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Image and Acceptance 

 

Why does this session matter? 

Agencies communicate messages to communities, groups and other actors in the 
humanitarian context, consciously and unconsciously. How your agency is perceived may be 
different to how you imagine it is perceived. Perception of the image of an agency or its staff 
is central to an acceptance approach to security, which is generally the favoured approach 
of humanitarian organisations.  

It is important that individual staff recognise that their behaviour can affect how the agency 
as a whole is perceived, and in turn the security of all staff. For this reason adopting 
behaviour that leads to a positive image can lead to acceptance by the community and other 
actors which, in turn, can lead to a reduction in staff vulnerability to security incidents. 

This session aims to focus on the individual’s responsibility to maintain a positive image by 
exploring types of staff behaviour that can lead to greater acceptance with local populations.  

 

Objectives 

At the end of this session participants will be able to:  

• Describe three approaches to security. 

• Explain why an acceptance approach to security is a favoured approach by NGOs. 

• Outline factors that contribute to how an agency is perceived. 

• Identify groups that may be affected by your agency’s presence. 

• Determine factors that can help or hinder those groups’ acceptance of your agency. 

• Consider how individual behaviour can impact on how the agency is perceived. 

 

Key Learning Points 

At the end of this session trainers will have covered the following points: 

• Image and acceptance are vital for maintaining good security for an agency. 

• Sometimes, depending on the context, it is necessary to take more than one 
approach to security. 

• Different groups and communities may be affected by the agency’s presence, and 
this will influence how they perceive the agency. 

• Individual behaviour can impact on security negatively or positively. Sometimes we 
are perceived in ways that may be different from the image that we want or are trying 
to portray. 

• We need to stay aware of the evolving situation and be reminded that acceptance as 
an approach is not always easy! 
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Session at a glance 

 

Concept Activity Timing 

Approaches to 
security 

Plenary review and presentation  30’ 

Image and 
Acceptance 

DVD clip and trio work 45’ 

Personal Level Individual reflection 20’ 

Review Handout and plenary discussion 10’ 

  105’ 

 

Resources 

• BioForce DVD – Clip: Lifestyle Watching 

• RedR DVD – Clip: Talking Point 1: Private Space 

• Handout: Personal Behaviour Checklist (one for each participant) 

• DG ECHO Generic Security Guide Section 2.3.   

• It would be useful to read the notes on Perceptions of Humanitarian Organisations 
(Section 4.4) of the DG ECHO Report on the Security of Humanitarian Personnel. 

 

References 

• How We Look: Hostile Perceptions of Humanitarian Action, by Hugo Slim, April 2004 
(can be downloaded from: www.hdcentre.org/Shaping%20opinion) 
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Content notes 

 

Security Approaches (S.G. 2.3) 

The following three approaches to security each form part of the security triangle for 
protecting staff and assets in insecure environments. 

• Acceptance approach: Acceptance and goodwill from the local population.  

• Protection approach: Protective measures to mitigate the threats (ranging from 
guarding an office to evacuation plans). 

Deterrence approach: Threatening retaliation to those who threaten (not normally available 
to humanitarian organisations), although agencies could use suspension or withdrawal of 
programmes as a deterrence. 

An acceptance approach is generally favoured by humanitarian agencies, as it offers the 
best hope for safely delivering appropriate programmes, by engaging populations affected 
by disaster and neighbouring communities. An acceptance approach largely relies on being 
accepted by these communities by projecting a certain image, and carrying out activities in 
accordance with that image. This takes time and commitment from the whole team. 

 

Image and Acceptance as an Approach 

Using image and acceptance as an approach to security involves humanitarian agencies 
spending time trying to learn and understand what people think about the agency’s presence 
and programme. The way we are seen by the community or communities in which we work 
affects not only our security but the success of our programmes overall. 

To do this humanitarian agencies should first be clear on their own identity and how they 
would like to be perceived. Clarity on an agency’s identity includes knowing the mission 
statement, principles and values that drive the agency. These were considered in Module 2: 
The Organisation, the Individual and Security.  

The next thing agencies need to consider is how they are perceived by the communities in 
which they are working. The factors that may influence how an agency is perceived include 
the following: 

• Mission, principles and values 

• Origin of the agency 

• Programmes 

• How resources are used by the agency 

• Hiring practices 

• Policies  

• How staff are treated 

• How the organisation behaves 

• Who the organization is in contact with 

• Personal behaviour of staff from the organisation 
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Image and Acceptance at the Organisational Level 

How an organisation is actually perceived may be very different to how the organisation 
thinks it is perceived. Therefore it is important to consult with the people who interact with 
the agency to determine the perceptions.  

Sources of information may include: 

• National staff 

• Local leaders 

• Religious leaders 

• Local organisations 

• Local media 

 

Image and Acceptance at the Staff Level (S.G. 4.9 b) 

One of the ways the public sees and forms opinions about an agency is through the 
behaviour of the staff.  

This may be overt behaviour, for example, in the way staff dress and act within and towards 
the community. Or it may be in more subtle ways, for example, in the way staff are treated.  

