








. Design Phase

CASE STUDY 1

From 'Madchen* Mischen Mit' to 'Peace in Mind":

young girls plant the first seeds of a mental
health support initiative

The project Madchen* Mischen Mit aims to counteract
various forms of discrimination and promote equal
opportunity. Through group meetings led by men-
tors, participants meet other girls from diverse back-
grounds, strengths, and interests. Through activities,
games, exercises, and group discussions, they build
trust, overcome prejudice, and gain new skills and
knowledge on various topics. Along the way, they le-
arn how to respond resiliently to exclusion, social pres-
sure, and rigid gender roles, form new friendships, and
experience solidarity within the group.

We collected feedback, opinions, and
ideas from young girls through interactive art ses-
sions that used collage and drawing methods. The
topic of mental health was prominently represented,
including issues related to security on social media,
beauty standards and their effects, as well as digital
cyber challenges. Through these participation-based
exercises, we gathered feedback and understanding
of the most pressing challenges that these girls face
in their daily lives.

Using this feedback and collaborating
closely with expert partners, we developed a project
aimed at exploring the mental health needs of adole-
scents. Findings from the ongoing Madchen* Mischen
Mit project were incorporated throughout, alongside
research and exchanges with potential expert partners
on youth and children’s mental health.

Direct feedback from participants shaped
not only the project's scope but also its activities and
highlighted the importance of establishing an advisory
board to ensure continuous youth involvement.
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The result of participation in the project design phase
was the framework for Peace in Mind, through which
we support schools in Poland and Germany in promo-
ting @ more conscious approach to mental health chal-
lenges and emotional difficulties experienced during
puberty. The project implements targeted measures
such as safe spaces, peer-to-peer support, and trai-
ning for teachers integrate mental health into ever-
yday school life.

Peace in Mind runs from January 2025
through December 2026 and aims to destigmatize
mental health while encouraging open dialogue ab-
out mental challenges in schools. Young people are
empowered to speak openly about their mental health
struggles.

Peace in Mind is implemented in Germany
and Poland, at schools in Leipzig, Munich, and Pozna .

* In this text, the
terms “Mad-
chen*"and “girls”
refer to FLINTA*
individuals (women,
lesbians, intersex,
non-binary, trans,
and agender
people).
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Participation and CCE throughout the project cycle

ll. Implementation Phase

A. Community-led projects

Community-led initiatives represent the highest level
of CCE, as they grant people significant autonomy
and self-determination. These initiatives strengthen
communities by building a solid foundation for long-
term, sustainable impact that is locally owned and
independent. Community-led approaches can take
many forms, such as community health centers, gar-
dens, libraries, homework support groups, parenting
sessions, volunteer-based disaster response teams,
community mental health support groups, and many
other forms.

Theatre projects, storytelling, short films,
and the Photovoice method are just some examples
of creative approaches to participation. Many partici-
patory tools can support such methods, empowering
participants to communicate in alternative ways, espe-
cially in contexts where conventional methods may falll
short.

CASE STUDY 2

Creative and interactive tools are particularly effecti-
ve as non-verbal communication channels for groups
facing language or literacy barriers, as well as for wor-
king with children and youth. Visual storytelling, thea-
tre-based techniques, and drawing or symbol-based
exercises can help overcome communication challen-
ges and bring out rich, diverse perspectives.

Photovoice has proven to be an effective
tool for both community engagement and data collec-
tion. Through their own images, individuals can docu-
ment personal stories, articulate challenges and miles-
tones, express their perspectives, and share them with
others.

Klickwinkel — strengthening social cohesion

and the sense of belonging through photo voice

IRC Germany launched the Klickwinkel project, an in-
itiative using the Photovoice method — based on the
belief that social change emerges when people come
together to share their stories, cultures, and perspec-
tives. Art and photography in particular play a crucial
role in capturing memories, shaping collective narrati-
ves, and allowing individuals to see the world through
someone else's eyes.

The Klickwinkel project provides a mea-
ningful platform for young people from Mannheim and
the Rhein-Neckar region, both with and without refu-
gee or migration experiences to express themselves
through photography and participate in broader social
discourse. Participants use photography to document
their daily lives and environments from their own per-
spectives, learning to tell personal stories that reflect
their identities and surroundings.

Participation in Action

Workshops led by professional photographers, sup-
ported by subject-matter experts, guide participants in
exploring their personal and family histories while en-
couraging engagement with the diverse realities of ot-
hers. This process fosters empathy, inclusive dialogue,
and a deeper awareness of both shared and different
experiences.

The project aims to strengthen social co-
hesion, reduce prejudice, and promote a sense of be-
longing in a diverse society. The photographs taken
and co-curated by the participants are exhibited in
public spaces, creating opportunities for critical reflec-
tion on life in an immigration society and the value of
connection across differences.
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Il. Implementation Phase

B. Supporting sustainable organizational development
through community-shaped capacity strengthening

In emergency settings, whether triggered by human
actions or natural disasters, instant, coordinated, and
contextually grounded responses are essential to en-
sure that the most affected communities are reached
without delay. Civil society organizations, grassroots
groups, and migrant- and refugee-led initiatives are
often among the first to respond. Their deep context-
ual knowledge, trust within communities, and ability to
mobilize quickly make them indispensable actors in
emergency response systems.

