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Abstract
The study explores whether participatory translation can enhance linguistic inclu-
sion in NGO development work. In Malawi, community members co-produced a 
bilingual glossary of development terms through a novel participatory process de-
signed to create culturally resonant translations. Employing contribution analysis, 
the study evaluates the glossary’s impact on project delivery through focus groups 
and surveys across treatment and control sites. Findings indicate a plausible as-
sociation between glossary usage and improved community understanding of the 
project, as well as enhanced communication skills of NGO workers. Its impact on 
community confidence in providing feedback was unclear, since it likely reinforced 
already strong relationships. However, the glossary may have shaped participants’ 
perceptions of ‘valid’ feedback, potentially constraining more authentic expression. 
Outcomes were shaped by enabling conditions, particularly trust, highlighting the 
need for relational groundwork. We argue that participatory translation can promote 
linguistic inclusion if it is embedded in long-term strategies of trust-building and 
social justice.

Keywords  Civil society · Participatory translation · Communication · Community 
engagement · Equality and inclusion · Anti-racism

Résumé
Cette étude examine si la traduction participative peut renforcer l’inclusion lin-
guistique dans le travail de développement des ONG. Au Malawi, des membres de 
la communauté ont co-produit un glossaire bilingue de termes liés au développe-
ment à travers un processus participatif novateur visant à créer des traductions 
culturellement pertinentes. En recourant à l’analyse de contribution, l’étude évalue 
l’impact du glossaire sur la mise en œuvre du projet au moyen de groupes de dis-
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cussion et d’enquêtes menés sur des sites témoins et expérimentaux. Les résultats 
indiquent une association plausible entre l’utilisation du glossaire et une meilleure 
compréhension du projet par la communauté, ainsi qu’une amélioration des compé-
tences en communication des agents de l’ONG. Son impact sur la confiance de la 
communauté à fournir des retours est resté incertain, car il a probablement renforcé 
des relations déjà solides. Toutefois, le glossaire pourrait avoir influencé la percep-
tion des participants quant à la « validité » des retours, limitant potentiellement une 
expression plus authentique. Les résultats ont été conditionnés par des facteurs fa-
cilitateurs, en particulier la confiance, soulignant la nécessité d’un travail relationnel 
en amont. Nous soutenons que la traduction participative peut favoriser l’inclusion 
linguistique si elle s’inscrit dans des stratégies à long terme de construction de la 
confiance et de justice sociale.

Resumen
El estudio explora si la traducción participativa puede mejorar la inclusión lingüísti-
ca en el trabajo de desarrollo de las ONG. En Malaui, miembros de la comunidad 
coprodujeron un glosario bilingüe de términos de desarrollo mediante un novedoso 
proceso participativo diseñado para crear traducciones culturalmente pertinentes. 
Empleando el análisis de contribución, el estudio evalúa el impacto del glosario en 
la ejecución del proyecto a través de grupos focales y encuestas en sitios de trata-
miento y de control. Los resultados indican una asociación plausible entre el uso del 
glosario y una mejor comprensión del proyecto por parte de la comunidad, así como 
una mejora en las habilidades comunicativas del personal de la ONG. Su impacto 
en la confianza de la comunidad para proporcionar retroalimentación no fue claro, 
ya que probablemente reforzó relaciones que ya eran sólidas. Sin embargo, el glo-
sario pudo haber influido en la percepción de los participantes sobre qué constituye 
una retroalimentación ‘válida’, lo que podría haber limitado una expresión más 
auténtica. Los resultados estuvieron determinados por condiciones habilitadoras, 
en particular la confianza, resaltando la necesidad de establecer bases relacionales. 
Sostenemos que la traducción participativa puede promover la inclusión lingüística 
si se integra en estrategias a largo plazo de construcción de confianza y justicia 
social.

Translation is essential for inclusive communication in a field as inherently multi-
cultural as development. It ensures that information is accessible and that different 
voices can be understood – both prerequisites for more equitable dialogue. Recognis-
ing this, several high-profile development NGOs have signed Pledge for Change, an 
initiative to build a stronger aid ecosystem that acknowledges language as central 
in creating a ‘culture of anti-racism’ (Pledge for Change, 2024, ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​p​l​e​​d​g​e​f​o​r​​c​h​
a​n​​g​e​2​0​3​​0​.​o​r​g​​/​p​l​e​d​g​​e​s​/​a​​u​t​h​e​n​t​i​c​-​s​t​o​r​y​t​e​l​l​i​n​g​/). However, research consistently finds 
that translation and interpretation are under-valued and under-funded in the NGO 
sector (Federici and O’Brien, 2019; Footitt et al. 2020; Frings-Hessami and Oliver 
2022). English and other lingua franca are prioritised, even in places where few 
people speak these languages – sometimes with serious consequences. For example, 
failure to adapt aid responses to the lingua-cultural context has resulted in higher 
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mortalities, inappropriate evacuations, disease outbreaks, under-reporting of abuse 
and unsuitable disaster interventions (Elderfield and Kemp 2024; Hines et al. 2014; 
O’Brien and Federici, 2019). The rise of machine translation may have increased 
complacency that language challenges can be easily solved. However, it falls short in 
providing dialect knowledge and cultural understanding, especially for low-resource 
languages (O’Brien and Federici, 2019). There is no replacement for human inter-
mediaries with local cultural knowledge to provide translations that communicate 
clearly and sensitively.

Alongside a growing number of researchers and practitioners, we argue that lan-
guage hierarchies perpetuate historical power imbalances and contribute to the exclu-
sion of local people (Omata 2023; Tesseur 2023; Turner 2024). We argue that the 
sector’s commitment to include language in promoting an ‘anti-racist culture’ must 
extend to practice by increasing concrete support for interpretation and translation. 
To help NGOs use practical tools to bridge the language divide, we developed a novel 
method called ‘participatory translation’ (Chasukwa and Crack 2024). This work-
shop-based process enables local participants to collectively leverage their linguistic, 
contextual and cultural knowledge to create shared meanings through dialogue. No 
professional translation experience is required. It generates vernacular translations 
that are locally resonant, rather than meeting the precision expected of expert diction-
aries. We argue this process can promote a more equitable approach to knowledge 
production by involving communities in the construction of meaning, resulting in 
translated outputs that are culturally appropriate and context-sensitive (Chasukwa 
and Crack 2024).

