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This report is based on field research on 
acceptance as an approach to NGO security 
management in Kenya. The research team 
explored three areas of an acceptance approach to 
security management: (1) how organizations gain 
and maintain acceptance, (2) how organizations 
assess and monitor the presence and degree of 
acceptance, and (3) how organizations determine 
whether acceptance is effective.  
 
A key finding of the field research is that many 
organizations approach acceptance as a 
programming strategy rather than a security 
management approach. Approaching acceptance 
only as a programming strategy limits its efficacy 
by focusing on the community as the main 
stakeholders while not engaging other actors with 
the power, motive, or both to cause a security 
incident.  
 
Gaining and maintaining acceptance 
 
The research points to five areas of programming 
that are critical to effectively gaining acceptance in 
Kenya. These include program management and 
quality, context and stakeholder analysis, staffing, 
image and perceptions, and openness. The 
openness of an organization refers to the physical 
accessibility of offices and approachability of staff, 
as well as how open an organization is in sharing 
information with the community. Both NGO staff 
and community members emphasized the 
relationship between how open an organization is 
and whether it is perceived as transparent. In 
addition, entry and exit strategies, community 
involvement, and programs that meet the 
community’s highest priority needs are critical for 
gaining acceptance in Kenya.  
 
In addition, our findings indicate that there are 
well-developed methods in place for context and 
stakeholder analysis, yet these methods are not 
oriented to acceptance. These tools could easily be 
revised to promote an acceptance approach and 
staff trained to think strategically about what 
information they need and how it can inform an 
acceptance approach to security management. 

Assessing and monitoring the 
presence and degree of acceptance 
 
Overall, organizations lack strategies and practical 
tools for determining whether they are accepted 
and by whom. In addition, staff often assume their 
organization is accepted because of the programs 
they provide. However, informants identified 
several indicators that an organization is accepted 
(although the level of this acceptance can vary). 
These indicators range from involvement of the 
community and local leaders in projects to 
community members warning of potential threats.   
 
Determining whether acceptance is 
effective 
 
Most NGO staff who make the conceptual link 
that acceptance affects staff security assume that 
acceptance is effective, although organizations 
lack any methods to determine whether 
acceptance is working in a context. Despite this 
lack of methods, informants provided many 
examples of acceptance working to prevent or 
resolve security incidents. In the report, we 
identify several “indicators” of the effectiveness of 
acceptance. For instance, many respondents cited 
examples of community members intervening on 
behalf of the organization to settle a dispute or 
prevent an incident.  
 
This report also highlights the challenges 
organizations face in implementing an effective 
acceptance approach to security management and 
provides recommendations for surmounting these 
challenges.   
 
Recommendations:  
 
• Apply acceptance as a security management 

approach with intent (not only as a side effect 
of good programming). 
 

• Make a clear and unambiguous commitment to 
acceptance as a program and security 
management approach. 
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• Increase understanding among all staff of 
acceptance as a security management 
approach.  

 
• Provide mandatory training on acceptance as a 

security management approach for all staff.  
 
• Place more emphasis on developing 

acceptance-related skills and responsibilities in 
training and performance evaluations, 
including negotiation skills, ability to adapt to 
cultural environment, ability to show respect, 
etc.  

 
• Ensure that the organization’s code of conduct 

is appropriate to the local cultural environment 
and incorporates respect. Incorporate 
acceptance-related skills and adherence to the 
code of conduct into performance reviews.  

 
• Expand stakeholder analysis beyond the 

program-specific actors to include other 
stakeholders, especially those who might harm 
staff or obstruct programs. 

 
• Examine and adapt existing tools to include 

acceptance-related questions.1  
 
• Increase community involvement in all levels 

of program planning and implementation.  
 
• Budget and plan for acceptance-building 

activities in project proposals.  
 
• Integrate acceptance-related responsibilities 

into job descriptions and allot staff time to 
specific, acceptance-related activities.  

 
• Negotiate a clear entry and exit strategy with 

communities from the start of projects. 
Involve broad community input with this 
process, giving voice to traditionally 
marginalized groups. 

 
• Develop an “openness strategy.” This should 

include a strategy for communications, strong 
feedback mechanisms, assessing perceptions, 

                                                 
1 See our forthcoming Acceptance Assessment Toolkit, 
which will be available at http://acceptanceresearch.org 

and promoting accountability and 
transparency. 

 
• Develop more specific strategies to increase 

public awareness of organization, including its 
mission, mandate, and local programs.  

 
• Develop partnership agreements, which help 

to promote clarity, manage expectations, and 
define partnership roles. 

 
• Ensure that project planning includes realistic 

exit strategies that build the capacity of local 
organizations and sustain the project 
outcomes. 

 
• Seek input from local communities on how to 

enhance security and gain acceptance from 
other stakeholders. 

 
• Conduct a countrywide acceptance audit 

within your organization to determine major 
gaps in effectively promoting an acceptance 
approach to security management.  

 
• Develop a set of best practice guidelines for 

organizations seeking to implement an 
acceptance approach from headquarters to the 
field level, including specific recommendations 
and implementation tools for different 
departments and levels.  

 
• Collaboratively develop tools to assess and 

monitor the presence and degree of 
acceptance. This includes the adaptation of 
guidelines such as surveys or monitoring and 
evaluation methods for assessing acceptance.  

 
• Educate donors about the importance of 

planning and budgeting for an acceptance 
approach to security management.  

 
• Work with donors to ensure that programs are 

flexible and based on the needs communities 
themselves prioritize.  

 
• Conduct further field research to determine 

how to gain acceptance from armed actors, 
local businessmen, and other stakeholders in 
Kenya. 

http://acceptanceresearch.org/
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This report is a project document of the Collaborative 
Learning Approach to NGO Security Management 
Project, a yearlong project funded by the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID) Office of Foreign 
Disaster Assistance (OFDA) that explores acceptance as 
an approach to NGO security management. The project 
aims to promote a better understanding of acceptance as a 
security management approach, including what acceptance 
is and in what circumstances it can be effective. The 
project included a series of events that are detailed below. 
In April 2011, the project team entered the second phase 
of the project, which involved carrying out field research 
in Kenya, South Sudan, and Uganda. This report is based 
on an analysis of data collected through field research in 
Kenya only. The other two country reports are available 
for viewing and download at Acceptance Research, our 
online information-sharing and discussion forum 
(http://www.acceptanceresearch.org). All three country 
reports inform the final policy and recommendations 
document, also available at Acceptance Research.  
 
As its name suggests, the Collaborative Learning Approach 
to NGO Security Management Project aimed to promote 
collaborative engagement and learning. Each project 
activity and event was designed to promote thinking, 
learning, and collaboration, which guided the field research 
on acceptance conducted in East Africa. In the first phase, 
project staff organized two international consultations in 
Washington, D.C., and Geneva, Switzerland, with 
headquarters-based security professionals and senior staff 
to discuss the key concepts of acceptance and how 
organizations implement an acceptance approach to 
security management. Project staff drafted a white paper 
on acceptance that explored these issues and consolidated 
and expanded current thinking on acceptance. The white 
paper was circulated to participants for review and 
feedback.2 The consultations and collaborative process of 
drafting the white paper informed the project team’s 
analytical thinking about what acceptance is and generated 
the research questions for phase two of the project.  
 

