Working Together Better to Prevent, Address
and Find Durable Solutions to Internal Displacement
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Nigeria
Protecting IDPs and DisplacementAffected Communities by Speaking
Their Languages
1. Context
There are over 2 million internally displaced
people (IDPs) in northeast Nigeria, 80 per
cent of whom are women and children. They
were largely forced to flee from conflict
and violence perpetrated by Boko Haram

and other non-State armed groups over
the past ten years.1 Humanitarian agencies
communicate with IDPs and host communities
primarily using Hausa as a regional lingua
franca2. IDPs speak over 30 different
languages, however, and many do not speak
Hausa well. Only a minority use it as their
mother tongue.3

Speaking IDPs’ language and using the right
words became especially pertinent in Nigeria
as the need for specialized mental health
and psychological support grew in a context
with mass abduction of girls and high rates
of gender-based violence. IDPs and others
affected by these violations required specific
treatment, which entailed more precise
language than normally used in humanitarian
work. This was a particular challenge in
Nigeria where people struggling with mental
health issues are often stigmatized and
labelled as “crazy people.” At the same
time, there was limited awareness that using
certain language could be damaging.6
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In a highly challenging operating
environment, low education and literacy
levels among IDPs and language-related
barriers to communication between IDPs
and humanitarian agencies have obstructed
IDPs’ access to information and participation
in processes and decisions affecting their
protection and prospects.4 Lack of attention
to linguistic diversity has undermined
operational effectiveness and accountability
by limiting IDPs’ ability to use feedback
mechanisms, give informed consent, be
included in needs assessments, and access
services.5

Northeast Nigeria Language Map, Translators Without Borders, 2019.
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The first step to addressing the problem was
to determine which languages IDPs spoke.
Key sources included IOM’s Displacement
Tracking Matrix that has provided IDP sitelevel information since mid-2017, including
on language use. Research by Translators
without Borders and partners also provided
a more in-depth understanding of potential
comprehension barriers, particularly for
women.7
The next step was pilot testing ten terms
in two languages to see how IDPs and
communities responded. The test revealed
that the term “safe space” for Kanuri speakers
(the dominant language in Borno and the
surrounding area) meant a place with armed
guards, which was not what humanitarian
workers wished to convey. Similarly, “mental
health” in Hausa was found to mean
“services for mad people,” while the phrase
for “psychosocial support” did not carry the
same stigma. Focus group discussions with
IDPs and host communities further revealed
that the Hausa word for “stress” (“gajiya”)
was understood as physical stress after a
day of hard labour. By pairing the word with a
descriptor such as “physical” or “emotional,”
actors could more effectively communicate
about mental health.8
From here, the Mental Health and
Psychosocial Support (MHPSS) SubWorking Group, co-chaired by the Ministry
of Health and IOM, developed an online
glossary in collaboration with Translators
without Borders to support effective and
appropriate communication with IDPs and
host communities.9 Available in nine local
languages online or offline on a computer,
tablet, Android or iOS device, it includes
respectful, consistent, accurate and easily
understood translations of key terms and
concepts on mental health issues.10

3. Results for internally
displaced persons and
others
Government and humanitarian agency
staff now have an increased awareness
of the importance of the words they use
and how accurate translation can help
them reach some of the most vulnerable
IDPs. Staff of the local government hospital
have also expressed appreciation for this
work. All stakeholders can access an open
source resource to inform strategies for
communicating with IDPs and others as well
as strategies to address language barriers
and facilitate the participation of marginalised
speakers of minority languages. Notably, the
glossary is being used to train interpreters
working throughout the region.11
While the impacts on IDP and host community
participation have yet to be evaluated,
the glossary and steps taken have helped
humanitarian actors with planning and
implementing a more inclusive response12.
This requires building in time for training new
staff, maintaining the glossary, promoting it in
coordination meetings, and expanding it to
cover more languages and sectors, such as
protection, housing, land and property and
camp coordination and camp management.13
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2. Description of the
practice

4. Why this is a good
example to share
Meaningful participation of IDPs and
host communities requires meaningful
conversations. Understanding IDPs’ language
profiles is the first step towards ensuring
that the language used contributes to
building a protective rather than destructive
environment in which IDPs and host
communities feel understood and supported.
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