Through participatory translation workshops, we co-produced a two-way 
Chichewa-English translation glossary of development terminology with 38 com-
munity members in Malawi. The result was the first comprehensive ‘development’ 
glossary co-produced through participatory methods, containing nearly 400 terms – 
70 of which were absent from the Oxford Chichewa-English Dictionary, but which a 
subsequent survey indicated made good sense to local people (Translation Glossary 
Project 2022).

This study examines the glossary’s impact as a communication tool in the context 
of a youth empowerment project implemented by a Malawian NGO. It addresses 
three research questions: (RQ 1) Does the glossary contribute to increasing com-
munities’ understanding of NGO project purposes and materials? (RQ 2) Does the 
glossary contribute to enhancing communities’ confidence in communicating with 
implementers, and in providing feedback that they believe will be understood, lis-
tened to, and valued? (RQ 3) Does the glossary contribute to improving the commu-
nication skills of implementers, and thereby their ability to engage with communities 
and understand NGO written materials? Two groups participated: project implement-
ers (who are engaged by the NGO to conduct community-facing activities), and com-
munity members.

During 2023–2024, a baseline and endline study was conducted in sites where 
the NGO was active – one treatment site where the glossary was used, and one con-
trol site where it was not. Data included 2 focus groups of implementers, 4 focus 
groups of community members, and a researcher-administered survey of 60 commu-
nity members. Through contribution analysis methodology, findings indicate that the 
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glossary was plausibly associated with improved community understanding of NGO 
messaging and enhanced communication skills of implementers. Community confi-
dence in providing feedback also increased, but the glossary’s role in this outcome 
was less clear. These outcomes were shaped by several enabling conditions, such as 
pre-existing trust in the NGO and relatively high English fluency. Nonetheless, this 
exploratory study suggests that outputs produced through participatory translation 
could improve NGO communication and foster deeper community engagement. An 
important caveat is that the glossary may have inadvertently shaped participants’ 
perceptions of what constitutes ‘valid’ feedback to NGOs, potentially constraining 
more authentic expression. These findings underscore both the promise and limita-
tions of participatory translation – showing that tools must be embedded in relational, 
context-sensitive and critically reflexive approaches to linguistic inclusion.

The article has five main sections. Firstly, the literature is reviewed, and the par-
ticipatory translation method is explained. Secondly, it outlines contribution analysis 
methodology and data collection processes. The third and fourth sections present the 
data and discuss the findings respectively. The article concludes by reflecting on the 
limitations of the study and considering how NGOs could adopt participatory transla-
tion as a pathway to organisational change.

Background

Language and Translation in Development Work

The concept of ‘development’ is deeply contested, implicated in the legitimisation of 
global poverty and injustice (Cornwall and Eade 2010; Sachs 1992). External devel-
opment interventions have been justified by stigmatising other cultures and knowl-
edge systems as ‘backward’, with NGOs accused of complicity in development’s 
‘civilising mission’ (Ziai 2016). Southern thought leaders have promoted reform 
initiatives based on principles of solidarity, humility, self-determination and equal-
ity – such as Pledge for Change. Supported by several high-profile NGOs, signatory 
organisations pledge to ‘use plain words that can be easily translated …creating a 
culture of anti-racism, reflection and learning’ (Pledge for Change 2024, ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​p​l​e​​d​g​
e​f​o​r​​c​h​a​n​​g​e​2​0​3​​0​.​o​r​g​​/​p​l​e​d​g​​e​s​/​a​​u​t​h​e​n​t​i​c​-​s​t​o​r​y​t​e​l​l​i​n​g​/). We use the term ‘development’ 
to engage with efforts to reimagine the concept, recognising its problematic history 
while seeking to connect with more inclusive and language-sensitive approaches.

The international dominance of English, rooted in imperial and geopolitical his-
tories, fundamentally shapes the mainstream conceptual framework in development 
(Cornwall and Eade 2010). Key terms such as ‘gender’, ‘sustainability’ and ‘climate’ 
lack direct equivalents in many languages, reinforcing Anglocentric paradigms. 
Under-funding of interpretation/translation in development work compounds the 
marginalisation of local languages (Todorova and Ahrens 2020). Pressures to submit 
‘cost-efficient’ budgets to donors leads NGOs to omit or squeeze language-related 
costs (Delgado Luchner, 2020). The result can be the linguistic exclusion of commu-
nities from their work, contradicting their stated commitment to diversity and equity 
(Footitt et al. 2020; Todorova and Marais 2022).

https://pledgeforchange2030.org/pledges/authentic-storytelling/
https://pledgeforchange2030.org/pledges/authentic-storytelling/
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NGOs frequently rely on local staff to provide ad hoc translations, despite the 
absence of formal training (Footitt et al. 2020). Research has highlighted that donors 
and senior management in Anglophone development NGOs are largely unaware of 
translation challenges faced by local staff (Crack 2019). Roth (2019) argues that ‘lin-
guistic capital’ – the ability to speak a highly-professionalised form of English – is a 
key determinant of power and career advancement in the sector. Management’s posi-
tion within the linguistic hierarchy can lead to detachment from the realities of staff 
on-the-ground (Turner 2024).

The concept of ‘linguistic racism’ is useful in understanding how language inter-
sects with and reinforces other forms of discrimination, defined as: ‘ideologies and 
practices that are utilised to confirm, normalise and reformulate an unequal and 
uneven linguistic power between language users’ (Dovchin 2020: 773). The con-
sequence of linguistic racism in aid is the exclusion of people from discussions that 
are supposed to centre their interests. The process of ‘anti-racism’, defined as ‘forms 
of thought and/or practice that seek to confront, eradicate and/or ameliorate racism’, 
captures the need for positive action to address exclusion and disadvantage (Bonnett 
2000: 4). Many NGOs include anti-racism in their mission statements but fail to 
include translation as part of this agenda (Chasukwa and Crack 2024).

Turner (2024) argues that NGOs’ professed commitment to localisation requires 
the dismantling of English-language hegemony: ‘central concepts must hold mean-
ing to those they are ostensibly about, and the linguistic needs and concepts of those 
communities (and the aid workers who communicate directly with them) must be 
centred’. Tesseur (2023) advocates for a social justice lens to translation, which 
would entail NGOs ‘actively choosing to support communication and meaning-
making processes in local languages’ (p.11). However, the literature lacks actionable 
recommendations for NGOs to embrace a linguistically inclusive approach.