                                                 
2 This paper has since been revised and accepted for publication 
in a forthcoming issue of Disasters journal (Larissa Fast, Faith 
Freeman, Michael O’Neill, and Elizabeth Rowley. Forthcoming. 
“In acceptance we trust? Conceptualizing acceptance as a viable 
approach to security management.” Disasters.)  

The second phase of the project was designed to field test 
the ideas in the white paper. First, project staff drafted a 
research framework that delineated specific questions 
about (1) how organizations gain and maintain acceptance; 
(2) how they assess and monitor the presence and degree 
of acceptance; and (3) how they determine whether 
acceptance is effective in a particular context. The 
framework identified potential sources of information and 
methods for the research, using a qualitative grounded-
theory approach.  
 
The field research, referred to as collaborative learning 
activities (CLA), took place in two parts. Project staff first 
reached out across the NGO community in the United 
States, Europe, and East Africa to solicit field-based 
participants from different NGOs in Kenya, Uganda, and 
South Sudan. To prepare participants for the CLAs in 
Kenya, Uganda, and South Sudan, project staff first held a 
Regional Consultation and Training Workshop in Nairobi. 
After the workshop, participants returned to their country 
of work or origin and took part in field research activities 
as part of a country research team. Staff members from 16 
international NGOs and local organizations participated in 
the workshop and the subsequent field research. 
 
Figure 1 below illustrates the process of field research and 
analysis that resulted in this country report.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Field research process 
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The field research sought to answer three questions about 
acceptance as a security management approach:  

 
1. What actions do organizations take to gain and 

maintain acceptance? 
2. How do organizations assess and monitor the 

presence and degree of acceptance? 
3. How do organizations determine whether 

acceptance is effective in a specific context? 
 
The project used a working definition of acceptance, in 
which “acceptance is founded on effective relationships 
and cultivating and maintaining consent from beneficiaries, 
local authorities, belligerents and other stakeholders. This 
in turn is a means of reducing or removing potential 
threats in order to access vulnerable populations and 
undertake programme activities.”3 
 
The three research questions explore basic conceptual 
aspects of acceptance and seek examples of actual 
practices. The project staff adopted a qualitative research 
approach to answering these questions. In particular, the 
project staff applied a grounded theory approach that 
seeks to develop a theory about a process generated 
through analysis of information provided by individuals or 
groups of individuals, who have in some way experienced 
this process. The understanding of the process that results 
is thus “grounded” in the reality of the people who live it. 
In applying a grounded theory approach to the research 
questions, the project staff aimed to maintain focus on the 
process of adopting and applying an acceptance approach 
to security management and to ensure that the research 
findings reflect and are informed by the realities that 
organizations and their staff members face.  
 
Each country research team was comprised of participants 
from one country and led by one project staff person and a 
co-facilitator. The members of the Kenya team included 
the following people:  
 
Michael O’Neill, Save the Children (team leader) 
Madeleine Kingston, European-Interagency Security 
Forum (team co-facilitator) 
Peter Aura, VSO 
Julius Mutuku, World Vision International  

                                                 
3 Larissa Fast and Michael O'Neill. 2010. “A closer look at 
acceptance.” Humanitarian Exchange Magazine 47:5-6. 

 
Clayton Omwanga, Save the Children  
Miriam Tharao, Save the Children  
 
The Kenya team conducted key informant interviews and 
led focus group discussions in Nairobi, Eldoret, and Isiolo 
in April 2011. Participants and team leaders conducted 
interviews with NGO staff (e.g., country directors, 
program managers, security focal points, logisticians, 
human resources staff), as well as government officials and 
community leaders. The team held focus group discussions 
with groups of community members, including NGO 
project beneficiaries and nonbeneficiaries and staff from 
local organizations. In total, the Kenya team conducted 37 
key informant interviews and held seven focus group 
discussions, four in Eldoret and three in Isiolo. At each 
interview or focus group discussion, at least two team 
members were present, one of whom was a designated 
notetaker. The findings presented in this report, which 
emerged from these interviews and focus group 
discussions, are specific to the social, cultural, and security 
context in Kenya. In addition, the qualitative nature of this 
research means that it is not generalizable to other 
contexts. In understanding the findings presented in this 
report, it is important to note that although acceptance is 
needed from armed actors, we did not speak directly with 
any. In sum, if done in a different setting and with 
different stakeholders, the process used for this research 
on acceptance could generate different results.  
 
A key element of the collaborative learning approach 
involves reflecting on what participants, serving in the 
capacity of researchers, and team leaders learned 
throughout the data collection process. Project staff 
provided all country team members with a journaling 
notebook and encouraged them to reflect on changes in 
their knowledge and attitudes regarding acceptance as a 
security management approach. In addition to individual 
journaling, each collaborative learning team held regular 
debriefings in the field. These debriefings aimed to capture 
key observations and new information, challenges, 
difficulties, and adaptations (including changes to 
questions and guides), and preliminary keywords and 
themes. 
 
Faith Freeman and Michael O’Neill drafted this report 
based upon the interview and focus group discussion 
notes, team debriefings, and field journals. Team members 
provided feedback on the initial draft, which has been 
incorporated into the final version of this country report. 
Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations are attributed to 
interview or focus group discussion informants. Appendix 

Methodology for the Kenya 
Field Research  
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A lists the names and affiliations of interviewees, and 
locations and general characteristics of focus group 
discussion participants. The research complied with 
informed consent procedures as reviewed and approved by 
the Human Subjects Review Board at the University of 
Notre Dame, Notre Dame, Indiana, USA.  
 
The data collected from the research process highlighted 
many important findings for how organizations gain 
acceptance, how they determine whether they are 
accepted, and how acceptance can be effective. This 
section briefly discusses the key findings related to each of 
the three research questions. Many of the findings are 
interrelated; therefore, discussions in this section build on 
one another.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: Members of the collaborative learning team in Kenya 
(photo by Michael O’Neill) 
 

 
 
 
 
Gaining and maintaining acceptance  
 
The first research question explored how organizations 
approach acceptance and what steps they take to gain 
acceptance. The country research team interviewed staff in 
various roles within organizations, as well as local security 
officials, and held focus group discussions with 
community members in order to explore the degree to 
which acceptance (or its components) is integrated into 
organizational operations as a whole, and how these 
interrelated activities affect acceptance. The findings 
presented in this section highlight four areas that are 
critical to effectively gaining acceptance. These areas 
include program management, context and stakeholder 
analysis, staffing, and image and perceptions. This section 
also presents two crosscutting themes that emerged from 
the research. These two themes–mutuality and openness–
affect and are affected by several other areas of an 
organization’s operations and are critical for gaining 
acceptance from stakeholders.  
 
