
Language and 
translation for 
effective 
humanitarian action
Lessons from the Ukraine response



Helping people get vital 
information, and be 

heard, whatever 
language they speak



Agenda

Why language and language data 
matters in humanitarian action

Language and communication barriers in 
the Ukraine response

Tools for effective communication and 
translation

How to translate and interpret on 
sensitive topics 



Why does language & 
language data matter 

in humanitarian 
action?



Planning Implementation

Needs 
assessment

EvaluationResource 
mobilization

Rely on local staff 
and partners

The typical approach to language

Language support is 
absent from budgets

Assume major or official 
languages are enough

Delayed and troubled 
communication 

Outcomes are not tracked 
against language



Lower access 
to services

Language-based 
exclusion

Language can drive vulnerability

Speak a 
marginalized or 

minority 
language



ChildrenOlder people

Displaced
People with 

disabilities

Survivors 
of violence

Women

Groups discriminated 
against due to their 
identity (ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, language, etc.)     LANGUAGE

Speakers of a marginalized 

often experience 
multiple layers of 

disadvantage



It all starts with data!



Existing data about language is poor 



We need an 
updated 

picture of 
language use

Changes 
(population, 

policy, 
displacement)

Language data for Ukraine

Latest 
nationwide 

statistical 
source is the 
2001 census



Last full census with 
data on language was in 
2001

Two majority languages 
used as a first language 
- over 97% of population
BUT the remaining 3% 
use 11 other languages

In certain areas, these 
minority languages are 
‘majority’ languages

Languages of Ukraine: 2001 Census

Source: Ukraine Census (2001)



Language and 
communication barriers 
in the Ukraine response



We need to close this 
communication gap

People affected by the 
conflict

● Displaced people
● Returnees
● Host communities
● Speakers of 

marginalized languages
● People with disabilities 
● Older people
● Others with language 

and communication 
barriers

Responders

● Government/ 
municipalities

● Local and national 
organizations

● International 
organizations, UN

● Professional linguists
● Volunteers
● Host families



Main 
communication 
challenges

● Linguistic challenges

○ Marginalized languages

○ People with impairments

○ Limited access to translators and 

interpreters 

○ Complex terminology

● Access to information

○ Information overload

○ Accessibility issues

○ Sources not always trusted, reliable 

or updated



Main 
communication 
needs

● Collect data about language and 

communication preferences

● Provide information in the right 

language, in the right format and 

through the right channel

● Provide verified and up-to-date 

information

● Support communication in 

emergencies

● Promote the use of plain language

● Promote accessibility 



Survivor

WASH

RRP

CFMs

PSEA

NFIs

AAP

MSNA

RCCE
GBV

Affected 
people

CBIs

Questioning

Safeguarding

Protection WG

CHS

Negative coping 
mechanism

MEAL

Humanitarian terminology can be 
hard to translate in ways that are 
understandable to non-specialists 
and people unfamiliar with English 
terms.



Marginalized and 
minority language 
users might 
struggle to access 
assistance

Ukrainian Sign 
Language

Romanian

Yiddish

Hungarian

Gagauz

Slovak

Romanian

Rumeika

Bulgarian
Polish

Romani

Kazakh

Georgian

Krymchak

Rusyn
Karaim

Armenian

Urum

Hebrew



Example: Romani in the Ukraine response

Distrust of 
information 

sources

Second 
languages

Literacy 
rates and 

educational 
exclusion

Borrowed 
terminology 

Lack of 
digital 
access

Differences 
between 
dialects



The language map of 
Ukraine is incomplete 
- updating this picture 
will help planning and 
service provision

What has CLEAR Global’s 
research found so far?

1.
Different 
communication 
challenges exist in 
different places - 
access, volume, 
reliability and 
accuracy of 
information all vary

2.
Language use, 
especially use of 
Russian, can be highly 
sensitive - 
understanding this 
helps organizations 
communicate 
appropriately

3.



What tools can support 
effective 

communication in 
humanitarian 

responses?



Glossaries



Glossaries



Formats

Audio formats 
(face to face, 

radio, 
loudspeaker, 

voice 
messages)

Visual formats 
(posters, 

videos, flyers)

Text formats 
(leaflets, 

emails, SMS, 
websites)

Using multiple formats helps reach more groups



Plain language

Non-plain:
“Bleach usually comes in a 
5% solution. Add cold water 
(hot water will not work) to 
dilute it, using 2 cups of 
bleach in a 5 gallon bucket of 
water. First clean with soap 
and water, then clean with 
the bleach solution and let it 
air dry”

Plain:
“Clean surfaces with soap 
and water. Then wipe the 
surfaces with a mix of 2 cups 
of household bleach in 5 
gallons of cold water.”