To address this gap, we developed a novel method of participatory translation 
(Chasukwa and Crack 2024). Participatory translation aims to operationalise anti-
racism in practice and enable more inclusive communication.

Participatory Translation Method

During 2015–2018, Crack (lead author) contributed to a research project that gathered 
practitioner recommendations on how development NGOs could address language 
barriers (Footitt et al. 2020). A frequent suggestion was creating a free translation 
glossary of development terminology, to assist people working in contexts with mini-
mal language support. Several participants made the recommendation independently 
across multiple countries, indicative of a widely and deeply felt need. The project 
concluded by recommending that NGOs should collaborate ‘to produce glossaries of 
key terms in languages of the communities that could be a common resource’ (Footitt 
et al. 2020: 238). Later research has endorsed this recommendation (Heywood and 
Harding 2021; Nguyen 2023).

This informed follow-up research by Crack and Chasukwa (co-authors) which led 
to a glossary co-produced by community members, using a novel method called par-
ticipatory translation. Participatory translation is a workshop-based process whereby 
participants collectively use linguistic and cultural knowledge to create shared mean-
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ings through dialogue. The aim was to prioritise locally resonant language over tech-
nical precision, avoiding NGO jargon whilst picking up contextual subtleties that 
might be missed by professional translators. The method was inspired by best prac-
tice from the NGO Tearfund (Carter et al., n.d.) and principles of community-based 
participatory research, which emphasise that community members are experts in 
their own cultural and linguistic contexts (Duke 2020).

The project resulted in a two-way Chichewa-English translation glossary of devel-
opment terminology, co-created with 38 community members in Malawi, over two 
3-day workshops (1). A participant Advisory Board guided the project from research 
design to dissemination, ensuring that the method was tailored to reflect group 
dynamics and cultural context (Hacker 2013). Participants collectively agreed on the 
workshop ground rules and the glossary’s content and engaged in group-based exer-
cises for translation and peer review. Feedback opportunities enabled participants 
to raise concerns and shape the terms of engagement throughout the research. Daily 
reflexive discussions on power dynamics helped the research team with sensitive 
adjustment of facilitation strategies. An end-of-workshop plenary was held to reach 
consensus on the most effective translations. Before publication, the accuracy of the 
glossary was verified through a survey of non-participant community members. The 
glossary contains 385 terms, including 70 absent from the Oxford Chichewa-English 
Dictionary (Paas 2016). Examples include austerity, conscientisation, kulowa kufa 
(widow inheritance) and kumemeza (to mobilise). It covers a broad range of themes, 
including the environment, gender-based violence, governance, culture, and sexual 
and reproductive health. The glossary and accompanying training manual about the 
method are available online (Translation Glossary Project 2022).

Due to limited resources, the glossary includes only one language pairing. 
Chichewa and English were chosen because of their official status in Malawi – spo-
ken by 70% and 26% of the population, respectively (Translators without Borders, 
2021, ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​t​r​a​​n​s​l​a​t​o​​r​s​w​i​​t​h​o​u​t​​b​o​r​d​e​​r​s​.​o​r​g​​/​l​a​n​​g​u​a​g​e​-​d​a​t​a​-​f​o​r​-​m​a​l​a​w​i). The pairing 
could be seen as problematic because it reinforces existing linguistic hierarchies, 
against an historical background where local languages were marginalised during the 
Hastings Banda era (Mkandawire 2010).

In sum, the participatory translation process operationalises ‘anti-racist practice’ 
and actively counteracts linguistic racism in five ways: (1) participants decide on 
their own development priorities, definitions and translations, (2) vernacular expres-
sions were privileged over technical equivalents, (3) externally imposed meanings 
were challenged through collective deliberation and consensus-building, (4) iterative 
reflexive discussions about power dynamics, and (5) the central role of the participant 
Advisory Board. The participatory process aimed at challenging linguistic authority, 
which was a crucial outcome of the project – not just the output of the glossary.

The next step in the initiative was to evaluate whether the glossary would sup-
port better communication in NGO work. The remainder of the article discusses this 
evaluation.

https://translatorswithoutborders.org/language-data-for-malawi
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Methods

The research used contribution analysis (CA), which Mayne defines as ‘a theory-
based approach to evaluation aimed at making credible causal claims about interven-
tions and their results’ (2012: 270). CA permits systematic evaluation of complex 
causal relationships while accounting for alternative explanations and contextual fac-
tors, through a Theory of Change (ToC). It aims to produce an ‘evidence-based nar-
rative of contribution that a reasonable person would be likely to agree with, rather 
than to produce conclusive evidence’ (Simister et al. 2017: 1). It is frequently used in 
NGO evaluations and in varied areas such as public policy, public health and research 
impact evaluation (Buregeya et al. 2020; Riley et al. 2018; Simister et al. 2017). CA 
was chosen to address the challenge of evaluating the glossary’s impact within an 
NGO project where communication issues would be shaped by multiple variables. 
Figure 1 outlines the key steps in a contribution analysis.

Fig. 1  Key steps in contribution analysis. 
(adapted from Mayne 2012: 272)
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Mayne (2011) outlines three levels of CA, and this study uses the middle level, 
or ‘contribution analysis of direct influence’. This level assesses whether expected 
outcomes directly linked to the ToC are observable and plausibly driven by the inter-
vention. This level was most appropriate because the study’s short timeframe only 
permitted interrogation of intermediate outcomes, but not any longer-term impacts 
(end outcomes).

Figure 2 presents the ToC underpinning the study, which maps the hypothesised 
pathways from glossary usage to increased levels of community understanding and 
confidence, and improved implementer communication skills (see below). The ToC 
details how glossary usage could influence the relevant variables through a logical 
sequence of outcomes. It also identifies associated assumptions and risks, as dis-
cussed further below. It was designed to explore whether the glossary made an impor-
tant contribution towards the observed intermediate outcomes (or in CA terms, the 
‘cause-effect issue’).