Even with limited resources, these local
actors are not only first responders, but they are foun-
dational to effective, community-centered response
mechanisms. Supporting them during crises through
tailored capacity-strengthening efforts ensures that
they are positioned not as irrelevant implementers but
as equal and trusted partners in the response.

A Technical Guide on Meaningful Participation throughout
the Project Cycle — with Case Studies

Rather than defaulting to ad hoc systems that bypass
existing structures or duplicate efforts, investments
must focus on preparedness by reinforcing and equip-
ping local civil society actors well in advance. Streng-
thening these existing systems and working with and
through them leads to more agile, inclusive, and sus-
tainable responses. These community-based systems
are inherently more adaptable to shifting needs and
evolving contexts.

Such an approach not only improves the
immediate effectiveness of humanitarian responses
but also enables local organizations to identify, articu-
late, and grow their own capacities, laying the founda-
tion for long-term resilience and locally led recovery.
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* Third-country
nationals are per-
sons who are not
citizens of a member
state of the EU, the
European Economic
Area or Switzerland.
In this text, the term
refers to all persons
from Ukraine who
do not hold Ukrai-
nian citizenship.
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CASE STUDY 3

Hromada — migrant led organizations shaping

emergency response

Following the onset of the war in Ukraine, the IRC
Germany launched the Hromada project (Ukrainian
for “‘communities”) as part of its emergency response.
Recognizing the limitations of replicating past approa-
ches in this unique context, the IRC chose to collabo-
rate with existing migrant-led organizations that were
already supporting newly arriving Ukrainian refugees
and were familiar with their needs and backgrounds.

To ensure a timely and needs-based res-
ponse, the IRC established partnerships with three mi-
grant- and women-led organizations. These partners-
hips provided the autonomy necessary for partners to
shape relevant support services, while also creating
opportunities for organizational capacity strengthe-
ning. Support included tailored offers in areas such
as fundraising, project management, and staff mental
health care.

An advisory board made up of several mi-
grant-led organizations was also created. This board
played a key role in conducting ongoing needs as-
sessments and advising on the types of support re-
quired—both for the organizations themselves and the
communities they serve.

Thanks to these partnerships and the advisory board,
the project was able to identify and respond to the
needs of highly affected but often underserved groups,
including third-country nationals*, children with disabi-
lities, BIPOC communities, and LGBTQl+ individuals.
A tailored package of capacity-strengthening oppor-
tunities was provided to ensure the autonomy and
sustainability of partner organizations throughout the
implementation phase.

The advisory board’s insights also infor-
med other IRC initiatives, leading to more efficient
resource allocation. Moreover, the IRC benefited from
the expertise and experience of its partners, who co-
designed communication, advocacy, and fundraising
campaigns. These strategic partnerships continue to
influence and strengthen IRC's work in Germany today.

Participation in Action
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[1l. Evaluation, Validation, and Learning Phase

lll. Evaluation, Validation, and Learning

Phase

Sharing findings with communities when wrapping up
a project can be overlooked due to design flaws, limi-
ted resources, or time constraints. However, sharing
findings is essential for transparency and accounta-
bility. When done properly, it also provides a critical
opportunity to validate results, test materials, and as-
sess their relevance or potential for final adaptation or
applicability in other contexts. Whether in the context
of a full project evaluation or a smaller activity review,
this process helps evaluate the impact, efficiency, and
effectiveness of participatory approaches, as well as
overall satisfaction. These insights strengthen current
work and provide a foundation for more responsive
and inclusive planning in the future.

Focus group discussions, advisory boards, and review
committees are among the most effective and impact-
ful participatory methods. Through a structured and
collaborative approach that involves feedback from
members of the addressed communities, their expe-
riences and expertise can be gathered and meaning-
fully integrated throughout the entire project cycle.

What to consider when planning an advisory board

To ensure advisory boards are effective and meaningful, the following principles

should be clarified during the planning stage:

Clear Structure Advisory Boards should be
and Guidelines designed with clear charters,

defined roles, and guidelines
tailored to participants’ capacities and interests. They
should include mechanisms for fair compensation that
take into account the local context and demographic
factors.

Voluntary and
Confidential
Participation

Participation is entirely volunta-
ry and confidential, and partici-
pants have the right to withdraw
at any time. Data protection and
other legal requirements must be considered.

Transparent Open communication and re-
Communication spectful interactions are central

to effective collaboration. Com-
munication is coordinated through designated con-
tacts and agreed-upon channels to ensure continuous
and accessible engagement.

Representation Recruitment must ensure equal,
and Inclusion representative participation and

non-discrimination, with 5-8
members per board to maintain a manageable size
while fostering diverse perspectives. Childcare should
be made available to ensure the participation of parents
and caregivers.

Safe and Discussions take place in a se-
Respectful cure, confidential, and inclusive
Environment space, and the participation

must not influence access to
services in any way—positively or negatively—especi-
ally for individuals who are former or potential clients.