Program management  
 
The design and implementation of programs directly and 
significantly influence whether and how an organization 
gains acceptance from stakeholders. The findings show 
that project and other staff commonly emphasize 
community members and local leaders as the most 
important stakeholders. Despite this relatively narrow 
focus, the key themes we explore in this section can 
influence whether an organization gains acceptance from a 
much wider range of stakeholders. Thus, for the following 
discussion we assume a broad definition of stakeholders 
that includes any individual or group who can positively or 
negatively influence an organization’s operations and 
security.  
 
The findings reveal that the first contact with a community 
onward is critical for an acceptance-driven approach. Both 
NGO staff and community members emphasized the 
relationship between an organization’s entry strategy, or 
how it first approaches and interacts with a community, 
and its ability to gain acceptance. One NGO staff member 
said a lesson learned by his organization was to plan for a 
longer lead time before starting program delivery in order 
to ensure community ownership and sufficient 

Acceptance as a Security 
Management Approach in Kenya 
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involvement. Community members and NGO staff 
provided the following guidance on how to develop an 
entry strategy that facilitates acceptance:  
 

1. Ensure broad representation. Ensure that all 
groups of individuals, in particular those less 
visible in the public sphere, are represented in 
dialogue with the organization. One group of 
community members noted that “NGOs hold 
community meetings but do not invite us,” and as 
a result they felt that their particular needs are not 
considered.  

 
2. Show respect for local cultural traditions. 

Respect for cultural traditions should inform 
initial interactions with a community, including 
whether you use an intermediary to initiate contact 
with the community. Community members noted, 
for instance, the importance of entering a 
community through the elders or chief. As one 
NGO staff member said, “During the entry point, 
[the staff] first go through the chief, and this 
shows respect.”  

 
3. Communicate clearly and consult widely. Be 

clear in communications with the community and 
consult widely with community members. As one 
community member advised, “Before entry [the 
organization] should come to the bazara and 
introduce [their] group and say the programs 
[they] intend to bring.”  

 
An organization’s entry strategy also relates to the ability of 
its staff to negotiate access, the networks staff can harness 
and develop, and the quality of communication and ways 
the organization communicates with the community. In 
addition, community members emphasized the importance 
of NGO staff making an effort from the beginning to 
interact with the community and understand their ways of 
living and working. In particular, some groups within 
communities felt excluded or mentioned a lack of 
interaction with NGOs in their area, highlighting the 
importance of ensuring broad representation from 
communities and potentially marginalized groups. This 
sentiment is closely linked to findings on the importance 
of respect in gaining acceptance, which is further discussed 
later in the section.  
 
A second key finding related to program management is 
that community needs should drive program prioritization. 
Many community members expressed a desire to be more 
involved in program design and implementation. In 

addition, community members often perceive NGOs as 
competing rather than cooperating. The findings point to a 
desire for participatory and joint needs assessments that 
are broadly inclusive, with special attention to marginalized 
groups. Sharing assessment results with communities may 
lead to communities feeling more involved, and result in 
more contextualized information. This could help clarify 
the respective roles and responsibilities of NGOs and 
community members and serve to manage expectations.  
 
In addition to entry strategies geared toward acceptance, 
communities place a high value on an organization’s exit 
strategy. Community members desire openness and 
information on how an organization plans to transition out 
of a project once it is finished. Exit strategies should plan 
for ways to make projects sustainable or to link 
beneficiaries to other projects or services once the project 
ends. As mentioned above, some community members 
perceived organizations as in competition rather than 
cooperating to ensure that needs continue to be met as 
programs transition and close. Respondents, including 
NGO staff, also highlighted the role of building the 
capacity of community-based organizations in exit 
planning and sustaining project impacts. One NGO 
develops partnership agreements with communities that 
clarify what the organization will be able to contribute and 
what its goals are, and present clear exit strategies. This 
example illustrates one way of promoting clarity and 
addressing community concerns from the start of a project 
and providing a strong participatory role for the 
community.  
 
Entry and exit strategies, community involvement, and 
programs that meet the community’s highest priority needs 
are critical for gaining acceptance in Kenya. These findings 
have important implications for how organizations design 
programs and interact with communities. We recognize 
that these issues relate most directly to gaining acceptance 
from beneficiaries and communities at large. The need to 
gain acceptance from a broader range of actors is explored 
throughout this report and in the recommendations.  
 
Analytical tools: Stakeholder and context 
analyses  

Our field research revealed that many NGO staff are 
familiar with stakeholder and context analysis and have 
methods for conducting these analyses. It is important to 
highlight the fact that these analyses, when conducted, do 
not necessarily include acceptance-related observations. 
When asked from whom organizations need acceptance, 
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the most common four responses included 1) the 
community, 2) beneficiaries, 3) government, and 4) 
opinion leaders. A few respondents noted the need to 
consider nonbeneficiaries and “gatekeepers,” although, in 
general, no respondents mentioned armed actors, local 
businessmen, or other actors who may be negatively (or 
positively) impacted by programs or have the ability to 
affect staff security. It is important to note that who staff 

consider as stakeholders in an 
area may be influenced by the 
presence or absence of armed 
groups and other context-
specific factors. In the areas of 
Kenya in which the team 
conducted research, the 
absence of armed groups may 
account in part for the 
narrower view of who is a 
stakeholder. The focus on 
communities, beneficiaries, 
government, and opinion 
leaders as the main 
stakeholders reflects the fact 
that many NGO staff in Kenya 

view acceptance solely as a program management 
approach. When acceptance is used only as a program 
management approach, however, staff are less likely to 
consider all actors and stakeholders who could threaten 
the security of the organization or its staff. Thus, 
approaching acceptance only as a program management 
strategy inherently limits its effectiveness in managing 
security risks.  
 
Organizations have many different tools for conducting 
context-based analyses, including those specific to conflict, 
gender, or child rights. In general, the context analysis 
tools described include a number of considerations that 
could directly impact acceptance. For instance, several 
respondents noted that context analysis must consider the 
geopolitical landscape and power and economic 
relationships, and the impact programs may have on these 
relationships. Although respondents did not frame these 
observations in terms of acceptance, the process of 
analysis they describe seeks to understand how their 
presence will affect certain actors and whether those actors 
will accept their presence. Another common and useful 
consideration was the history of NGOs in the area, 
including what organizations had operated there and the 
community’s previous experience with those organizations. 
Perceptions of an organization play a critical role in gaining 
acceptance, as is discussed in the following sections. By 
asking about the history of NGOs in a community, staff 

are seeking to understand how organizations are perceived. 
Ideally, this information would in turn inform an 
organization’s outreach strategy for gaining acceptance.  
 
Our findings indicate that there are well-developed 
methods in place for context and stakeholder analysis, yet 
these methods are not oriented to acceptance. These tools 
could easily be revised to promote an acceptance 
approach. NGOs could train staff to think strategically 
about the information they need to inform an acceptance 
approach to security management. In essence, these tools 
already gather information that is highly relevant to 
acceptance and have the potential to play a more 
important role in effectively gaining acceptance.  
 