Research Context

The Malawi Sexual Reproductive Health and Rights Alliance (SRHR Alliance) was 
the NGO partner for this study. It advocates for sexual and reproductive health rights, 
sexual diversity and youth participation (SRHR Alliance, n.d., ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​s​r​h​r​a​l​l​i​a​n​c​e​m​
a​l​a​w​i​.​o​r​g​/​m​i​s​s​i​o​n​/​​​​​)​. From 2021, it has implemented a five-year Power to You(th) 
project (PtY) supported by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The project aims to 
co-create solutions with stakeholders for issues affecting adolescent girls and young 
women in Malawi related to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), unintended 
pregnancies and harmful traditional practices through awareness raising and youth 
engagement (SRHR Alliance, n.d., https://srhralliancemalawi.org/programmes/). 
SRHR Alliance and PtY were chosen for this study because they exemplify devel-
opment contexts where translation problems are commonplace, particularly around 
‘taboo’ terminology. Also, the National Coordinator of the NGO (Saka, co-author) 
was involved in the Translation Glossary Project’s (2002) workshops, facilitating 
logistics and collaborative analysis. The study focussed on Dedza district, where PtY 
operates in two traditional authorities: Tambala and Kasumbu. Project activities are 
conducted by ‘implementers’ – individuals engaged by the NGO to work at the com-
munity level.

SRHR Alliance operates in a complex language environment. English is used for 
communication with the donors, including email, contracts, policies, and monitoring 
and evaluation reports. Public-facing outputs like PtY’s annual reports and media 
content are predominantly in English, reflecting its status as a global lingua franca. 
Simultaneously, Chichewa is the primary language used by implementers and com-
munity members. Dedza contains mixed tribes (Ngonis, Yaos, Chewas) and the most 
commonly spoken language is Chichewa. This discrepancy makes it challenging to 
align international-level messaging with local-level communication, and to accu-
rately convey community feedback to donors. Without adequate translation capacity, 
this language disconnect cannot be easily bridged.

https://srhralliancemalawi.org/mission/
https://srhralliancemalawi.org/mission/
https://srhralliancemalawi.org/programmes/
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Data Collection

We conducted a longitudinal mixed-methods case study in a treatment site (Kasumbu) 
and control site (Tambala). The baseline was conducted in March 2023 and the end-
line in January 2024. Participants included community members and implement-
ers. In Kasumbu, participants were given one hard copy of the glossary each and 
invited to use it in PtY-related interactions whenever they deemed it relevant. They 

Fig. 2  Theory of change
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were informed that participation was entirely voluntary, and no expectations or value 
judgements were attached to glossary usage. In Tambala, participants were not given 
the glossary.

Using purposive sampling, our researcher-administered surveys asked community 
members about their understanding of SRHR Alliance’s communications regarding 
PtY (RQ 1), their confidence in communicating with implementers, and their per-
ception of whether their feedback would be understood, listened to and valued (RQ 
2). Additionally, participants in the treatment site were asked to report and reflect 
on their glossary usage. Further insights were gathered through focus group discus-
sions (FGDs) with community members in both sites. FGDs were also held with 
implementers in both sites, to explore their perceptions of their communication skills, 
their comprehension of SRHR Alliance’s materials, and their ability to engage with 
communities (RQ 3). The same participants were used for both baseline and endline, 
strengthening our ability to make more robust causal inferences.

Selection criteria for community members included: (1) an intended beneficiary 
of PtY activities, (2) at least conversational verbal skills in Chichewa/English, (3) 
long-term resident, (4) willingness to participate in baseline and endline data collec-
tion (for participants in the treated site, this included willingness to use the glossary). 
Implementers were recruited through internal SRHR communications on a voluntary 
basis. Gender balance was even in all categories. All participants were aged 18–29, 
reflecting the typical age range of implementers and PtY’s target demographic. 
Table 1 details participant numbers.

Locally-based researchers led the data collection. In alphabetical order, the co-
authors Clemencia Bunya, Cynthia Chikoya, Chifundo Kamulete and Maxwell 
Mawera conducted the survey and FGDs in both locations and undertook initial 
analysis of the results. Ellen Katoleza and Hastings Saka participated in collabora-
tive analysis (with co-authors Angela Crack, Michael Chasukwa and Laston Petro 
Manja) to co-produce a contribution narrative. This followed in-depth qualitative and 
quantitative analysis by Crack, Chasukwa and Manja.

Location Kasumbu 
baseline 
(treatment 
site)

Kasumbu 
endline

Tambala 
baseline 
(control 
site)

Tambala 
endline

No. of survey 
respondents

30 30 30 27 (3 
people 
from the 
baseline 
survey 
absent)

No. of par-
ticipants in com-
munity member 
focus groups

8 in FGD 1
6 in FGD 2

8 in FGD 
1
6 in FGD 
2

9 in FGD 
1
8 in FGD 
2

9 in 
FGD 1
8 in 
FGD 2

No. of participants 
in implementer 
focus groups

6 6 6 6

Table 1  Research participants 
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Application of Contribution Analysis

The CA approach requires identification of assumptions and risks in the ToC. Figure 2 
details the hypothesised pathways between the moves from immediate to intermedi-
ate outcomes, and intermediate to final outcomes. As shown, the model identifies key 
assumptions relating to capacity, openness, trust, motivation, inclusivity and respon-
siveness. Additionally, the study was based on two foundational assumptions rel-
evant to all outcomes. Firstly, we assumed that participants struggle with identifying 
satisfactory Chichewa translations for English development terminology. Secondly, 
we assumed that the glossary contained terms that participants would find relevant 
in understanding the work of SRHR Alliance and PtY, and that the translations con-
veyed the intended meaning effectively. Foundational risks relevant to all outcomes 
included participants misplacing the glossary or finding that it does not meet their 
translation needs.

Following the CA approach, a contribution narrative was developed through an 
iterative process involving multiple analytical stages (Mayne 2012). Researchers and 
SRHR Alliance staff reflected upon the findings, considering the glossary’s contribu-
tion to outcomes and alternative explanatory factors for observed results. Data tri-
angulation was achieved by systematically comparing and integrating insights from 
surveys, FGDs and collaborative reflections. The iterative analysis allowed the con-
tribution story to be refined in response to emergent insights. We reached agreement 
that our analysis aligned with Mayne’s (2011: 62) standard for plausible associa-
tion, which asks ‘whether a reasonable person would agree from the evidence and 
argument that the [intervention] has made an important contribution to the observed 
result.’

Results

Community Member Focus Groups

All focus group participants in both sites were native Chichewa speakers and 
expressed a strong preference for Chichewa in their NGO interactions. While par-
ticipants in the treated site rated themselves as ‘good’ at English (with two as ‘very 
good’), those in the control site categorised their English skills as ‘basic’.

