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2004 Tsunami as the background

• Sri Lanka received humanitarian aid during one 
of the most devastating natural disasters to 
strike in recent memory.

• The tsunami of 26 December 2004 devastated 
lives and livelihoods in 12 countries, causing lives and livelihoods in 12 countries, causing 
300,000 deaths.  Sri Lanka
was amongst these.

• Gestures of goodwill came
from across the world in an
unprecedented wave of 
humanitarian aid giving. 



Defining internationalising practices

• ‘Internationalisation refers to objectives, processes, 
practices and behaviours, challenges and strategies that 
link the local with the global and vice-versa.  It may be 
beneficial or exploitative and can have diverse meanings 
in different institutions (Knight, 1997; Callan, 1998; 
Lyons et al., 2006).  Around the globe, both institutions Lyons et al., 2006).  Around the globe, both institutions 
of higher education including universities and human 
professions like social work are increasingly engaged in 
the processes of ‘becoming international’ where its 
meaning is vague.  ‘Internationalisation’ has become a 
buzzword in the vocabularies of universities and civil 
society organisations (CSOs) throughout the world, 
appearing in websites, statements of values, aims, policy 
documents and institutional strategies’ (Dominelli, 2010).



Questions

• Why were people motivated to give in a way not seen 
since, including in the devastation of the 2010 floods in 
Pakistan and Australia; or earthquakes in Haiti or Chile?

• Was the help offered what the people in Sri Lanka 
needed or wanted?

• Are some models of humanitarian aid better than others?• Are some models of humanitarian aid better than others?
• Can cross-country research be conducted in ways that 

enable local researchers to feel empowered and fully 
involved in the research process, especially when there 
are substantial hurdles to overcome including in culture, 
language, access to resources, and the research is 
initiated by external actors? 



ESRC Funded Research Project
• The Economic and Social Sciences Research 

Council (ESRC) in the UK funded research to 
find answers to these questions.

• The research focuses on initiatives mounted by 
Durham University and the 
International Association of 
Schools of Social Work Schools of Social Work 
(IASSW) in Sri Lanka.

• Durham University and 
IASSW used staff and 
students as volunteers in
reaching out to others.

• This presentation describes
the research methodology
used and outlines some preliminary findings.



Choice of research sites

• Aid giving is a contentious activity which has been 
accused of benefiting the donors more than the 
recipients (Hancock, 1991; Hoogvelt, 2007).

• Choice of sites was guided by donors claiming to follow 
empowering practices that placed local people in control 
of events.of events.

• Durham Project Sri Lanka and the International 
Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) 
purported to have models of practice (institutional and 
professional respectively) that responded to local needs 
as expressed by local people.

• This gave rise to the Durham Model and IASSW Model 
of intervention which provided both the sites for the 
research and personnel to secure the funds for it.



About the Durham Model
• Durham University aimed to create a humanitarian model of aid that 

focused on creating partnerships with local people.
• All members of the Durham University community were invited to 

become involved; and the initiative based in Sri Lanka was 
supported at the highest levels of the University.

• Funds were secured from a range of sources including the Higher 
Education Funding Council of England (HFCE), the British Council Education Funding Council of England (HFCE), the British Council 
and Durham University.

• Durham Project Sri Lanka has institutional support.
• Durham Project Sri Lanka is an important element in the University’s 

internationalisation strategy which seeks to establish meaningful 
relationships in education and research with other academic 
institutions and to attract a diverse range of students from many 
countries.

• Durham Project Sri Lanka established Memoranda of Agreement 
with several universities in Sri Lanka aimed at facilitating staff and 
student exchanges between them.

• As the Durham Model, it has proved transferable to other countries.



About the IASSW Model
• Formed in 1928, IASSW is a voluntary NGO whose 

membership forms a worldwide community of social 
work educators based in universities drawn from 3000 
Schools of Social Work in 74 countries.

• Has consultative status in the United Nations from 1947,  
provides educational (curriculum material) exchanges, 
faculty and student exchanges, and capacity building in 
professional social work and community development.professional social work and community development.

• IASSW’s Model, formed as a Rebuilding Peoples’ Lives 
Network (RIPL) at the IASSW Board Meeting in Ethiopia 
in January 2005 focused on Sri Lanka and Sumatra.

• RIPL’s initial model of twinning affected and non-affected 
Schools with other resource holders did not work as 
anticipated, so help is offered on an ad hoc basis that 
relies on individual academics networking with others. 

