 
gender dynamics) but 
not others topics (e.g., 
race relations). Feedback 
is elicited and taken into 
account at the end of the 
project, but there is no 
space for such feedback 
during the project.

Organization has 
internal conversations 
about biases and power 
dynamics, but does 
not include community 
partners. 

Organization proactively creates space to explore biases, assumptions, and power dynamics 
at an early stage of its engagement with local communities. These are explored both 
internally and in conversations with community partners. Organization continuously works to 
grow and improve with regard to these issues. 


