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Why IDEX partners? 
In the Global South and around the world, visionary local leaders 
and organizations are creating and implementing innovative 
initiatives to transform our food systems for the better, build wealth 
in their communities, fight for true climate action. 

IDEX identifies, evaluates, and grows the best ideas from local 
leaders and organizations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America to 
alleviate poverty and injustice and to create a more just and 
sustainable world for us all.  

IDEX connects a passionate and engaged network of supporters in 
the Global North to the visionary grassroots leaders and 
organizations in the Global South that are creating lasting local 
solutions to their communities’ most pressing challenges.  

IDEX has facilitated countless site visits with our partners over the past 
30 years. Through candid feedback and mutual learning, we developed 
these guidelines to prepare for such visits to make them effective, 

respectful and overall, a memorable experience.  

Why visit? 
IDEX receives many requests from 
individuals, foundation staff and 
philanthropists to visit partner 
organizations in the Global South. 
People want to see, learn and experience 
local realities and solutions. 

At the same time, IDEX partner 
organizations want to receive visitors to 
share directly their work. They too want 
to engage people in their work on the 
ground in food sovereignty, alternative 
economies, and climate justice, to build 
awareness and solidarity. 

Why these guidelines? 
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What is IDEX’s partnership model? 

IDEX relies on the wisdom, 

analysis, determination, and 

strength of local people to 

tackle poverty, injustice, 

powerlessness and exclusion.  

Effective local initiatives ensure 
a readiness for change and 

ownership of the change 
process; it reflects cultural, 

social, political, geographic, and 
economic realities, a nuance of 

understanding. 

For more than 30 years, IDEX’s partnership approach to grantmaking inverts the 
paradigm of how international “aid” efforts have historically been conducted. 

IDEX provides long-term flexible 

funding for locally-led initiatives 

and grassroots organizations in the 

Global South.  

IDEX also works with its grantee 

partners to scale their successes by 

building their capacity and 

leadership; linking them to broader 
social change alliances, networks 

and/or movements at the regional, 
national and global levels; and 
amplifying their 

voices and victories. 

 

Most requests to visits IDEX 
Partner Organizations come from 
philanthropists and foundation 
staff. In our experience, the best 
scenario for an effective site visit 
has involved the accompaniment 
of IDEX Program Staff. Our 
guidelines offer planning steps to 
coordinate this type of 
accompanying visits. 

On other occasions, 
we’ve received 
requests to visit from 
other NGO staff, volunteers 
and allies. Organizing visits in 
this situation may not need the 
accompaniment of an IDEX 
Program Staff. This will be 
determined on a case-by-case 
basis. 

We work to support 
transformational processes that 

builds the power and 
leadership of community 

members, especially indigenous, 

women and youth, to achieve 

food sovereignty, create 
alternative economic solutions, 

and advance climate justice. 

Who needs these guidelines? 

IDEX considers our existing 
relationships with interested visitors 
as well as the familiarity with their 
cultural competence skills and 
practice. 
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This timeframe gives an 
opportunity for IDEX Program 
Staff to do the following: 

• Exchange further 
information with interested 
visitor on the nature and 
purpose of their visit; 

• Communicate with IDEX 
Partner to know their 
schedule and availability to 
receive visits; 

• Support the preparation of 
both interested visitor and 
IDEX Partner to share clear 
expectations of the visit; 

• Share and prepare interested 
visitor, using the attached 
IDEX’s Community 
Norms for Visits to a 
Partner Organization; 

• Coordinate interpretation 
for the visit, if needed; and 

• Support logistical 
coordination for 
accommodation, if needed. 

 

For IDEX Partner 
Organizations, this timeframe 
provides space for: 

• Preparing office staff 
and/or community 
members to receive 
visitor;  

• Draft a propose itinerary 
of how the visit will be 
carried out, based on the 
interest of visitor; and 

• Arrange any logistical 
coordination (such as 
transportation needs and 
meal arrangements, 
especially for vegetarians) 
in a timely manner. 

If any changes or cancellations 
occur, please communicate as 
soon as possible to IDEX 
Program Staff to notify 
immediately the Partner 
Organization.  

Guidelines for requesting 
a visit to IDEX partners  

IDEX Partners are receiving third party visits 
throughout the year, which they 
accommodate in between their ongoing 
programmatic activities that they’ve 
calendared from the beginning of the year.  