• IASSW members support schools of social work through 
disasters, e.g., China; Haiti and Chile (earthquakes), 
Monserrat (volcano), and the Caribbean (hurricanes).



Research Methods

• An ethnographic approach was used to ensure 
that the voices of Sri Lankan recipients of aid 
were heard.

• The research began on 26 January 2009, 
several years after the tsunami and enabled Sri several years after the tsunami and enabled Sri 
Lankans in the affected areas to reflect upon the 
aid they had received in the immediate 
aftermath or the tsunami and subsequently.

• Involving local researchers as equal partners in 
research activities was part of the commitment 
to empowering practices in research.



Research methods continued

Methods used:
• Participant observation and conversations;
• Interviews of villagers, including residents, of all 

ages, village elders, and officials (85 interviews 
in 9 villages and 14 field notes completed so in 9 villages and 14 field notes completed so 
far);

• Interviews of staff and students who provided aid 
in models that sought to place local people in 
control (30 students from Durham, 4 from 
Ljubljana; 10 Durham staff);

• Mapping exercise of NGOs (37 interviews); and
• Focus groups.



Research participants 

The research project has involved:
• The Research Team:

– PI based in Durham
– CI based in Durham
– Research Fellow based in Durham – Research Fellow based in Durham 
– Research Fellows based in Sri Lanka

(3 originally, now 2)
– Project Secretary based in Durham

• The Project Advisory Board consisting of UK 
based experts, experts from countries other than 
Sri Lanka or the UK, representatives from Sri 
Lanka



Research participants continued

Other players with key roles in the Durham Model and the 
IASSW Model: 

• NGOs:
– Sarvodaya (Durham Model) and 
– IASSW (IASSW Model).

• Universities
– Rahuna (Sri Lanka, Durham Model)– Rahuna (Sri Lanka, Durham Model)
– Sabaragamuwa (Sri Lanka, Durham Model)
– Durham (UK, Durham Model)
– Colombo (Sri Lanka, IASSW Model)
– Ljubljana (Slovenia, IASSW Model)
– Minor involvement of the Universities of Victoria (Canada) and 

Southampton (UK) in early 2005 as part of IASSW Model.
• Queen’s University (Canada) (not social work).
• National Institute of Social Development (NISD).
• Research respondents.



Preliminary findings

Humanitarian aid giving is a complex 
business with a variety of models and 
ways of involving recipients in use:

• Donor driven (mainly external).• Donor driven (mainly external).
• Recipient driven (mainly local self-help).
• Partnership between donors and 

recipients (external and external players).



Preliminary findings continued

Humanitarian aid giving occurs in phases
• Immediate aftermath, focusing on food, water, 

medicines and shelter (glut of external agencies 
involved usually leave fairly quickly).

• Short to medium term assistance providing • Short to medium term assistance providing 
financial resources, medical help, housing and 
psychosocial assistance.

• Long-term reconstruction and infrastructural 
development.

• Capacity building of institutions and people.
• Transitions and ‘fit’ between phases were not 

thought out and poorly orchestrated.



Preliminary findings from villagers

• Help given was generally welcomed.
• Some people received more than their share 

and were better off after the disaster than before 
it.

• Some people did not get the assistance they • Some people did not get the assistance they 
needed, e.g., single men.

• People with connections in the right places got 
help more speedily and more in keeping with 
their needs.

• Internationalisation proceeds as exchanges 
between players.

• Exchanges are not always reciprocal.



Voices from the field

‘Actually Sarvodaya brought them to the village, 
most of the villagers volunteered with their 
labour.  Durham students did all the nice 
painting on the walls.  We taught them our 
dances as return. We dances as return. We 
made lots of handicraft
items together. We taught
them how to make them’. 

• This highlights  the 
importance of
resilience and
reciprocal exchanges.



Voices from the field

‘Children suffered a lot, they not only lost belongings but 
some of them lost one or both parents…Children were 
caught by the waters and injured…Some of them could 
not sleep at night…They were scared to leave their 
mothers…Some of the people who came [Red 
Cross/World Vision/FORUT/Christian Children’s Fund] 
did some programs for the children…They made them 
play games, made them draw, sing and dance…Some 
did some programs for the children…They made them 
play games, made them draw, sing and dance…Some 
organizations took the children to the beach.  Many 
organizations and individuals gave the children clothes, 
school equipment, milk foods and other useful things… 
Some school children even gave the children note books 
with their notes’. 

Children are particularly vulnerable during disasters and 
after.  They need specific forms of assistance. Schooling 
is crucial for them.