Nearly all participants had heard of SRHR Alliance due to its past presence in the 
area. They felt confident that SRHR Alliance would respect their feedback, citing 
previous opportunities for community engagement, such as public meetings. Sev-
eral participants at each site said that the implementers’ proactive efforts to reach 
out to the community reinforced trust, referencing past instances where issues were 
satisfactorily resolved. Fewer than half of participants at baseline had heard of PtY, 
although those who were aware held a positive opinion because of youth participa-
tion in advocacy campaigns. Participants at both sites had only spoken to implement-
ers in Chichewa and had seen written materials about PtY in Chichewa and English. 
Control site participants, with lower English competence, felt very unconfident about 
their understanding of these materials.
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By the endline FGDs, all participants in both sites had heard of SRHR Alliance 
and PtY, and gave more detailed answers about their purpose and activities. They 
felt optimistic about opportunities to participate in PtY and provided more positive 
responses to questions about if they felt their feedback would be listened to and val-
ued. Two control site participants stated that PtY had brought positive changes to the 
area and helped young people to realise their potential.

In the treated site, all participants in endline FGDs agreed that the glossary either 
clarified or deepened their understanding of PtY. Participants had greater confidence 
in understanding PtY written materials after using the glossary. Participants felt that 
the glossary’s contents were particularly helpful in translating ‘difficult words’, such 
as English loan words used by the implementers (Kasumbu community endline 
FGD1). Participants reported that they primarily used the glossary in PtY meetings 
(eight participants reported using it weekly; all others used it monthly). Some valued 
the glossary beyond the PtY context because it ‘helped us to at least improve our 
vocabulary, especially in English’ (Kasumbu community endline FGD2). Partici-
pants had used it for studying and lent it to others, including pupils at a local primary 
school and employees at Dedza Council.

Participants reported increased confidence in communicating with implementers: 
‘The glossary helped me understand words whose meaning are related to Power to 
Youth, hence I have confidence that what I can communicate is worth listening to.’ 
(Kasumbu community endline FGD2) This quote seems superficially positive, but it 
hints at underlying ambiguity, as explored in Sect. 4.

Implementer Focus Groups

Participants in the treated site rated themselves as ‘fluent’ in English. Only one par-
ticipant in the control site reported ‘very good’ English skills – the rest had ‘basic’ 
English. This mirrored the discrepancy between language proficiency of commu-
nity member participants, reflecting higher levels of educational attainment in the 
treated site. Participants stated that translating sexual and reproductive health terms 
was difficult: ‘Some English words turn out to be obscene when you try to translate 
them into Chichewa which sometimes can lead to others being frustrated’ (Kasumbu 
implementer baseline FGD). None had received formal translation support, despite 
expressing a desire for assistance.

Baseline FGD participants felt confident that the community understood the pur-
pose of PtY, and that the community thought that their feedback would be under-
stood, listened to and valued. This consensus remained at endline. Participants 
attributed engagement success to several factors other than appropriate use of lan-
guage, including longevity of community relationships, the visibility of SRHR Alli-
ance, their consistent responsiveness to feedback and PtY’s successful track record. 
These observations were generally corroborated by the community FGDs.

At the treatment site’s endline FGD, participants claimed that the glossary 
improved their performance in their role. Three used it twice a week, and two twice a 
month. One participant did not use it (stating that they already understood the terms). 
Participants used the glossary to help them with community-facing activities and 
to check their own understanding of terms. They found it useful for translating dif-
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ficult/taboo words and felt that it increased their vocabulary in both languages and 
improved their ability to engage the community.

The endline FGD at the control site showed no significant difference with the 
baseline in terms of the participants’ communication skills and perceptions of com-
munity engagement.

Researcher-Administered Survey

This section presents results from the survey using t-tests to compare variable means 
before-versus-after and with-versus-without the intervention. T-tests by treatment 
were employed on the baseline and endline data. A third set of t-tests compared vari-
able means in post-treatment Kasumbu against variable means before the treatment, 
and those in the control site for both periods (i.e. the binary variable for this last set 
of t-tests had 1 if the observation is from the treatment site after the treatment, and 
0 otherwise). The third set is in line with the time-treatment interaction term in a 
difference-in-differences estimator.

Table 2 shows baseline t-tests. Differences in variable means between sites are 
mostly statistically insignificant, as expected given the similarity of the sites. Where 
significant differences existed, respondents from the control site were more unaware 
of SRHR Alliance, had poorer Chichewa verbal skills, were less aware of PtY and 
had interacted less with PtY implementers, compared with the counterparts from the 
treated site. Overall, the two sites were similar at baseline, giving some confidence 
for comparability.

Table 3 shows endline results, with significant improvements in several outcome 
variables for the treated site. Compared to baseline, these respondents reported hav-
ing better English verbal skills. They also had greater confidence in understanding 
PtY’s purpose, communicating verbal feedback in English, understanding English 
terms used by implementers, and understanding PtY’s English written materials. 
Respondents in both sites were more aware of SRHR Alliance and PtY, but the treat-
ment group reported stronger gains. The control group reported more personal con-
nections with implementers (e.g. they were acquaintances or near-neighbours).

Table 4 shows better outcomes for the treated site in almost all measures. Com-
pared to the control site at endline, treated respondents have better Chichewa writ-
ing skills and English verbal skills and greater awareness of SRHR Alliance and 
PtY. More felt confident in giving verbal feedback, and believed that implementers 
would listen, understand, and value their feedback. They were also more confident 
that implementers would respond. Treated respondents still report having fewer per-
sonal connections to implementers but showed greater confidence in engaging with 
PtY overall.