In response to this reality, we recommend any 
interest to visit IDEX Partner to be shared 
with IDEX staff with at least six months 
advance notice. 

 

After the visit, IDEX 
Program Staff will have a 
follow-up conversation 
with both the visitor and 
the IDEX Partner 
Organization to learn, 
encourage feedback, and 
insights on any part of 
the visit. 
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Community norms for visits to                               
IDEX partner organizations 

 

IDEX recognizes that developing cultural competency and 
sensitivities based on issues of diversity and power differentials is an 
ongoing learning process – for all of us. It calls for an awareness 
of and commitment to increasing:  

1. Your capacity for cultural self–awareness,  
2. Valuing diversity,  
3. Increasing knowledge and respect for diverse cultures,  
4. Awareness of the challenges inherent when cultures interact, and  
5. Developing strategies for navigating and managing cultural 

differences.  

We set the expectation for IDEX staff, consultants, and other third party visitors to behave with a high 
level of cultural competence when engaging with IDEX partner organizations and community members.  

 

Why community norms are important 

There’s no way around it. Visiting another country 
means visiting another culture, with other forms of 
expression, usually another language (both explicit and 
nuanced), and a very different social, economic and 
political context. In IDEX’s thirty-plus years of 
experience working with communities in the Global 
South, the most effective, respectful and caring way to 
visit organizations includes practices of cultural 
competency, deep listening and, spending time preparing. 

Activate learning in preparation for your visit 

1) Let’s start with context - Plan spending time to learn the social, economic and political context of the country 
you are visiting. This information will enrich your visit, as you will observe the complexities of challenges and 
opportunities that exist for local grassroots organizations, especially when it comes to implementing their strategies 
and processes for social change.  

IDEX staff take this contextual learning as one of our key responsibilities for preparing our visit. We recommend 
each visitor to take this responsibility seriously themselves, especially if the visitor will be using the site visit as:      
1) part of their evaluation process for their organization or foundation, 2) an experience that will be written about 
and shared with the public, or 3) reporting this visit to other constituents.  

2) Build your cultural competency skills 

Cultural competency is the ability to understand, appreciate, and interact with person from 
cultures and/or belief systems other than one’s own. Cultural competency means possessing a 
set of values and principles, as well as behaviors and attitudes, that enable individuals to work 
effectively cross-culturally. It demonstrates a capacity to value diversity, conduct self-assessment, 
manage the dynamics of difference, acquire cultural knowledge and adapt to diversity and the 
cultural contexts of the communities we serve. 

Cultural competency means 
relating and interacting with 
people of different cultures and 
backgrounds with skill. This 
includes awareness of what is 
appropriate and inappropriate in 
particular contexts. Perhaps 
more importantly, it means not 
assuming that people in 
different contexts have an 
understanding of your own 
social and cultural norms.  

www.idex.org  
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“A penny for your thoughts” 

Spend time thinking about 
idioms, phrases, and jargon 
that have particular meaning 
in the U.S. context. These will 
usually not have the same 
connotations for community 
members in other countries.  

Think about what you may 
already want to know ahead 
of time, and consider what 
would be the most culturally 
respectful and appropriate 
way to frame your questions.  

If visiting an IDEX partner 
organization, please use 
IDEX program staff as a 
resource to support your 
preparation and for building 
cultural competency skills.  

 

Coordinating logistics and setting 
expectations before arrival 

1) Give yourself at least six months of planning for your visit. 

IDEX has learned that communications and arranging the details of a visit to 
an IDEX partner organization well in advance is key to making it a success.  

Plan ahead and communicate to the organization ideally at least six months 
in advance of your visit. Our experience has shown us that planning visits on 
short notice will often result to an ineffective and non-productive visit. 

This timeframe will give you flexibility and space to coordinate all logistics 
including confirming accommodation, travel, meals and interpretation 
services when needed. If plans have to be changed or cancelled, it is very 
important to inform the partner organization as soon as possible. This allows 
them to adjust their plans, schedules, and arrangements accordingly. 

2)   Set expectations, hopes…and your budget. 

IDEX has learned that setting expectations and communicating the purpose 
of the visit is fundamental. IDEX’s approach is based on building 
relationships, so communication is key!  