Staffing  

Several staffing-related issues emerged in the research that 
directly relate to how communities perceive an 
organization and whether it is accepted. One finding of the 
research was that field staff play a critical role in gaining 
acceptance since they interact with community members 
on a daily basis. Both communities and NGO staff 
emphasized the importance of hiring staff from within the 
local community. In addition, respondents noted the need 
to consider how staff ethnicities, clans, religion, and 
gender play out in the cultural and political context. One 
organization involved community representatives in their 
local recruitment process. The organization narrowed 
down the pool of candidates based on its criteria and then 
asked the community representatives to vet the candidates. 
The need for transparency in the recruitment process was 
a recurrent theme. 

 
Above: Focus group discussion, Kenya (photo by M. O’Neill) 

There are well-
developed methods 
in place for context 
and stakeholder 
analysis, yet these 
methods are not 
oriented to 
acceptance. These 
tools could easily be 
revised to promote 
an acceptance 
approach. 
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The number of acceptance-related skills included in 
training and orientation and induction for new staff varied 
greatly according to the organization. However, staff from 
the majority of organizations emphasized the importance 
of orienting new staff (generally referring to international 
staff) to the cultural environment and the organization’s 
values and code of conduct, including appropriate 
behaviors, dress, and showing respect. One organization 
provided conflict analysis training and another utilized 
scenario training based on cultural issues. In general, 
organizations provide training to field staff on the 
relationship between behavior, respect, and acceptance by 
the community but do not link acceptance to staff security.   
 
A few respondents also emphasized the issue of staff 
turnover, noting that it can have both positive and 
negative consequences for acceptance. For instance, staff 
turnover may result in the departure of staff who generate 
negative perceptions of the organization, to positive effect. 
On the other hand, the negative effects of staff turnover 
on acceptance centered on a loss of knowledge of the local 
context and of the individual staff member’s relationships.  
 
Image and perceptions  

How a community and other stakeholders view an 
organization is closely related to their willingness to accept 
that organization’s presence. Perceptions influence an 
organization’s level of acceptance, which can range from 
tolerance (e.g., “we don’t really like you but we want what 
you bring or do; therefore, we tolerate your presence”) to 
full acceptance (e.g., “we value what you provide and want 
you to stay; therefore, we will work to make sure you are 
safe and do all we can to ensure you don’t leave”).4 Three 
factors emerged from the research as largely influencing 
perceptions of organizations. These include transparency 
and accountability, which are discussed together, and 
respect. These three issues are also interrelated with the 
crosscutting themes of mutuality and openness presented 
in the following sections.  
 
Transparency and accountability 
Both community members and NGOs highly value 
transparency and accountability. Despite this commonality, 
our research reveals a gap between how transparent and 
accountable organizations believe they are and how 

                                                 
4 This is excerpted from a forthcoming article in Disasters: “In 
acceptance we trust? Conceptualizing acceptance as a viable 
approach to security management,” by Larissa Fast, Faith 
Freeman, Michael O’Neill, and Elizabeth Rowley. Forthcoming 
in Disasters. 

transparent and accountable communities perceive them to 
be. In general, communities cited concern over a lack of 
transparency of organizations operating in their area and a 
strong desire for increased accountability and openness to 
the community. Some community members and 
beneficiaries viewed organizations and their staff as not 
providing equitable benefits (i.e., they did not understand 
why people receive different or unequal benefits), making 
false promises, and being corrupt and fraudulent, and they 
expressed distrust toward staff. In general, community 
members voiced a desire to have a higher level of 
involvement with organizations and for organizations to 
share more information with 
them. Both NGO staff and 
communities highlighted the 
critical role communication and 
community involvement can 
play in promoting 
accountability, transparency, 
and trust. One NGO staff 
member noted that 
“transparency is very key,” and 
that in order to be transparent 
one must “involve the 
community for better 
programming.” Similarly, community members advised 
organizations to be transparent by involving the 
community in planning and management of programs and 
in identifying community needs.  
 
In the following sections on mutuality and openness, we 
explore the concept of two-way communications, which 
the research points to as one way to increase accountability 
and transparency.  
 
Respect  
In addition to transparency and accountability, community 
members and NGO staff identified showing and earning 
respect as directly related to an organization’s ability to 
gain acceptance. Many of the traits of showing respect 
mentioned by NGO staff match those mentioned by 
community members. Community members repeatedly 
stressed the importance of humility in NGO staff and had 
a negative view of arrogance. The findings on respect 
point to the need for organizations to consider staff 
members’ personal characteristics, including their ability to 
demonstrate the traits necessary to show and earn respect, 
during the recruitment process and in performance 
evaluations.  

Our research reveals 
a gap between how 
transparent and 
accountable 
organizations believe 
they are and how 
transparent and 
accountable 
communities 
perceive them to be. 
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Crosscutting themes 
 
Mutuality  

The concept of mutuality is evident in many different 
topics explored in the field research. Related closely to 
perceptions and openness, mutuality represents 
community members’ and NGO staffs’ desire for mutual 
relationships and processes. For example, one NGO staff 
member highlighted this sense of mutuality by noting that 
“people get information from our office and we get 
information from the community.” Community members 
also emphasized the need for mutual understanding and 
respect. Mutual understanding implies a genuine process 
undertaken by community members to understand 
organizations and their mandates, motivation, and mission, 
and by NGO staff to understand the values and needs of 
communities. Similar to openness (discussed in the 
following section), whether or not an organization and 
community undertake mutual processes of 
communicating, respecting one another and interacting can 
have important implications for whether an organization is 
accepted.  
 
Openness 

The term “openness” emerged organically from responses 
in interviews and focus group discussions. The openness 
of an organization refers to the physical accessibility of 
offices and approachability of staff, as well as how open an 

organization is in sharing information with the community. 
Both NGO staff and community members emphasized the 
relationship between how open an organization is and how 
it is perceived, and in particular whether it is perceived as 
transparent. In short, openness is critical for gaining 
acceptance.  
 
As a crosscutting theme, openness is affected by many 
different areas of an organization’s operations, including 
staffing (what type of staff are hired, their skills and 
qualities, their relationships and behavior); informal and 
formal communications; office accessibility (i.e., an open-
door policy); procurement processes; and availability of 
feedback mechanisms. Community members want the 
organization to openly share information with them but 
also to openly solicit information from the community. 
According to NGO staff, their organizations have many 
different methods for gathering feedback, including phone 
and texting hotlines, suggestion boxes, community cluster 
committees, etc. However, some community members and 
beneficiaries said organizations did not seek feedback or 
were unaware of a way to provide feedback. As one 
community member explained, “there is nowhere to 
complain when NGOs do not meet expectations.” This 
gap in how NGO staff describe their many feedback 
mechanisms and whether communities believe they have 
access to the organization to provide feedback highlights 
the importance of two-way communication in fostering 
mutual understanding and enabling organizations to 
address gaps in perceptions.  

 
Figure 2: Crosscutting effects of openness
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Other community members associated openness with 
respecting community members and creating the 
conditions for positive relationships with the community. 
Importantly, increased openness is associated with 
perceptions that organizations are more transparent, 
accountable, and trustworthy. Figure 2 illustrates the 
impacts openness can have and its relationship with 
different areas of operations. 
 