Voices from the field

‘They think the pre-schools in the town are 
better.  Teachers there are so qualified and they 
teach better and the pre-schools are fully 
equipped’. 

• If gains are not protected,
they can be lost. This 
highlights the need for 
long-term planning and 
development when 
external aid is provided.



Voices from the field
‘I feel that my daughter is better now, all her 
improvements are from the village pre-school.  
She participated in two pre-school concerts, she 
is not shy, she is better in English and she sings 
well, so all these came through the village pre-
school.  Now we have got a new building and school.  Now we have got a new building and 
more kids now.  They get food from the pre-
school… so, my opinion is that this pre-school is 
improving, we have to protect it and we have to 
send our kids to this one’. 

• Benefits have to be protected and extended, 
even institutionalised.



Voices from external actors in the field

‘The village community, they benefitted from the 
structural building there, they 
enjoyed having us there, and 
they probably learnt stuff 
about Western culture. We  
made friends in the village….
I still think there is more thatI still think there is more that
could be done….I think there
are problems with the 
educational 
program out there’. 

• Reflections from an external actor highlight the 
need for more thought to be given to capacity 
building in the pre-school programmes. 



Voices from external actors in the field
‘I personally feel that we have a form of preferential prejudice 
or…academic apartheid which we practice.  So, for example [pause] 
a visiting dignitary from the United States is likely to be accorded 
first class status as a visitor and treated in a certain way…but I’m 
not sure that we as a University recognise that a professor of similar 
standing from a poorer country [would be treated] in quite the same 
way.  So I went from the very start wanting to make sure that the 
that our Sri Lankan counterparts did not feel that they were going to 
be treated as somewhat lower down the scale compared with 
someone from New York or Los Angeles…[who] gets more respect 
and attention than someone who comes from a poorer country 
someone from New York or Los Angeles…[who] gets more respect 
and attention than someone who comes from a poorer country 
perhaps because they are seen as being more relevant or within the 
academic structure they might be a partnership that’s really worth 
growing and developing.   A visitor from the United States would be 
put up in a very expensive first class hotel whereas a visitor from a 
poorer country might be asked to stay in a perfectly comfortable, 
perhaps more humble setting, like a simple college’.

• This raises the issue of status when allocating accommodation to 
visitors and highlights how this  other factors including power, 
cultural differences and status symbols in both external and internal 
locations are at play.  



Voices from the field
‘I can remember some of the white students who visited 
us…some months later…They came with students from 
Colombo University, there were also white teachers with 
them…Our young people were very happy to walk with 
them and visit the homes.  They stayed two weeks, in a 
hotel in Tangalle…Every morning they come to the 
village during their stay and visited the homes of the 
people… Some of them helped the poor people…even people… Some of them helped the poor people…even 
giving the people money to repair damaged houses… 
They taught our children English…told our young people 
about their customs.  I can remember one of our boys 
had a birthday and they had a small party for him… they 
gave him flowers.  They played on the beach with the 
children, our children liked to walk with them.  They 
learned to talk a few words of English’. 

• Remembering the specifics of the helpers can be 
difficult. Villagers’ experience of their interventions is not.



Voices from the field
‘The students had helped the villages with 
donations, the students were not proud, they 
visited the simple homes of the poor people in 
the village and even have their food with the 
youth of the village whom they worked with.. 
they visited our homes sat with us, village youth they visited our homes sat with us, village youth 
liked them…they went about with the youth, they 
even had their meals with them…they helped 
the poor families with gifts and money’. 

• Relating to local people on their terms is an 
important part of the aid giving process.



Voices from the field
‘Some people were very good they treated all of us alike.  
Some people who came only helped their friends and 
political parties.  Those people got more than what they 
had; others did not get anything.  Sometimes their 
names were also struck from the list as they did not have 
money or did not go behind them.  

It was good experience we got when we met the It was good experience we got when we met the 
Slovenian students.  They played with us.  They sang 
songs; they worked with us to help build houses.  We 
went to the beach and played on the shore.  We had 
parties.  They gave us nice flowers which made us 
happy and it was a new thing for us to give flowers’.

• Aid giving produces unequal outcomes, even if much is positive.  
New ideas and practices are created and change can occur for both  
donors and receivers. This also highlights the importance of 
reciprocated exchanges.



Comments from the field

‘The donors [should] closely supervise the 
distribution without just handing over to 
any person who comes forward, otherwise 
the real persons who should get support 
will not, [so] only the political friends and will not, [so] only the political friends and 
those who can spend a little money will 
benefit’.