It is important, particularly for international staff, to realise that the image of the agency 
conveyed to the community does not stop when work has stopped for the day. Individual 
staff represent and reflect the agency 24 hours a day. Staff behaviour, both in and out of 
work, helps to define how the agency is perceived.   

Perceptions that lead to hostility or disgruntlement with the agency can directly influence 
staff security at a direct, personal level as well as an organisational level. Personal 
behaviour can impact on the well being of all staff.  

Staff need to constantly consider how their behaviour is affecting other people with whom 
they work and within the community. 
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Session notes 

 

Suggested activities Tips and timing 

 

Approaches to security 

Show slide 1: The objectives 

 

Show slide 2: Acceptance 

 

Show slide 3: Protection 

 

Show slide 4: Deterrence 

 

Ask the plenary: 

• What are the advantages/disadvantages of each approach? 

• What are the challenges/dilemmas of each approach? 

• What are the trade-offs between the approaches? 

 

Ask pairs to take 5’ to: 

Give an example of something your agency is doing (or not) for 
each approach. 

 

Show slide 5: Why acceptance? 

 

Show slide 6: Why not acceptance? 

 

Ask:  

• Why is it important that staff know and understand the 
security approach used by their agency?  

(Because they can have an influence in supporting the approach). 

 

 

30’ 

 

Image and acceptance 

 

Ask:  

• How do we want our agency to been seen?  

• Why does it matter? 

 

Show the following DVD clip: 

 

45’ 

 

It may be interesting 
to get a perspective 
from national and 
international staff in 
the trios exercise as 
the answers may 
prove to highlight 
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Suggested activities Tips and timing 

• BioForce DVD – Clip: Lifestyle Watching 

 

Split into trios. 

Ask groups to discuss the following questions.  

 

Acceptance (show slide 7: Acceptance) 

• Who do we want to be accepted by? 

• What factors contribute to how we are perceived? 

• How is our programme viewed by the local population? 

• Is there acceptance of the work we are doing? 

 

Image (Show slide 8: Image) 

• How do other actors perceive us? 

• How can we find out? 

• Do we exclude any groups? 

• What is the impact of our programme?  

• How do we measure this? 

 

For each question ask yourself:  

• How do I know this? 

 

Allow 15’ for discussion and then discuss in plenary. 

Record answers on a flip chart. 

 

Show slide 9: Our image 

 

For the second stage of the exercise ask the same trios: 

• How can our agency actively improve its image in the 
community?  

 

Focus on concrete tangible steps that you can take away from this 
session and implement immediately. (For example, don’t accept ‘be 
more transparent’ as a response. How? What can we actively do 
starting today to be more transparent?) 

 

Show slide 10: Gaining acceptance 

 

Allow groups 15’ for discussion and then discuss in plenary.  

differences in 
perceptions. 
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Suggested activities Tips and timing 

 

Create a flip chart with action steps. 

 

 

Personal Level 

Show the following DVD clip: 

 

RedR DVD – Clip: Talking Point 1: Private Space  

 

Ask individuals to discuss the following questions (show slide 11: 
The individual and acceptance): 

• How does our personal behaviour impact on our image? 

• What behaviours might improve our image? 

• What behaviours might undermine or damage our image? 

• What can we do about it? 

 

Share responses in plenary. 

 

Distribute the staff behaviour handout: Personal behaviour to group. 

 

Ask:  

• Are there examples here that are not relevant for this 
context? 

• Are there other examples we should add?  

 

 

20’ 

 

Review 

 

Show slide 12: The security triangle 

 

In plenary ask: 

Where is our agency in the security triangle? 

 

 

10’ 

 



DG ECHO Security Training Manual: Module 5 Image and Acceptance 8 

Handout: Personal Behaviour Checklist 

 

The following are behaviours identified in the Generic Security Guide that can lead to greater 
acceptance within the community and thereby lead to a reduction of staff vulnerability to 
security incidents.  

 

Behaviour Notes 

Personal  

Be friendly, respectful and tactful when meeting 
people. Get to know the culturally acceptable styles of 
greeting and conversation. Learn as much as you can 
of the language. Even a few words of greeting in the 
local language can make a big difference. 

 

Dress appropriately, bearing in mind the local culture.  

Build good relationships with local people, making sure 
that you show no bias towards one group or another.  
Get involved in community activities outside work. 

 

Avoid inappropriate sexual behaviour (e.g. use of 
prostitutes; sexual activity with those under the age of 
18; sexual relationships with beneficiaries; other 
behaviour which is contrary to local customs). 

 

Follow the Red Cross/Red Crescent/NGOs Code of 
Conduct. 

 

Respect local laws.  

Don’t request or accept personal favours of any kind 
from contractors. 

 

Don’t misuse or ‘show off’ with the resources of your 
organisation. 

 

Do not use illegal drugs.  

Drink alcohol, if it is legal, only in moderation.  
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Session Plan 

 

Target audience:            Trainer: 

Session time:     Date:        Location 

 

Concept Method Key points Resources Timing 

Approaches to 
security 

    

Image and 
Acceptance 

    

Personal Level     

Review     

 