Assessing and monitoring the  
presence and degree of acceptance 
 
The second research question concerned how 
organizations determine whether they have gained 
acceptance. The title of this section refers to assessing an 
organization’s level of acceptance at a given time and 
monitoring its level of acceptance over time. The idea of 
monitoring acceptance takes into account its dynamic 
nature and the fact that acceptance can be undermined by 
one incident, misunderstanding, or the actions of one staff 
person. 
 
Tools & methods 

Overall, organizations lack strategies and practical tools for 
determining whether they are accepted and by whom. 
Some NGO staff reported that their organizations monitor 
media, social networking sites, and newspaper articles for 
positive and negative references to the organization. Staff 
generally assume, however, that their organization is 
accepted. This assumption is informed by field staffs’ 
personal interactions and relationships with community 
members, experiences in communities, and anecdotal 
evidence. In particular, when asked what indicators 
organizations could use to determine that they are 
accepted, nine common responses emerged. The table to 
the right shows these nine indicators.  
 
Respondents noted that an organization’s access is 
dependent on acceptance from the government as well as 
the community. As one NGO staff explained, “When 
accepted, there is little resistance.” Assuming that access to 
populations in need indicates acceptance, however, is 
problematic. The fact that no individual or group in the 
community forcefully stops or threatens an organization 
does not necessarily mean that the organization is fully 
accepted, or accepted equally by everyone. Access may be 
best considered as an indicator of a minimal level of 
acceptance, or tolerance. 
 

The indicators listed in Figure 3 suggest there are different 
levels of acceptance, even though respondents did not 
distinguish between different levels. In essence, acceptance 
may best be conceptualized as a continuum from tolerance 
to full acceptance. Figure 4 provides examples of where 
some of the indicators might fall on this continuum. 
Access, for instance, may signal a level of tolerance and 
lack of overt threats toward an organization. At the other 
end is the example of community members intervening on 
an organization’s behalf to prevent or resolve a security 
incident. For example, an NGO vehicle may be passing 
through a hostile checkpoint and a guard or community 
member intervenes on the organization’s behalf to let it 
pass. For one organization, community elders accompany 
staff and have pledged to protect them. These examples 
are what we can call “dual indicators,” meaning that they 
demonstrate that (1) an organization has a certain level of 
acceptance and (2) that acceptance is positively affecting 
the risk or outcome of security incidents in the community 
(i.e., that acceptance is working) (see Figure 3). 
 
Indicators of acceptance    
Access to target populations or 
populations in need 

Indicators of gaining acceptance 

Open feedback (community freely 
shares positive and negative 
feedback) 
Involvement of community and 
local leaders in projects, 
meetings, or events 
Community members ask 
organization to intercede in local 
issues and conflicts 
Community members or leaders 
advocate on organization’s behalf  
Community members or other 
stakeholders warn of potential 
threats (information sharing) D

ual indicators 

Community acts to protect staff during times of 
insecurity 

Community members or other stakeholders 
intervene to prevent or resolve incident  

Organizational recognition results in prevention 
or resolution of incident  

Figure 3: Indicators of acceptance  
 
Finally, the respondents’ examples of acceptance illustrate 
different levels of acceptance by community members or 
beneficiaries, but do not assess whether an organization is 
accepted by other stakeholders, such as armed actors, local 
government officials, businessmen, and the like. It is worth  
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noting that each of these examples is based on 
community-initiated action (for instance, sharing 
information or allowing access). In other words, there is a 
lack of evidence that organizations are taking proactive or 
systematic steps to assess their levels of acceptance and by 
whom they are or are not accepted.  
 
Assumed acceptance  

The second key finding for this research question is that 
NGO staff commonly assume they are accepted because 
of the programs they provide. One NGO staff described 
her organization’s acceptance, saying that the “community 
is aware of [the organization’s] programs and agrees to 
cooperate.” Another staff member provided a more 
nuanced view, saying that “how needs are met determines 
beneficiaries’ acceptance of an organization.” This quote 
captures the fact that NGO staff do recognize that how 
they design and implement programs, and whether those 
programs meet people’s needs, is critical for acceptance. 
However, this assumption does not consider possible gaps 
in how an organization believes it is perceived and how it 
is actually perceived. In assuming acceptance, NGO staff 
fail to recognize the need to develop more rigorous 
methods and tools to assess and monitor their levels of 
 

 
acceptance among different stakeholders, especially those 
nonbeneficiaries who may affect program success.  
 
 
Determining whether acceptance is 
effective   
 
The third question in this study asked how organizations 
know whether acceptance is effective as a security 
management approach. In other words, how do you know 
acceptance works? This is distinct from determining an 
organization’s level of acceptance. An organization may be 
accepted by a community and beneficiaries yet suffer a 
security incident perpetrated by other actors. Whether 
acceptance is an effective security management approach is 
context-dependent. This section explores key findings on 
how acceptance can be effective (indicators of 
effectiveness) and assumptions NGO staff and 
organizations are making about the effectiveness of 
acceptance in Kenya. It then discusses the implications of 
these findings for developing an effective acceptance 
approach to security management.  
 
 

Figure 4: Levels of Acceptance  
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Indicators of effectiveness  

When asked about the links between acceptance and its 
positive contributions to staff security, most NGO staff 
responded with anecdotal stories that illustrate how 
acceptance “works.” According to respondents, none of 
the organizations represented have specific methods or 
tools to determine the effectiveness of acceptance in a 
given location, though their examples and responses 
illustrated three ways acceptance contributes to security. 
These three indicators of effectiveness include the 
following:  
 

1. Community members or other stakeholders warn 
of potential threats (information sharing—the 
most common types of information relate to road 
and access issues and warnings of threats), 

2. Community acts to protect staff during times of 
insecurity, 

3. Community members or other stakeholders 
intervene to prevent or resolve incident, and 

4. Organizational recognition results in prevention 
or resolution of incident. 

 
The first mechanism, sharing of security-related 
information, illustrates one way that acceptance can be 
effective. As one NGO staff member said, “If you are not 

accepted, you are not informed.” Many respondents 
provided examples of community members sharing  
information with NGO staff in order to warn them of a 
potential threat or incident. The sharing of security-related 
information relates directly to the previous discussion of 
openness, mutuality, and two-way communication between 
organizations and community members. For example, staff 
from one organization reported that community members 
provide it with information on banditry activities and road 
safety. They attributed this sharing to the fact that they had 
built trust between the NGO and the community. Trust is 
directly related to openness, transparency, and 
accountability, which are fostered by communications 
between organizations and communities.  
 
The third indicator, community intervention to resolve or 
prevent incidents, is dependent on a high-enough level of 
acceptance that community members are willing to take 
action and possibly to assume risk as well. Although it is 
possible that an individual may take on risk to prevent an 
incident against an NGO out of self-interest, we assume 
that the individual or community has a basic level of 
acceptance for the organization, and likely a high level of 
acceptance. One organization provided the example of 
paying a large sum of money to the wrong vendor. 
Community members offered to intervene on the 
organization’s behalf and were able to peacefully resolve a 
tense situation.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Voices from the field 

 
 
Examples of having gained acceptance  
 

“When someone from another organization tried to discredit us, community  
members challenged the individual and defended our integrity.” 
 