Guides & tipsheets



Raising awareness among organizations

Working 
effectively 

with 
language 

specialists

Why 
language 
matters in 

emergencies

Collecting data 
on language 

and 
communcation

Supporting 
staff to carry 

out 
language 

tasks

Budgets, 
resources 

and planning 
to overcome 

language 
barriers



Training for translators and interpreters

Translating 
on 

humanitarian 
topics

Key concepts 
in 

humanitarian 
action

Working 
alongside 

aid workers

Self-care 
and mental 

health

Translating 
and 

interpreting 
on trauma



How can organizations  
support translation and 

interpreting on 
sensitive topics?



In some languages, 
terms related to 
sensitive issues do 
not exist, or carry 
stigma if they do

1.
Many people use 
euphemisms or 
indirect language to 
talk about stigmatized, 
sensitive or traumatic 
topics

2.
Language can be 
gendered, especially 
for words related to 
sexuality

3.

Translating on sensitive topics 
presents linguistic challenges



Organizations rarely 
budget for trained 
interpreters - this 
impacts quality and 
confidentiality

Organizations can better 
support interpreting needs

1.
Interpreters from the 
community can 
represent a source of 
trust or a possible 
risk - assess based on 
context

2.
Interpreters need 
support when working 
on traumatic issues to 
mitigate stress, 
burnout, anxiety and 
vicarious trauma

3.



Recommendations for 
language awareness in 
humanitarian response



Planning Implementation

Needs 
assessment

EvaluationResource 
mobilization

Involve trained translators and 
interpreters.

Understand terminology 
development needs

A better approach to language

Earmark resources for 
language support

Collect data on which 
languages people speak

Use plain language principles.
Create and disseminate 

multilingual resources, in 
multiple formats

Track language as a factor of 
inclusion/exclusion



Plan for language marginalization

Ukrainian and Russian dominate - 
which can obscure minority 
languages

Collect and disaggregate data on 
language and communication by 
gender, age, disability, etc.

Marginalized groups are more likely to 
face language and communication 
barriers 

Expect minority language speakers 
to need to access your services, and 
collect data on languages

Find out what channels are most 
suitable for different groups

Groups who face marginalization may 
not access or trust certain channels 
of information 



● Language questions: 
https://translatorswithoutborders.org/resource/five-easy-steps-to-integrate-language-data-into-hum
anitarian-and-development-programs/

● Language map for Ukraine:
https://translatorswithoutborders.org/languages-of-ukraine-interactive-en

● Language data: https://translatorswithoutborders.org/language-data 
● PSEA Glossary: https://glossaries.clearglobal.org/psea/
● First Humanitarian Response Glossary: https://glossaries.clearglobal.org/oxfam/
● Humanitarian Guide to Interpreting (multiple languages): 

https://clearglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Guide-to-Humanitarian-Interpreting-and-Cultur
al-Mediation-English-1.pdf

● Working with sensitive topics - tips (multiple languages): 
https://clearglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/TIP-SHEET-Interpretation-and-Sensitive-Topics
-EN.pdf

● Romani Language Factsheet (multiple languages): 
https://clearglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/CLEAR-Global-Romani-language-factsheet.pdf

● 20+ language tips for effective humanitarian data collection: 
https://www.im-portal.org/help-library/20-language-tips-for-effective-humanitarian-data-collection

Resources 

https://translatorswithoutborders.org/resource/five-easy-steps-to-integrate-language-data-into-humanitarian-and-development-programs/
https://translatorswithoutborders.org/resource/five-easy-steps-to-integrate-language-data-into-humanitarian-and-development-programs/
https://translatorswithoutborders.org/languages-of-ukraine-interactive-en
https://translatorswithoutborders.org/language-data
https://glossaries.clearglobal.org/psea/
https://glossaries.clearglobal.org/oxfam/
https://clearglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Guide-to-Humanitarian-Interpreting-and-Cultural-Mediation-English-1.pdf
https://clearglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Guide-to-Humanitarian-Interpreting-and-Cultural-Mediation-English-1.pdf
https://clearglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/TIP-SHEET-Interpretation-and-Sensitive-Topics-EN.pdf
https://clearglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/TIP-SHEET-Interpretation-and-Sensitive-Topics-EN.pdf
https://clearglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/CLEAR-Global-Romani-language-factsheet.pdf
https://www.im-portal.org/help-library/20-language-tips-for-effective-humanitarian-data-collection
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www.clearglobal.org www.translatorswithoutborders.org 

mailto:info@clearglobal.org
mailto:info@translatorswithoutborders.org
http://www.clearglobal.org
http://www.translatorswithoutborders.org