We suggest communicating to the partner organization some of the things 
you hope to see or experience during the visit. This allows the organization 
to keep that in mind as they plan the visit. Tip: Ask for a schedule for the 
day to help facilitate any compromises that need to be made to achieve the 
goals for the visit. 

Please note that organizing and hosting external visits is often a high 
expense for local organizations. These expenses may include hiring a van, as 
they may not own their own transportation, inviting meals to a large group 
of people if this is done within a community, etc.  

As many cultures in the world practice generous hospitality, the local 
organization will never share or mention with the visitor the actual cost of 
their visit. Therefore, being upfront to confirm covering all site visit expenses 
is most appropriate as part of setting expectations prior to the visit.  

3)   Allocate time for visits - at the office and in communities. 

The idea of dropping by at an office of an organization in another country is 
not as simple as it sounds. Visitors need to be aware that each visit – even 
for a half-day – whether it is at the office or visiting a community group, 
will take significant planning, staff time, and resources to organize.  

Take note: Always plan for extra traveling time and use the partner 
organization’s directions, advice, and support to arrive safely at your 
destination. In general, as with every unfamiliar place, there are 
possibilities of getting lost or facing unexpected delays that you may 
not have anticipated. 

www.idex.org  
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4) Determine local transportation needs. 

It is important to communicate how many people will be part of the visit, 
as this will determine the required transportation needs. Many 
organizations do not own vehicles and will need to arrange transportation 
to ensure the visit can take place.  

Covering the transportation expenses will usually include a driver’s 
stipend, car rental fees, and all gas expenses. 

5) Make accommodation arrangements. 

The partner organizations may be able to help the visitor with referrals for 
accommodation, especially in smaller and remote areas. It will be up to 
the visitor to decide which level of services are needed in a hotel or inn. 
That is why we recommend the visitor make the final decision and the 
arrangement themselves. 

There are times when it does work out that the partner organization play a 
role of intermediary for the accommodation. If this is the case, make sure 
to inform the partner organization of any changes or cancellations of the 
plan, as they will be able to follow up accordingly. Not 
doing so may leave them in an awkward situation with 
local business owners and third parties.  

6) Make meal arrangements. 

While setting expectations with the partner organization, 
this is the appropriate time to share any food restrictions 
or needs and make agreements on covering meal 
expenses during the visit. It is an appropriate gesture for 
the visitor to feed the staff and community members if you 
plan to spend the day with them either in the office or at the 
community.  

If a meal is prepared without your prior knowledge, please arrange to 
cover the costs when you are alone with the partner organization’s staff 
during the visit. 

7) Make arrangement for interpretation. 

To be able to learn and understand most effectively on the visit, the visitor 
should assess their interpretation needs. IDEX works in countries where 
English is often not the first language for most people. It is true that some 
individuals in the NGO sector will have studied English and can operate 
in English with visitors; however, English will still be a second language 
for many.  

Have a conversation with the partner organization about these needs prior 
to the visit. It is probable they will have already worked with local 
interpreters that can be supportive in any external visit. The advantage of 
using a trusted interpreter is the interpreter’s existing relationship with the 
partner organization the and knowing you’ll get a clear understanding of 
many local social, economic and political realities that impact their work.  

 

Keep in mind that 
interpretation skills are 
unique. An interpreter for 
legal issues will not have 
the same vocabulary as 
someone working in 
medicine. That is why it is 
best to work with 
interpreters that 
understand social justice 
and has interpreted the 
kind of work that the 
partner organization does. 
It is worth taking the time 
to research a good 
interpreter for the visit.  

8) Prepare your wardrobe 

Be aware that in many settings 
there are rules of cultural 
appropriateness in how you 
present yourself in a particular 
community, region or country. 
Use the partner organization 
as a resource to be clear on 
what the appropriate and 
recommended clothing will be. 
How conservative or formal is 
the dress code? Often it is best 
to consider visits as business 
meetings. These expectations 
will help the visitor prepare 
and pack for the visit 
accordingly. 

www.idex.org  
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During the visit 
Yay! You have successfully prepared your visit! You 
have set your expectations, prepared your logistics, 
communicated with the partner organization. Now it 
all comes down to being in the moment during the 
experience of the visit. 