“Community leaders have accompanied [our] staff on visits, acting essentially  
as unarmed escorts.”  

 
Examples of the effectiveness of acceptance  
 

“One time, our neighbor called to inform us that someone had broken into our office.  
When we called the police, they responded immediately and caught the thieves.”  
 
“Our staff were stopped on the road by armed men who, when they identified us, 
acknowledged knowing about our work and seeing it positively. Then they let our staff 
pass.” 
 
“[We] inadvertently made a large payment to the wrong vendor that created tension 
between [us] and both vendors.  Through the intercession of the community the 
situation was amicably resolved.” 

 
 
 

Photo by M. O’Neill 
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Another organization gave the example of a time when 
their office was being burglarized. A neighbor called to 
notify a staff person, who then called the police and the 
thieves were apprehended. Community leaders intervened 
on behalf of another organization when one of its vehicles 
was hijacked and a staff member abducted. The staff 
member was released unharmed, although the vehicle was 
not recovered.   
 
Although in some highly insecure contexts around the 
world operating “low profile” is common and 
controversies surround branding, in the case of Kenya, 
effective branding and organizational distinction and 
recognition were heralded as a way to gain acceptance and 
positively impact staff security. In many of the examples 
provided by respondents, organizational recognition either 
prevented a potential incident or influenced the outcome 
of an ongoing incident. In the most commonly cited 
example of this indicator, staff from an organization would 
drive up to a potentially hostile checkpoint, their logo 
would be recognized by the person manning the 
checkpoint as representing a specific organization, and 
they would be allowed to pass freely. One respondent also 
argued that organizational recognition and distinction 
could prevent possible abduction of staff, play a positive 
role in securing the release of abducted staff, or both. In 
order for distinction to prove effective in preventing or 
resolving a security incident, there must also be 
recognition of the organization’s work and an appreciation 
or acceptance of its presence.  
 
All four indicators of effectiveness mentioned above are 
based on information sharing or action taken by 
community members. They highlight the critical role 
community members play in staff security and emphasize 
the need for effective strategies to gain and maintain their 
acceptance. Another key finding on effectiveness relates to 
the motivation behind community actions. Focus group 
discussions showed that many community members feel a 
responsibility to keep NGO staff safe. Community 
members reported that they feel a responsibility to alert 
staff to security issues or threats, hide staff from gangs, call 
police when an incident occurs, provide elders to 
accompany NGO staff, and inform organizations about 
local regulations and requirements. One community 
formed policing units to protect NGO staff. In addition, 
community members said they are willing to share ideas 
with organizations for how to improve their security in the 
local environment.  
 
Community members may have many motivations for 
assisting organizations, which may in turn reflect different 

levels of acceptance. One NGO staff person aptly 
illustrated why a community may share information even if 
it only tolerates an organization’s presence rather than 
embracing it. The informant explained that when a 
community feels ownership of a project, it has a stake in its 
success. Thus, when community members share 
information with the organization’s staff to avoid an 
incident that might cause the organization to leave the 
community, they are only acting on their own behalf.  
 
Assumed effectiveness  

At the beginning of this section, we highlighted the lack of 
methods organizations have in place to determine whether 
acceptance is an effective security management approach. 
In place of these methods, many staff assume acceptance 
is effective. As one NGO staff said, “When the 
community accepts us, there is no risk.” In addition, 
interviewees often described acceptance as a programming 
approach with security benefits.  
 
Several important security implications arise from 
assuming acceptance is an effective approach to security 
management. By assuming that acceptance by community 
members is effective in managing staff security, NGO staff 
have no reason to reach out to those actors outside the 
community who are most likely to cause a security 
incident. A second common assumption with important 
security implications was understanding acceptance as a 
programming approach. Similarly, by approaching 
acceptance as a program management approach with 
security benefits, organizations are likely to limit outreach 
activities designed to gain acceptance to only those actors 
directly related to programming, namely beneficiaries and 
local government officials. Thus, this understanding does 
not account for a host of actors (within or outside of the 
community) with the power to affect staff security. When 
recounting security incidents, respondents mention armed 
actors, thieves, and even businessmen, making it apparent 
that these actors often pose the greatest threat to staff 
security. However, of the indicators of effectiveness above, 
only organizational recognition accounts for the role of 
actors other than “community members” generally.  
 
In addition, by assuming acceptance is effective and 
focusing only on the program side of acceptance, staff fail 
to recognize the limitations of community-based security. 
For instance, information sharing is only effective when 
community members have the information ahead of time 
and have an open channel of communication with the 
organization. Sharing information or acting on an 
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organization’s behalf may also put community members at 
risk either in the situation or from future reprisals.  
 
Approaching acceptance as a program approach with 
security benefits, and assuming acceptance equates to staff 
security, provides organizations with no incentive to 
develop a planned and strategic approach to acceptance. 
These implications illustrate the danger of assuming 
acceptance is effective without documenting both the 
indicators of effectiveness and seeking holistic approaches 
to implementing an acceptance approach.  
 
Overall, the findings discussed in this section provide 
promising evidence for how an acceptance approach can 
be effective at the field level. However, the assumptions 
made by program staff have serious and potentially 
detrimental consequences for the effective application of 
an acceptance approach to security management. Whether 
acceptance works in practice in Kenya depends on 
whether an organization implements an effective and 
strategic approach to acceptance (which incorporates the 
lessons in programming, context and stakeholder analysis, 
staffing, perceptions, and openness discussed earlier) and 
whether it successfully gains acceptance from a wide range 
of stakeholders.  
 
The final section of this report presents recommendations 
that address each part of an acceptance approach, from 
gaining acceptance, to assessing the level of acceptance, to 
determining whether it is an effective approach.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Above: Focus group discussion, Kenya (photo by M. O’Neill) 

 
 
 
 
 
An effective acceptance approach to security management 
faces challenges at many different levels, from the field to 
the headquarters levels. This section highlights challenges 
in gaining acceptance, assessing and monitoring the level 
of acceptance, and determining whether acceptance is 
effective as a security management approach, and 
recommends ways of surmounting these challenges.  
 
Gaining and maintaining acceptance  
 
The key findings on gaining acceptance in Kenya pointed 
to a lack of understanding among NGO staff of what 
acceptance as a security management approach is and what 
it entails. Many respondents conceptualized acceptance as 
a program approach with security benefits. This lack of 
understanding of acceptance as a security management approach 
is a critical challenge for developing an effective 
acceptance approach. By contrast, a strong understanding 
of acceptance and its many implications for staff security is 
a necessary platform for developing an effective 
acceptance-based security management strategy. 
Organizations adopting an acceptance approach need to 
ensure that all staff (from headquarters staff to drivers) 
understand acceptance as a security management approach 
and their role in promoting acceptance. In order to address 
this challenge, organizations in Kenya should do the 
following:  
 
• Apply acceptance as a security management approach 

with intent (not only as a side effect of good 
programming). 