Discussion

Regarding RQ 1, the glossary likely contributed to enhancing the community’s 
understanding of the purpose of PtY and project materials. Baseline data revealed 
widespread difficulty in understanding written English materials. Endline findings at 
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Variable Control
(N = 30)

Treated
(N = 30)

Mean
Difference

P-value

Rate your Chichewa verbal skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 2.73 1.93 0.80** 0.0397
Rate your Chichewa writing skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 5.63 5.57 0.07 0.6284
Rate your English verbal skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 6.23 6.17 0.07 0.7275
Rate your English writing skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 6.27 6.23 0.03 0.8610
Are you aware that SRHR Alliance have been working here?
 No 0.47 0 0.47*** 0.0000
 Yes 0.53 0.53 0 1.0000
 Don’t Know 0 0.47 -0.47*** 0.0000
Are you aware that PtY has been implemented here?
 No 0.47 0 0.47*** 0.0000
 Yes 0.53 0.57 -0.03 0.7994
 Don’t Know 0 0.43 -0.43*** 0.0000
Do you have personal connections with PtY implementers?
 No 0.23 0.17 0.07 0.5267
 Yes 0.30 0.37 -0.07 0.5914
 Don’t Know 0.47 0.47 0 1.0000
Have you interacted with the implementers?
 No 0.03 0.20 -0.17** 0.0452
 Yes 0.50 0.33 0.17 0.1967
 Don’t Know 0.47 0.47 0 1.0000
How confident are you that you understand the purpose of PtY?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 2.33 2.50 -0.17 0.4988
Do you feel that you could participate in PtY using verbal feedback, given the chance?
 Yes 0.50 0.53 -0.03 0.8003
 Don’t Know 0.50 0.47 0.03 0.8003
Do you think that the implementers would listen to your feedback?
 Yes 0.53 0.57 -0.03 0.7994
 Don’t Know 0.47 0.43 0.03 0.7994
Do you think that the implementers would understand your feedback?
 No 0.47 0.43 0.03 0.7994
 Yes 0.53 0.47 0.07 0.6128
 Don’t Know 0 0.10 -0.10* 0.0779
Do you think that the implementers would value your feedback?
 Yes 0.43 0.53 -0.10 0.4469
 Don’t Know 0.57 0.47 0.10 0.4469
Do you think that they would respond to your feedback?
 Yes 0.53 0.50 0.03 0.8003
 Don’t Know 0.47 0.50 -0.03 0.8003
Do you feel confident to communicate your verbal feedback to the implementers in Chichewa?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1 1 0 .
Do you feel confident to communicate your verbal feedback to the implementers in English?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 3.63 3.57 0.07 0.8697

Table 2  Round 0 t-tests
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the treated site included improvements in English verbal/reading skills and increased 
confidence in understanding PtY’s purpose, supporting the ToC pathway (see Fig. 2). 
Using a CA lens, this contribution is best understood as contextually contingent 
rather than causal. Treated participants were proficient in English, which may have 
magnified the glossary’s impact. The ToC assumption of sufficient language capac-
ity partially held, but on reflection this should have been critically interrogated at 
the start of the study. The glossary may have reinforced the privilege of participants 
already familiar with English development jargon. This dynamic may have implicitly 
discouraged or excluded feedback involving terms not commonly used by NGOs, 
especially among those unfamiliar with development discourse, thereby perpetuating 
an implicit gatekeeping of participation.

Regarding RQ 2, it is difficult to evaluate the contribution of the glossary to the 
community’s confidence in communicating with implementers and in providing 
feedback that they believe will be understood, listened to and valued. Implementers 
did find the glossary helpful for community engagement, and treated participants 
were significantly more confident in providing verbal feedback. This indicates that 
pre-existing relationships cannot solely account for increased confidence levels, as 
fewer treated respondents had personal connections to the implementers. However, 
this occurred in a context where the communities’ initial confidence in the NGO 
was high, and implementers were skilled in community engagement. High baseline 
trust likely supported uptake of the glossary, not vice versa. The glossary probably 
reinforced existing positive dynamics rather than had a transformative impact on 
engagement. This suggests that poor language support is not inevitably detrimental to 
community engagement – but it is crucial for interventions to be preceded by deeper, 
relational work.

Also in relation to RQ 2, endline data suggests unintended effects. Comments 
from a participant that the glossary improved their confidence in giving feedback 
‘worth listening to’ raise concerns about if it might lead participants to self-censor, 
or alter their feedback to align with their perceptions of NGO expectations. In this 
context, it is notable that participants at the control site, with stronger personal con-

Variable Control
(N = 30)

Treated
(N = 30)

Mean
Difference

P-value

Imagine that the implementers used Chichewa terms to discuss PtY with you. How confident are you 
that you would understand?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1 1 0 .
Imagine that the implementers used English terms to discuss PtY with you. How confident are you that 
you would understand?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 3.70 3.50 0.20 0.6270
How confident are you that you would understand written materials about PtY in Chichewa?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1 1 0 .
How confident are you that you would understand written materials about PtY in English?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 4.07 3.43 0.63* 0.0925
Only Baseline data was used here for the two sites. Missing p-values mean that there is no variability 
in response in both areas
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

Table 2  (continued) 
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Variable Control
(N = 27)

Treated
(N = 30)

Mean
Difference

P-value

Rate your Chichewa verbal skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 2.81 1.93 0.88** 0.0272
Rate your Chichewa writing skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 5.59 5.37 0.23 0.1142
Rate your English verbal skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 6.19 5.80 0.39** 0.0220
Rate your English writing skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 6.22 6.17 0.06 0.7808
Are you aware that SRHR Alliance have been working here?
 No 0 0 0 .
 Yes 1 1 0 .
 Don’t Know 0 0 0 .
Are you aware that PtY has been implemented here?
 No 0 0 0 .
 Yes 1 1 0 .
 Don’t Know 0 0 0 .
Do you have personal connections with PtY implementers?
 No 0.11 0.40 -0.29** 0.0129
 Yes 0.85 0.60 0.25** 0.0350
 Don’t Know 0.04 0 0.04 0.2960
Have you interacted with the implementers?
 No 0.04 0 0.04 0.2960
 Yes 0.93 1 -0.07 0.1338
 Don’t Know 0.04 0 0.04 0.2960
How confident are you that you understand the purpose of PtY?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1.78 1.03 0.74*** 0.0001
Do you feel that you can participate in PtY using verbal feedback, given the chance?
 Yes 0.93 1 -0.07 0.1338
 Don’t Know 0.07 0 0.07 0.1338
Do you think that the implementers would listen to your feedback?
 Yes 0.93 1 -0.07 0.1338
 Don’t Know 0.07 0 0.07 0.1338
Do you think that the implementers would understand your feedback?
 No 0.11 0 0.11* 0.0624
 Yes 0.89 1 -0.11* 0.0624
Do you think that the implementers would value your feedback?
 Yes 0.89 1 -0.11* 0.0624
 Don’t Know 0.11 0 0.11* 0.0624
Do you think that they would respond to your feedback?
 Yes 0.81 1 -0.19** 0.0131
 Don’t Know 0.19 0 0.19** 0.0131
Do you feel confident to communicate your verbal feedback to the implementers in Chichewa?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1 1 0 .
Do you feel confident to communicate your verbal feedback to the implementers in English?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 3.59 2.40 1.19*** 0.0011

Table 3  Round 1 t-tests
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nections to implementers, felt comfortable expressing feedback without a glossary 
(albeit baseline-to-endline improvement was not as positive as the treated site). This 
again suggests that the relational dimension is crucial, and that the glossary’s contri-
bution was supportive rather than transformative.