Continuous The work of the advisory board is
Exchange and regularly monitored at predeter-
Feedback mined milestones and includes

feedback loops to improve perfor-
mance. Regular feedback is collected and used to inform
the planning of future board sessions.

Do-No-Harm and  The do-no-harm principle and appropriate safeguarding measures are at the heart of all

Safeguarding

A Technical Guide on Meaningful Participation throughout
the Project Cycle — with Case Studies

activities and are integrated into all stages of advisory board operations.
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CASE STUDY 4

Families Make the Difference — assessment and

validation through a review committee

Families Make the Difference (FMD) is a parenting
curriculum developed by the IRC that has been ap-
plied in 16 countries worldwide and has been positively
evaluated through multiple impact assessments con-
ducted by research institutions. Since 2019, the IRC
Germany has been implementing the FMD approach
targeting parents and caregivers of children with refu-
gee and/or migration backgrounds, aiming to create a
safe space for dialogue, peer support, and exchange.
The overarching objective is to strengthen caregivers'
capacities in navigating the specific challenges faced
by families with displacement or migration histories.

In the three years of successful implementation in
Germany, 35 trained facilitators have delivered the
FMD program in various locations, consistently collec-
ting feedback from participating parents and families,
contributing valuable feedback for quality improve-
ment.

To ensure the FMD content remains con-
textually relevant and responsive to the evolving needs
of participating communities, a review committee was
subsequently established, comprising representative
community experts, parenting group facilitators, the
IRC project team, and participation specialists. Its pri-
mary objective was to update the curriculum based on
practical insights and lived experiences gathered du-
ring implementation. As part of this process, new the-
matic modules were introduced to address previously
unrepresented or emerging topics, while outdated or
contextually irrelevant content was identified.

The adapted handbook was collaboratively developed
after the work was divided into thematic subgroups,
ensuring peer review among members; new units on
topics such as multilingualism, media literacy, streng-
thening and empowerment, and bullying were added
in the process.

The revised handbook now reflects a more
inclusive, needs-based, and community-validated ap-
proach. It enhances the program’s ability to provide
culturally appropriate, effective, and sustainable sup-
port to diverse family structures within refugee and
migrant communities.

Participation in Action
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A Technical Guide on Meaningful Participation throughout
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Seven Key Questions to Guide Meaningful Participation

Seven Key Questions to Guide
Meaningful Participation

CCE is more than a box to check, it is a powerful way to shape decisions,
build trust, and shift power. Here are seven guiding considerations to start
with when designing participatory processes:

l. Purpose & Fit

Il. Reality Check

lll. The Table

IV. Depth of Engagement

Participation in Action

What does the project aim to achieve through participation?

Which participatory approach or tool best fits this goal, and is it suitable
for the context?

What is realistic given our capacities and context?

How is it possible to balance what is desired with what is realistically
applicable?

Does the team have the expertise and capacity to implement the selected
tool in @ meaningful way?
Who should be involved, and who might be missing?

Which stakeholders, community members, or civil society actors need to
be included?

Who is not part of the process, why, and how might that affect the out-
comes?

Were intersectional factors such as gender, age, sexual orientation, ethni-
city, and socio-economic status considered?

Were local experts and civil society organizations who work with this topic
consulted?

What is the contextual power dynamic, including limitations and enablers?
What level of influence will participants have?

How can meaningful participation be ensured, and tokenistic participation
avoided?

How can transparency, fairness, and inclusivity be ensured throughout
the process?
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Seven Key Questions to Guide Meaningful Participation

V. Borrow, Innovate &
Share

VI. Community Value

VII. Inform & Sustain

Which methods and approaches from other disciplines, such as art,
research, or urban planning can be effectively adapted and creatively
applied to the current context?

What added value can be generated for the community, and how can it
be maximized?

Just as the benefit for the project is evaluated, the question must be asked:
How will the people involved benefit from participation?

Can tangible outcomes be created, trust built, or community capacity
strengthened?
Am | open to unexpected results, and how can they be used, even if they

fall outside the original expectations?

How can information be shared, follow-up ensured, and engagement
sustained?

How can outcomes be best communicated with clients and the use of
their inputs demonstrated (i.e., “You said, we did")?

Which mechanisms can help ensure that trust, relationships, and accoun-
tability are maintained after the process ends?

A Technical Guide on Meaningful Participation throughout

the Project Cycle — with Case Studies
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Conclusion

Conclusion

Partizipation in Aktion

Participation is rooted in a mindset of inclusion and shared
responsibility. It is an everyday practice and a continuously
evolving process that grows and deepens through expe-
rience and reflection. The more we engage in participation,
the more we learn from it and about it.

Especially in times of increasingly limited resources,
it has proven to be an effective approach, contributing to the
development of sustainable, efficient, dignified and relevant
community-driven solutions. Participation strengthens com-
munities and contributes to greater social cohesion, fostering
more equal and inclusive societies.

Collaboration with community-based initiatives and
civil society- refugee-, migrant-, and women-led organizati-
ons is a key pillar of its success, ensuring that diverse per-
spectives and lived experiences are meaningfully included
throughout the entire project cycle.
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