 
• Place more emphasis on developing acceptance-related 

skills and responsibilities in training and performance 
evaluations, including negotiation, ability to adapt to 
cultural environment, ability to show respect, and the 
like.  

 
• Develop a set of best-practice guidelines for 

organizations seeking to implement an acceptance 
approach from headquarters to the field level, including 
specific recommendations and implementation tools 
for different departments and levels.  

 
• Provide mandatory training on acceptance as a security 

management approach for all staff.  

Achieving the Promise of 
Acceptance in Kenya 
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A second challenge for gaining and maintaining acceptance 
is the fact that it requires significant time and effort. The 
key findings on how organizations gain acceptance from 
communities include many concrete practices and actions 
that NGO staff can undertake, such as ensuring a high 
level of community involvement, soliciting feedback, and 
conducting extensive stakeholder and context analyses. In 
short, gaining acceptance is time- and effort-intensive, and 
many organizations may have limited staff to meet with 
stakeholders, attend community events, and communicate 
with the community and other significant stakeholders. 
 

In seeking to gain acceptance, 
the findings reveal that NGO 
staff disproportionately focus on 
beneficiaries, communities, 
government officials, and local 
leaders. While these actors are 
critical for gaining acceptance 
and can have important impacts 
on the security of staff, failing to 
reach out beyond this narrow 
group of stakeholders to those 
actors with the power and/or 
motive to cause an incident is 
likely to lessen the effectiveness 

of acceptance. Seeking acceptance from armed actors, 
businessmen, criminals, and other individuals or groups 
may present specific challenges and security risks for 
NGO staff. There are resources available for organizations 
on interacting and negotiating with armed actors, however, 
and failing to acknowledge and account for the presence of 
these actors may place NGO staff at increased risk. In 
order to develop more effective acceptance approaches 
that expand the range of actors from whom NGOs need 
acceptance, organizations should do the following:  
 
• Expand stakeholder analysis beyond the program-

specific actors to include other stakeholders, especially 
those who might harm staff or obstruct programs. 

 
• Seek input from local communities on how to enhance 

security and gain acceptance from other stakeholders. 
 
• Integrate acceptance-related responsibilities into job 

descriptions and allot staff time to specific, acceptance-
related activities such as building relationships, 
conducting stakeholder analyses, and gathering 
feedback from communities on program and security 
issues.  

 
A key finding for gaining acceptance was the importance 
of implementing programs that respond to a community’s 
highest priority needs. In short, programs should be 
community-driven. Although NGOs have many different 
tools, including participatory ones, to assess needs and 
design programs, their funding is dependent on donor 
preferences and agendas. The structure of international 
relief and development assistance, and, in particular, the 
funding process and short funding cycles, mean that 
designing programs that are truly community-driven will 
continue to be a challenge for gaining acceptance. To 
address this challenge, we recommend that organizations 
operating in Kenya accomplish the following:  
 
• Increase community involvement in all levels of 

program planning and implementation.  
 
• Develop partnership agreements, which help to 

promote clarity, manage expectations, and define 
partnership roles. 

 
• Negotiate a clear entry and exit strategy with 

communities from the start of projects. Involve broad 
community input into process, giving voice to 
traditionally marginalized groups. 

 
• Develop an “openness strategy.” This strategy should 

detail specific steps the organization and its staff 
members can take to foster openness between the 
community and the organization. This should include 
formulating strategy on communications, developing 
strong feedback mechanisms, assessing perceptions, 
and promoting accountability and transparency. 

 
• Ensure that project planning includes realistic exit 

strategies that build the capacity of local organizations 
and sustain the project outcomes. 

    
A final challenge for gaining acceptance at the field level is 
the issue of transferability. The term transferability refers 
to the idea of acceptance transferring from one level to the 
next, in this case from the individual to the organization. 
Our findings reiterate the fact that individual staff play a 
critical role in gaining (and losing) acceptance, since they 
are the organization’s points of contact with community 
members. Staff behavior, respect, networks, negotiation 
skills, and even personal characteristics such as ethnicity or 
gender influence their ability to build relationships and 
gain acceptance. When an organization’s positive 
relationships with a community are dependent on one staff 

Failing to reach out 
beyond this narrow 
group of 
stakeholders to 
those actors with 
the power, motive, 
or both to cause 
an incident is likely 
to lessen the 
effectiveness of 
acceptance.  
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person, if that person leaves the organization risks losing 
acceptance. Ideally, community members and other 
stakeholders would be familiar with the organization’s 
values, mission, and programs and maintain a level of 
acceptance for the organization’s presence even if the staff 
person they were in contact with no longer works for the 
organization. In reality, it can be difficult for organizations 
to create a distinct and consistent image and reputation. 
Despite this difficulty, the findings did provide evidence of 
organizational acceptance. Examples of NGO staff being 
recognized and allowed to pass through checkpoints 
illustrates organizational acceptance. For instance, the staff 
at the checkpoint were let through not on the basis of their 
individual behavior or relationships but because they 
represented an organization that the persons guarding the 
checkpoint “accepted.” The challenge organizations face is 
to transfer this acceptance from the individual to the 
organizational level. This involves ensuring that messages 
about the organization are clear, that staff behavior is 
consistent, and that staff turnover is well managed. We 
recommend that NGOs take the following steps to 
address this challenge:  
 
• Increase understanding among all staff of acceptance 

as a security management approach. This may 
include developing trainings on acceptance and 
materials for distribution throughout the organization. 
These materials or trainings should ensure that every 
staff person understands his or her role in promoting 
acceptance as a security management approach.  

 
• Ensure that the organization’s code of conduct is 

appropriate to the local cultural environment and 
incorporates respect. Also, incorporate acceptance-
related skills and adherence to the code of conduct into 
performance reviews.  

 
• Develop more specific strategies to increase public 

awareness of the organization, including its mission, 
mandate, and local programs.  

 
Assessing and monitoring the 
presence and degree of acceptance  
 
Determining whether an organization is accepted poses 
numerous challenges and is one of the least developed 
areas of acceptance. The field research highlighted a 
common assumption among NGO staff that they and 
their respective organizations are accepted by communities 
by virtue of the fact that the organization implements 
programs that the community values. Community 

members’ perceptions of organizations, however, were not 
all positive and the gaps between community perceptions 
and how organizations believe they are perceived are 
significant. As long as NGO staff continue to assume they 
are accepted, the need to develop assessment and 
monitoring tools will not be fully recognized.  
 
The development of tools to 
assess and monitor acceptance 
among different stakeholders is 
a daunting challenge for 
organizations, as the findings 
show that presently, 
organizations have no tools for 
determining whether they are 
accepted. However, tools such 
as perception surveys could be 
adapted relatively easily, and it 
is likely that organizations have 
other tools used for program 
planning or monitoring and 
evaluation that could also be 
adapted or expanded to include 
indicators that assess levels of acceptance. In particular, we 
recommend that organizations in Kenya take the following 
steps:  
 
• Make a clear and unambiguous commitment to 

acceptance as a program and security management 
approach, and 

 
• Conduct a countrywide acceptance audit to determine 

major gaps in effectively promoting an acceptance 
approach to security management. This would include a 
review of each department or operational area and 
whether they actively and strategically incorporate 
acceptance into their operations.  

