
Discussion Starter     Introducing communicating with disaster affected communities

This exercise is intended to be used to discuss the importance of communicating with disaster affected communities. It 
can be used on its own, or as an introductory session to further discussion or training. The exercise works well for a group 
of 12-20 people, requires one facilitator and takes 45-90 minutes. These notes are intended for the facilitator, who should 
print out a single-sided copy of the hand out section below and cut this into strips as these will need to be handed out to 
participants. No other materials are required.

The exercise sets the scene through a scenario, which is intentionally apparently unrelated to humanitarian response, and 
asks participants to undertake an interactive task in response to the scenario. This is then debriefed in plenary, bridging it to 
humanitarian response and finally to participants’ own work. 

Scenario

The facilitator talks all participants through the same background, asking them to imagine a scenario and setting them a 
task:

Imagine you are each blindfolded so that you can’t see and you have walked into a zoo. You reach out in front of you 
and touch part of an animal for 5 seconds and then you are led away. When you take off the blindfold you meet a group 
of people who went through the same experience. You will be given a piece of paper which describes what you touched 
when you were in the zoo. Based on this description try to imagine what animal you touched. Identify others within the 
group who touched the same animal. You have ten minutes to complete this.

The facilitator may need to repeat the scenario and task once or twice to ensure it is clear to participants. The hand out 
strips are then distributed, giving one to each participant.

Facilitator’s notes – suggested points to be raised during the debrief

Each participant will have been provided with a different description of the same animal, an elephant. Some participants 
will have been provided with very little (or in some cases no) information. Some participants will have been provided with a 
lot more information. This disparity will help initiate the plenary discussion. Within ten minutes the group may have realised 
that they all touched part of an elephant, although this is unlikely. Many participants will have to make assumptions or 
share information to identify their animal and find their group. This experience will be drawn on during the plenary. Ask the 
following questions in the plenary. Possible answers are given to help the facilitator anticipate and guide the discussion.

1. What animal did you touch? Did you all touch the same animal?
 » Possible answers: elephant, snake, none, etc. The facilitator should then reveal that all touched an elephant.

2. Was this exercise easy? 
 » Possible answers: it was easy (an unlikely response!), it was challenging. 
 » Follow-up question: How did you succeed? What were the main challenges?

3. Did you all have access to the same information? How did the information vary in quality and content? 
 » Possible answers: no, there was significant disparity in the information provided, some was useful, some seemed 

contradictory/patchy, some was too lengthy, some was provided in the wrong language, etc.

4. Was it easy to understand the information? Why?
 » Possible answers: for some yes, for some no, it was the wrong format, too much/little information, etc.

5. How did those of you with less information feel? 
 » Possible answers: disempowered, frustrated, lost, annoyed, disengaged, left out. 

6. How did those of you with more information feel?
 » Possible answers: powerful, responsible for those with less information, frustrated. 

7. How did you know what animal you had touched? Did anyone change their mind at any point? What reinforced your 
understanding/undermined your understanding? 

 » Possible answers: through guessing, making assumptions to identify animal, sharing information with others reinforced/
undermined decisions, was persuaded by someone with more information. 

This exercise has been designed to help people discuss the importance of access to information 
and two-way communication in a response. It includes facilitator notes to guide the main talking 
points which include the importance of communicating with disaster affected communities. 
This exercise was piloted during the CDAC Network Foundation Training in November 2014 
with participants from a range of geographic and professional backgrounds.



8. How did you identify other people in your group? 
 » Possible answers: communication, persuasion, guessing

9. What parallels can you draw between this experience and a humanitarian response?
 » Possible answers: there are many possible answers here. Key points to draw out and reinforce are noted below.

Having access to and sharing information is important to disaster affected people. 
• Lack of information is a source of frustration and can exacerbate stress and trauma. 
• Access to information is often challenging. Information varies in quality, and quantity. Information needs 

will also change over time.
• Access to information is more limited for certain groups, these are particularly disadvantaged. 
• Those with better access to information often have more power/are at an advantage. 
• Information helps people make decisions.
• Without good information it is challenging to see the whole picture. 
• There are barriers to accessing information – these include language, ability and social status. 
• One-way information has its limitations – communication cannot be a ‘one-off’ and should be two-way. 
• Limited information is disempowering and communities may be disengaged from the response. 
• Trust in the information source is critical. 
• Communities share information amongst themselves to get a better understanding of the situation.  This 

is an important aspect of social cohesion and support.
• Information sharing and two-way communication highlights duplication/contradictory information – but 

provides people with the opportunity to reinforce/triangulate their understanding. 