Regarding RQ 3, the glossary likely made a significant contribution to improving 
implementers’ communication skills, particularly in understanding English written 
materials and translating taboo terms. However, the glossary’s perceived utility was 
shaped by the implementers’ proficiency in English. It may not have been as effective 
in a context where implementers were less fluent. Also, implementers may have been 
reluctant to disclose problems with community engagement, fearing possible impli-
cations for their future employment (albeit they were assured of confidentiality).

An unexpected finding was the participants’ use of the glossary beyond the NGO 
project, including in a school and local council, suggesting that participatory transla-
tion outputs can function as broader community knowledge resources rather than just 
project-specific tools.

Contribution analysis benefits from transparency about data limitations. We note 
that feedback about SRHR Alliance was positive across all data points, raising con-
cerns about social desirability bias. Likewise, we considered that the study design 
may have prompted respondents to affirm the glossary’s value, given that its purpose 
was explicitly presented as improving communication. Also, the study’s reliance on 
self-reported data constrained our ability to make stronger contribution claims. The 
accuracy of participants’ proclaimed language competence and levels of understand-
ing could have been assessed through comprehension tests, but this was impossible 
because of resource constraints. There was no independent monitoring of how the 
glossary was used, or any contemporaneous data (e.g. user diaries). Therefore, the 
participants’ claims about glossary usage cannot be verified.

Furthermore, the ToC assumed a neutral, technical role for the glossary. Through 
our reflective CA discussions, we agreed that this assumption should be challenged. 
The glossary likely contributed to improved communication, but this contribution 
was entangled with broader social, linguistic and institutional dynamics. Participants 

Variable Control
(N = 27)

Treated
(N = 30)

Mean
Difference

P-value

Imagine that the implementers used Chichewa terms to discuss PtY with you. How confident are you 
that you would understand?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1 1 0 .
Imagine that the implementers used English terms to discuss PtY with you. How confident are you that 
you would understand?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 3.59 2.20 1.39*** 0.0001
How confident are you that you would understand written materials about PtY in Chichewa?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1 1 0 .
How confident are you that you would understand written materials about PtY in English?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 4 2.23 1.77*** 0.0000
Only Endline data was used here for the two sites. Missing p-values mean that there is no variability in 
response in both areas
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

Table 3  (continued) 
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Variable Control
(N = 87)

Treated
(N = 30)

Mean
Difference

P-value

Rate your Chichewa verbal skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 2.48 1.93 0.55* 0.0856
Rate your Chichewa writing skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 5.60 5.37 0.23** 0.0405
Rate your English verbal skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 6.20 5.80 0.40*** 0.0066
Rate your English writing skills
 (1 = Native,…,8 = Illiterate) 6.24 6.17 0.07 0.6320
Are you aware that SRHR Alliance have been working here?
 No 0.16 0 0.16** 0.0191
 Yes 0.68 1 -0.32*** 0.0003
 Don’t Know 0.16 0 0.16** 0.0191
Are you aware that PtY has been implemented here?
 No 0.16 0 0.16** 0.0191
 Yes 0.69 1 -0.31*** 0.0004
 Don’t Know 0.15 0 0.15** 0.0247
Do you have personal connections with PtY implementers?
 No 0.17 0.40 -0.23** 0.0105
 Yes 0.49 0.60 -0.11 0.3216
 Don’t Know 0.33 0 0.33*** 0.0002
Have you interacted with the implementers?
 No 0.09 0 0.09* 0.0867
 Yes 0.57 1 -0.43*** 0.0000
 Don’t Know 0.33 0 0.33*** 0.0002
How confident are you that you understand the purpose of PtY?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 2.22 1.03 1.19*** 0.0000
Do you feel that you can participate in PtY using verbal feedback, given the chance?
 Yes 0.64 1 -0.36*** 0.0001
 Don’t Know 0.36 0 0.36*** 0.0001
Do you think that the implementers would listen to your feedback?
 Yes 0.67 1 -0.33*** 0.0002
 Don’t Know 0.33 0 0.33*** 0.0002
Do you think that the implementers would understand your feedback?
 No 0.34 0 0.34*** 0.0001
 Yes 0.62 1 -0.38*** 0.0000
 Don’t Know 0.03 0 0.03 0.3069
Do you think that the implementers would value your feedback?
 Yes 0.61 1 -0.39*** 0.0000
 Don’t Know 0.39 0 0.39*** 0.0000
Do you think that they would respond to your feedback?
 Yes 0.61 1 -0.39*** 0.0000
 Don’t Know 0.39 0 0.39*** 0.0000
Do you feel confident to communicate your verbal feedback to the implementers in Chichewa?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1 1 0.00 .
Do you feel confident to communicate your verbal feedback to the implementers in Chichewa?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 3.60 2.40 1.20*** 0.0001

Table 4  Overall t-tests
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mainly used the glossary to translate from English to Chichewa, reinforcing English 
as the medium of development, and validating certain kinds of knowledge. We were 
concerned by a participant’s observation that they felt more confident that their feed-
back is ‘worth’ listening to. Through the lens of linguistic racism, this finding can 
be interpreted as internalisation of linguistic hierarchies, whereby participants adapt 
their speech with dominant linguistic norms to be recognised as credible interlocu-
tors. The glossary may have subtly disciplined forms of expression, encouraging the 
participants to align their feedback with English ‘development’ terminology rather 
than locally grounded ways of articulating experience. This reveals a need for cau-
tion in deploying participatory translation: while the method seeks to democratise 
meaning-making, its outputs may still be shaped by the colonial power dynamics 
within which development operates. The value of the CA approach is that it allows 
us to foreground these complexities and better understand the glossary’s value within 
its lived, relational context.