 
An additional challenge for organizations is taking into 
account all relevant stakeholders. Recall that many of the 
NGO staff interviewed focused on gaining acceptance 
from community members. This failure to account for 
other stakeholders will be a challenge for conducting 
accurate assessments of an organization’s level of 
acceptance in an area. If an organization conducts a 
perceptions survey limited to community members and 
local leaders, for instance, the results may show that they 
are appreciated and accepted. There may be a local 
businessman who was not surveyed whose business was 
negatively affected as a consequence of one of the 
organization’s programs. It is impossible to assess an 
organization’s level of acceptance with every possible 

Presently 
organizations have 
no tools for 
determining whether 
they are accepted. 
However, tools such 
as perception 
surveys and 
monitoring and 
evaluation tools 
could be adapted 
relatively easily for 
this purpose.  
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actor. Stakeholder and context analyses that inform an 
effective acceptance approach to security management 
should prioritize those groups or individuals from whom 
an organization needs acceptance most based on who has 
the power to harm the organization and who may be 
negatively affected by its presence.  
 
In addition, conducting assessments and monitoring 
acceptance, which implies that assessments take place on a 
recurring basis, requires significant time and effort. In 
order to address this challenge, organizations must plan 
and budget for the costs and time associated with carrying 
out these assessments and perhaps integrate ongoing 
assessment activities with existing monitoring and 
evaluation processes. Organizations should do the 
following:  

 
• Budget and plan for 

acceptance-building activities 
in project proposals. For 
instance, budget for staff 
time to conduct perceptions 
surveys and context and 
stakeholder analysis, build 
relationships, and conduct 
participatory needs 
assessments. Plan for a 
longer lead time before the 
start of a project.  

 
• Educate donors about the importance of planning and 

budgeting for an acceptance approach to security 
management.  

 
• Work with donors to ensure that programs are flexible 

and based on the needs communities themselves 
prioritize.  

 
• Collaboratively develop tools to assess and monitor the 

presence and degree of acceptance. This includes the 
adaptation of guidelines such as surveys or monitoring 
and evaluation methods for assessing acceptance.  

 
• Examine and adapt existing tools to include 

acceptance-related questions.5  
 

                                                 
5 See our forthcoming Acceptance Assessment Toolkit, which 
will be available at http://acceptanceresearch.org 

Determining whether acceptance is 
effective   
 
The effectiveness of acceptance is dependent on an 
organization’s strategy to gain acceptance as well as 
external environmental factors. One of the key challenges 
facing any efforts to systematically determine whether 
acceptance is effective in a given context is proving 
causality. Many NGO staff believe they are accepted by 
the community-at-large because their organizations have 
not experienced a major security incident. There are many 
other possible reasons why the organization has not 
suffered an incident, and it is impossible to prove the 
cause was a high level of acceptance. Although anecdotal 
evidence is useful and illustrates the indicators of 
effectiveness presented earlier in this report, it does not 
necessarily confirm whether or not acceptance is effective 
and in what ways.  
 
A second challenge for determining the effectiveness of 
acceptance is found in the external operating environment 
rather than in the organization’s internal operations. In 
some environments, there may be limitations to the 
effectiveness of an acceptance approach. In environments 
with banditry or high levels of criminality where NGO 
staff are viewed as a financial resource, the efficacy of 
acceptance for security management may be limited. 
Ironically, as one NGO staff noted, organizational 
distinction can put staff at greater risk in these contexts. A 
challenge for organizations adopting an acceptance 
approach is distinguishing areas where acceptance can be 
effective, as well as possible limitations to its effectiveness, 
and planning accordingly.  
 
In addition, this research did not attempt to identify all the 
motivations behind community actions that can affect staff 
security or how they relate to acceptance. As an area of 
future research, it would benefit the NGO community to 
better understand how different levels of acceptance may 
impact the effectiveness of acceptance. In order to 
promote more effective acceptance strategies, 
organizations in Kenya should do the following:  
 
• Conduct further field research to determine how to 

gain acceptance from armed actors, local businessmen, 
and other stakeholders in Kenya.  

 
• Collaboratively develop methods to document under 

what circumstances acceptance is and is not effective in 
a given location. This may include analytical tools, 

Organizations 
should plan and 
budget for the 
costs and time 
associated with 
carrying out 
acceptance-
building activities in 
project proposals 
and design.  

http://acceptanceresearch.org/
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guidelines to help staff determine whether to adopt an 
acceptance approach, or both.  

 
• Research the relationship between different levels of 

acceptance and the effectiveness of an acceptance 
approach to security management.  



 
 

 



 
 

 
Appendix A: Interviewees and Focus Group Discussions  
 
We thank each of the individuals and groups listed below for contributing to the field research in Kenya. In addition, we thank 
those individuals and groups who choose to remain anonymous but who also participated in the field research. In particular, 
we thank these individuals and groups for their time and for sharing their experiences with the Kenya country research team. 
We have made a strong effort to verify the spelling of names and affiliations, but we apologize for any misspellings in the list 
below.  
 

Interviewee, Affiliation   

Muhamed Ahmed, ActionAid 
Jeremiah Akumu, VSF Suisse  
Stephano Davali , Catholic Development Office 
Nicholas Eyang’an, Isiolo Welfare Group for the Disabled 
Josephine Gacheri, Ian Gitari, and Frank Leshomo, Child Fund Kenya  
Veronica Gakenga, World Vision International  
Muktar Ibrahim, VSF Suisse   
Simon Khayumbi, GIZ  
Rotuno Kipsang, World Vision International  
Philip Koitelel, APHIA PLUS 
Nicolas Loupa, PENAPEI 
Joshua Lubale, Ex-street Children Community-based Organization (ECCO) 
Ashad Malik, Save the Children  
Daniel McVitalis, SC 
Daniel Muhinja, World Vision International  
Mathenge Munene, Consultant  
George Muraguri & Jimiya Kome, Kenya Red Cross Society  
Joseph Muthoka, HelpAge 
Julius Kioko Mutundu, Family Preservation Initiative/Academic Model Providing Access to Healthcare (AMPATH)  
Joyce Mwangi, Save the Children  
Makena Mwobobia, VSO 
Prasant Naik, Save the Children  
Caroline Nalianya, World Vision International  
Ivy Ndung’u, Save the Children  
Ben Ngutu, VSO 
Nancy Ntinu, Save the Children  
Peter Oino, Ex-street Children Community-based Organization (ECCO) 
Susan Omedi, VSO 
Richard Onyancha, Mercy Corps 
Joseph Samal and David Lakoona, Pastoralist Resource Management & Advisory Program (PREMAP) 
Nicholas Wasunna, World Vision International  
 

Focus group discussion members, Location  

3 focus groups with community members, beneficiaries, Eldoret  
3 focus groups with community members, beneficiaries, Isiolo  
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