Here’s a list of recommended tips to consider in 
getting to know local organizations and community 
members during your visit time: 

 

 

1. Put first things first. What comes first are relationships. 
 

2. Be led by the partner organization. They usually already have and will lead the protocols and participatory 
methods of introducing the visitor(s) to the group. 

 
3. Introduce yourself. Start with who you are. Share aspects of your personal and family history, not just titles 

and accomplishments.  
 

4. Do ask questions, but don't interrogate.  
 

5. It is easy to think that we know an organization or their work. Even if we have read the founding 
story and the list of programs, when people tell it orally there is always more to the story. Bring 
your inquisitive mind that will allow you to pick up interesting threads that will lead you to greater 
understanding of the organization, the community, and individuals. 

 
6. Don't give the "answer" until you know the question, i.e. listen, listen, listen, and gently probe for 

clarification. Preface any remarks with such questions as, "Help me to learn more…” 
 

7. These visits are not the time for advice giving.  
 

8. Try "wasting" a little time, i.e. don't be in such a hurry to "get 
down to business." 

 
9. Be prepared for surprises, i.e. there is always much that you 

will never know, no matter how hard you try, and that's ok. 
  

10. Be aware of your own demeanor. Whether you are tense 
or relaxed, this will be sensed by those with whom you 
are interacting. Bring your full presence into the space, try to 
be at ease,and in command of yourself. This will set the tone for how people 
respond to you.  

 
 

In the end, visits do not have to be much different from home. In other words, a caring 
attitude, respect, and good communication skills are universal. They always go a long way.  

www.idex.org  



 

 

Taking photos or using recording/electronic devices 
during the visit 

This may not be a surprise but it’s a good reminder. 

Please be aware of the sensitivities around taking photos of people, especially in communities. The following 
protocol has been part of IDEX site visit procedures in response to this awareness: 

1. Before taking out a camera (preferably during introductions), request permission and obtain consent from 
the group (or individual, as appropriate) to take some photos and to write (or record) their words as they 
speak.  

2. While you share your purpose of the visit, explain why you would like to take photos or write down their 
stories and the intentions you have in sharing their photo or story.  

3. Allow space for any person who feels uncomfortable about their photo being taken or their story being 
shared, to express it. We recommend: Stating upfront that their wishes will be respected and that they 
can let you know in that moment, or approach you later, if they prefer to inform you discreetly. 

4. When taking photos, a tip is to take note any external characteristics (ex. red blouse) of anyone who does 
not want to be photographed or recorded, and respect their wish.  

 

Special note: 

Especially if the purpose of taking photos and 
recording stories is to publicize them, share with the 
staff, group and community members the objective of 
your publication, e.g. to show people in the United 
States how people in this community are organizing 
to improve their lives.  

Remember that once publicized on the Internet, one 
can easily lose track of how photos and stories are 
being used. They may end up being used in ways that 
are out of your control. Run your piece by IDEX staff 
for feedback before making them public.  

 

 

Photos are great gifts! 

We highly recommend that you 
offer prints of each photo to be 
given to the local organization to 
share with community members. 
If possible, get these prints made 
before you leave the country, so 
that the local organization can 
deliver them immediately! 
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Once back in your home, it is respectful and appropriate to follow up by expressing 
gratitude for the hospitality and trust shown by the local organization and 
communities to share their stories and work.  

It is recommended that you take time to share how the visit met the expectations that 
were set and some of your personal key learnings from the experience. 

If visiting an IDEX partner organization, we recommend debriefing with IDEX 
program staff about your experience and insights.  

 

Visiting local organizations and communities are powerful experiences. This guide was designed to 
make site visits an effective, respectful and enjoyable experience for visitors and to support the 
visitor’s learning. We truly hope this guide helps you consider and navigate the cultural awareness 
and community norms for your visit. 

After your visit 
The time for                   

reflection and learning 

 

 
If you use or adapt these guidelines in any way, 
kindly ensure that you attribute the original 
content to IDEX. If you have any questions, 
please be in touch with Jennifer Lentfer at: 
jennifer@idex.org. 
 
 
International Development Exchange 
333 Valencia Street, Suite 250 
San Francisco, CA 94103 
Phone: +1-415-824-8384 
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