Conclusion

This study advances the call for a linguistically inclusive approach to development 
and informs high-level NGO debates about the role of language in promoting a ‘cul-
ture of anti-racism’ (Pledge for Change, 2024, ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​p​l​e​​d​g​e​f​o​r​​c​h​a​n​​g​e​2​0​3​​0​.​o​r​g​​/​p​l​e​
d​g​​e​s​/​a​​u​t​h​e​n​t​i​c​-​s​t​o​r​y​t​e​l​l​i​n​g​/). We use the concept of ‘linguistic racism’ to argue that 
the sector could better meet its anti-racist commitments by strengthening support for 
translation. We created a participatory translation method to enable NGOs to co-pro-
duce locally resonant translations with communities. Using this method, Malawian 
community members co-produced a bilingual glossary of development terminology. 
Through contribution analysis (CA), this study assessed the glossary’s impact when 
used as a communication resource in an NGO project.

Variable Control
(N = 87)

Treated
(N = 30)

Mean
Difference

P-value

Imagine that the implementers used Chichewa terms to discuss PtY with you. How confident are you 
that you would understand?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1 1 0.00 .
Imagine that the implementers used English terms to discuss PtY with you. How confident are you that 
you would understand?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 3.60 2.20 1.40*** 0.0000
How confident are you that you would understand written materials about PtY in Chichewa?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 1 1 0.00 .
How confident are you that you would understand written materials about PtY in English?
 (1 = Very confi,…, 5 = Completely unconfi) 3.83 2.23 1.59*** 0.0000
Here both Baseline and Endline data were used for the two sites. Control group data spans both baseline 
and endline and the treated area before treatment. Missing p-values mean that there is no variability in 
response in both areas
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

Table 4  (continued) 
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The findings established a plausible association between glossary usage and 
improved community understanding of the project’s purpose and materials (RQ 1). 
The glossary contributed meaningfully towards improvements in implementers’ 
communication skills (RQ 3). Endline data revealed improvements in community 
confidence in communicating with implementers, and increased confidence that their 
feedback would be understood, listened to and valued – although the contribution of 
the glossary in this respect was difficult to assess due to several mediating factors 
(RQ 2). The glossary’s uptake and perceived value were shaped by enabling condi-
tions such as high proficiency in English, high levels of trust underpinned by the 
NGO’s track record, and the implementers’ community engagement skills. Therefore, 
the hypothesised pathway from glossary usage to improved metrics in the Theory of 
Change (ToC) was contingent rather than direct. The findings suggest that the glos-
sary could reinforce positive dynamics where there is a strong relational context, 
but it is unclear whether this would be possible in less benign environments. A criti-
cal insight of this study is that participatory translation outputs are not a standalone 
solution to communication issues, but rather a useful tool that must build on prior 
relational work.

The CA approach helped to distinguish plausible contribution from overstated 
attribution, and to critically test assumptions in the ToC. We identified possible 
unintended effects of the glossary that were not envisaged in the ToC. Focus group 
data indicated that it may have shaped what some participants perceived as ‘valid’ 
feedback. The glossary may have subtly reinforced dominant linguistic norms rather 
than disrupt them, complicating the relative linearity of the ToC. These observations 
underscore the importance of reflexivity in research design and evaluation. Future 
studies should give deeper consideration, pre-intervention, to the risks that tools 
intended to enhance inclusion could inadvertently narrow the range of expressions 
deemed to be ‘legitimate’, and shift participation towards those most linguistically 
comfortable in the NGO space.

The glossary also operated within an English-dominant framework, rather than 
challenging linguistic hierarchies. Participants mostly used the glossary to translate 
from English into Chichewa, reinforcing English as the authoritative language of 
development. This reveals the structural limits of tools like the glossary to foster 
inclusion in a sector still shaped by colonial patterns of knowledge production. The 
participatory translation method could be adapted to more actively challenge this 
translation directionality – for example, by starting with conceptual development in 
Chichewa and then translating into English for NGO use. Centring meaning-making 
in the local language would be a powerful way of displacing the authority of English 
and Eurocentric ways of knowing (Darvin and Zhang 2023).

Participatory translation shows promise as a way to increase linguistic inclusion in 
the context of trustful community relationships. There is a broad scope of outputs to 
explore other than glossaries – for example, co-designing project proposals in local 
languages. Future research could test participatory translation across diverse contexts 
to assess its adaptability and limitations. Projects involving different language pair-
ings are the obvious option, particularly where local languages are less standardised. 
It is also worth exploring settings with lower baseline trust (e.g. conflict-affected 
environments) and highly multilingual urban contexts where no single lingua franca 
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dominates. Comparative studies could also explore how outcomes are influenced by 
variations in participant composition and in the type of NGO support provided (e.g. 
basic needs provision vs. community activism).

To support practical uptake, we highlight three implications for NGOs seeking to 
institutionalise the approach within their organisational structures. First, participatory 
translation workshops should be integrated at the project inception phase, allowing 
key concepts and communication strategies to be co-developed before implementa-
tion begins. Workshop design should be informed by a translation advisory commit-
tee involving community representatives. Second, NGOs should explicitly budget 
for participatory translation activities in project design cycles, including facilitation, 
participant compensation and dissemination of outputs. Third, staff should be trained 
in collaborative and reflexive approaches to participatory translation outputs, ensur-
ing that tools are applied in ways that remain sensitive to local linguistic practices 
and power dynamics.

Ultimately, participatory translation is a step toward linguistic inclusion, not the 
end goal. Deeper structural changes are required to embed language into NGO anti-
racist strategy, driven by equitable dialogue, reflexivity, and commitment to social 
justice – ensuring that language becomes a bridge rather than a barrier to inclusive 
development.

Notes

(1) This study received ethical approval from the University of Portsmouth’s Eth-
ics Committee, after collecting feedback on the ethical implications of the research 
from Malawian academics and practitioners. Information about the study was com-
municated to participants in Chichewa, emphasising voluntary participation and 
the right to withdraw at any stage without consequence. All participants provided 
informed consent in Chichewa and did not opt for anonymity (being keen to share 
public authorship of the glossary). In line with principles of equitable benefit, the 
glossary is a publicly available resource to support ongoing community use beyond 
the research period.
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