• Donors’ lack of planning can produce 
inequalities of outcomes in giving aid.



Voices from the field
‘The young people did lot of work in the village. 
There were also some boys who just did 
nothing. They smoked cigarettes, drank and 
made trouble in the village sometimes.  Most of 
the youth were good.  Some of the young people 
lost their jobs because they all are fishermen.  
For over six months they did not go to sea.  For over six months they did not go to sea.  
They were also very afraid of the sea.  Some 
youths got fishing boats, but some of the boys 
who lost their boats did not get any help’.

• The recovery (or adjustment) process is not 
simple and straightforward, but messy and 
complex.



Voices from the field
‘Our boys were very good, they helped others 
who came to clear the dirt, bury the bodies, and 
clean the houses.  Some of the young people 
had lost their boats and fishing things and they 
were sad.  Some bad things also happened.  
Some of the boys got to drink arrack and began 
to fight.  to fight.  
Some boys became lazy’.

• Individual responses to 
disasters can vary. Some 
are resilient and positive, 
others can be destructive 
of communal harmony.



Voices from the field
‘A few youths who had political support got boats even if 
they were not fishermen.  So what they did was they sold 
these and spent the money on drinks. It was a waste.  
This happened because the people who were involved in 
the distribution did not select the right people.  They took 
money and gave it to those people and their friends.

When the Slovenian students came there were many 
youths in the area who were very happy as they would youths in the area who were very happy as they would 
take them to go visiting the houses, get them involved in 
whatever work they planned, like helping people to repair 
their houses.  Play with them, sit with them and have 
their meals [with them]’.

• Not getting aid to those who need it can create 
considerable new difficulties for local people.



Voices from the field

‘We learnt that if you want to survive you have to 
work hard.  You have to have the money and 
right connections.  There were good people and 
bad people.  Some people liked to help while 
others looked at their benefit only’.others looked at their benefit only’.

• There is no one message from those who 
receive aid. Life is messy, complicated and does 
not always proceed according to plan. However, 
better planning can anticipate and mitigate some 
of these circumstances. 



Suggestions for improvement

• More effective assessment of needs.
• Clearer criteria around entitlements.
• More transparency at all levels.
• Better systems of resource 

allocation and distribution.
• Consideration of the long-term 

sustainability of initiatives from sustainability of initiatives from 
beginning of the humanitarian 
aid process.

• Monitoring mechanisms to ensure that all those needing 
help have received it and make sure that targets have 
been achieved.

• Locally driven processes and power-sharing between 
external and local donors are preferred.

• Humanitarian aid should be viewed as a constantly 
evolving, adaptable and resilient process.



Conclusions
• Internationalising practices are complex and involve 

many actors and agencies, often in contradictory 
relationships.

• Observing local cultures, traditions and languages is 
crucial to the aid processes.

• The aim of humanitarian assistance is to improve the 
quality of life amongst local people and their quality of life amongst local people and their 
communities in the immediate aftermath of a disaster 
and in long-term reconstruction.

• Values espoused, especially those involving equality and 
empowerment, are difficult to realise in practice across 
all groups and settings.

• Listening to women and children are important elements 
in aid giving and receiving processes. 

• Capacity building for long-term sustainable development 
is essential and should be taken on board at the 
beginning of humanitarian aid endeavours. 





References
• Callan, H (1998) ‘Internationalisation in Europe’ in Scott, P (ed) The 

Globalisation of Higher Education. Buckingham: OUP.
• Dominelli, L (2010) ‘Internationalisation and Indigenisation’ in Sage 

Handbook of International Social Work.
• Hancock, G. (1991) Lords of Poverty: The Power, Prestige, and 

Corruption of the International Aid Business. New York: Atlantic 
Monthly Press.Monthly Press.

• Hoogvelt, A. (2007) ‘Globalisation and Imperialism: Wars and 
Humanitarian Intervention’, in L. Dominelli (ed.) Revitalising 
Communities in a Globalising World. Aldershot: Ashgate.

• Knight, J (1997) ‘Internationalisation of Higher Education: A 
Conceptual Framework’ in Knight, J and De Wit, H (eds) 
Internationalisation of Higher Education in Asia Pacific Countries. 
Amsterdam: EAIE.

• Lyons, K., Manion, K., and Carlsen, M. (2006) International 
Perspectives on Social Wor:  Global Conditions and Local Practice.  
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 