Not communicating, or communicating poorly, can do harm. 
• Misinterpretations and misunderstanding is likely if communities are not receiving information and en-

gaged in dialogue so that they are able to ask questions. 
• The absence of information, or ways to triangulate information, fuels assumptions and rumours, and may 

escalate to conflict.
• Those with more information can misuse this and fuel rumour and misinterpretation.

Humanitarian actors should share information and engage in two-way communication with disaster 
affected communities. 

• This can help design and implement better quality and more relevant programmes, help inform decisions 
and allocate resources better, and promotes learning.

• This will help humanitarian actors meet their commitments on accountability to affected populations and 
to promote a people-centred approach.

• This should enable feedback and complaints to be voiced, which humanitarian actors should then act on. 
• Humanitarian actors should support the (re-)establishment of communication networks so that people 

can communicate with each other, as well as with humanitarian actors.
• Information and two-way communication should be people-centred, not agency-centred.  
• It will be key to coordinate and collaboration across humanitarian actors, including non-traditional actors 

such as local media or mobile phone providers, and specialist agencies that can reach disadvantaged 
groups.

10. What can you take from today’s discussion and apply to your work? Are there any changes you (and your team) 
could make?

 » Possible answers will vary across participant groups and contexts. The facilitator should guide participants to think 
through different stages of the humanitarian project cycle and what is feasible at different stages of the response. 
Highlight that listening should lead to better action.

Concluding comments

The facilitator should wrap up the conversation by summarising and reinforcing key points: 

Without information and two-way communication disaster affected people cannot access services or make the best 
decisions for themselves and their communities; neither can they hold aid agencies to account. When people are 
given the opportunity to voice their opinions and provide feedback this enhances their sense of wellbeing, helps them 
adapt to the challenges they face, and better enables them to take an active role in their own recovery. Information 
and communication are critical to ensuring that disaster affected people are at the centre of humanitarian action.

This scenario was developed by Katie Drew for the CDAC Network, with support from Angela Rouse and Nicki Bailey, in November 
2014. All comments, feedback and stories on how you have used this are welcome and should be sent to 
angela.rouse@cdacnetwork.org. You can also comment through our website.



Hand out for participants 

The facilitator should cut this page into strips and hand out one strip per participant after the scenario and task have been 
explained. You do not need to distribute all of the strips for the exercise to work. Number 18 is in Welsh language (“you hear 
the animal breathing”).

1. You touch something that feels 
like warm, rough wallpaper – a 
bit like you imagine an alligator to 
feel. 

2. You touch something that feels 
like the end of a paintbrush.

 3. You are too scared to reach out 
and touch something, but hear 
heavy breathing and frightening 
chewing sounds.

4. You manage to look under 
your blindfold and quickly catch 
sight of a big brown eye with 
long brown eye-lashes. The 
eye doesn’t blink while you are 
looking at it, it is watery and sad 
looking. 

5. You touch something that is 
solid and feels like bone, it is 
pointed at one end but not very 
sharp. It is a little rough in your 
hands and about the size of an 
arm. 

6. You touch something that feels 
like the solid trunk of a palm tree 
– you’re really not sure if it was 
part of the animal as it felt so 
solid.  

7. You feel something that feels 
like rope. It wriggles.

8. You hold something very thin – 
thinner than cardboard – in your 
hands. 

9. You are too scared to touch 
the animal but you can smell 
bananas.

10. You touch something that is 
soft and spongy. 



11. You are a little scared so 
slowly put your hand out and feel 
bristles.

12. You manage to look under 
your blindfold, and although you 
don’t touch anything see a flash 
of dark grey skin covered in mud 
and straw. 

13. You touch the side of an 
animal that feels like a cow, or 
a horse, or maybe a donkey. You 
feel it breathing – as you walk 
away you can’t remember how 
much fur the animal had. Your 
hands smell disgusting. 

14. You touch the top of what 
you believe to be the animal’s 
head. It is warm and feels rough 
under the palm of your hand. 
You estimate that the top of the 
animal’s head is roughly the 
same height as the top of your 
head. The animal breathes slowly 
as you are near it and it isn’t 
scared of you. You don’t feel in 
danger either. 

15. Your hand touches what you 
believe to be large sharp teeth 
and you quickly pull your hand 
back and move away. You are 
frightened by what you touched. 

16. You bend down and touch 
something at floor level, it feels 
hard and is smooth. It has the 
same texture as a sea shell.

17. As you put both hands out 
you feel something wriggling 
and writhing in your hands and 
you immediately think it’s a giant 
reptile. 

18. Rydych yn clywed y anadlu 
anifeiliaid.

19. You reach out at waist height 
but don’t feel anything so you 
bend down, but you still don’t feel 
anything.

20. You hate animals, you don’t 
go near enough to touch, smell or 
hear it.


