
“Mutual aid is like breathing. It is 
important for us to learn more 
about it as our country is going 
through its darkest hours.

Nils Carstensen, 2025
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These words by a colleague from Myanmar set the tone as 27 participants gathered over a couple of 
days in late October 2025 to share experiences and reflections with Mutual Aid.

The gathering brought together participants from 20 countries working directly with supporting 
community-led responses and mutual aid, or engaged in research relevant to mutual aid. The 
gathering took place in a small, quiet place of reflection and meditation in Bangkok, Thailand - 
complete with dark wooden floors, creaky staircases and a gong with the deepest vibrating sound. 
Surrounded to all sides by a cacophony of construction sites and newly erected high-rise buildings, 
this space provided participants with a setting which were equally reflective, ancient, and yet 
disturbingly contemporary.

In the report following this introduction, we’ve tried to capture the richness of several days of joint 
reflection and discussions. If in a hurry though, please find here below three quick take aways – and 
an afterthought.

Realising and respecting the complexity and diversity of mutual aid as it is and has been practiced 
for centuries across the world, the participants found it best not to try to define mutual aid in 
very strict and rigid terms. Instead, we created a list of qualities and characteristics, which we 
found central to mutual aid – listed here in no priority order:  

Self-forming, self-organising
Voluntary
Sharing what people can, drawing on own 
resources
Solidarity-based, essence of community it 
comes from and may contribute to social 
cohesion
Driven by the spirit of humanity: Kindness, 
compassion, love, empathy, necessity and, at 
times, adversity

Can be organic/emergent/spontaneous or 
structured/planned/traditional
It widens civic space and may create new 
opportunities for civic action
Dynamic, contextual, fluid, adaptive, can take 
many forms
It is action-oriented practice - it is lived 
experience
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Continuing from the same realisation and humility towards a phenomenon, we realise we’re only 
just beginning to understand; participants supplemented the list of what Mutual Aid may be with a 
list of things which we agreed did not characterise Mutual Aid – again in no priority order:

Towards the end of the workshop, participants with a specific interest in research about mutual aid 
agreed to stay in touch, to brief each other about relevant new initiatives via WA, e-mail or similar. 
It was also agreed to try to come together online 3 – 4 times a year to keep the momentum going 
and keep collegial information flow open.

As for how to do research about Mutual Aid, the group did not come up with a detailed guidance 
(time was too short for that) but there was agreement to:

Ensure that the spirit of mutual aid should lead and guide research initiatives

Ensure that future research was relevant to those working to support mutual aid both in terms of 
issues and content but also in how the research was done and the steps taking to ensure that 
results would be readily available, accessible and relevant to practitioners working in support of 
community led responses and mutual aid activists.

In the following pages, you can read a more detailed account of the reflections shared during the 
workshop. As a segue to that and work with mutual aid in general one other quote from Myanmar, 
which in many ways captures our reflections and discussions throughout the workshop:

How do we research Mutual Aid?

… and an afterthought

With mutual aid 
the practice is 
more important 
than the words. 

Not charity

Not dependent on outside support

Not externally formed

Not easily definable

Non-transactional
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This question bookended the forum, opening 
with reflections together on what mutual aid is, 
and culminating in agreeing the core 
characteristics of mutual aid. The opening 
discussion highlighted the variety of elements 
and contradictions of mutual aid. It can be 
spontaneous, or building on traditional systems 
of social support, it is a natural human instinct 
built on human capability, compassion, solidarity, 
and kindness. It responds to the gaps where the 
state and authorities are not doing what they 
need to, but at the same time it is “the substance of community” and should not be considered 
simply a sign of state or institutional failure. The discussion raised many questions, including 
whether mutual aid is necessarily local or can be international; whether defining it would destroy the 
spirit of mutual aid, and whether it is necessarily reciprocal, requiring a return even if at a different 
time and in different ways.

Mutual aid can only be defined carefully and lightly; it cannot be locked into a rigid definition or 
humanitarian format. Multiple definitions may coexist, the aim here was to identify core elements of 
what mutual aid is and isn’t, without constraining its spirit. Turning it into a buzzword risks co-
option and dilution. The characteristics presented above are a working, evolving conversation – a 
basis for shared understanding open to the diversity of contexts.

There is a core distinction between mutual aid, and sclr. Sclr is an approach to supporting mutual 
aid with external support, but not in itself mutual aid.

Mutual aid matters because it responds to community needs, particularly in times of crisis, filling 
gaps and ensuring care. It counters the ways in which traditional humanitarian assistance and the 
aid system prevent solidarity. It is a catalyst for change in societies, taking place at a huge scale 
that is difficult to encompass or measure. 

Mutual aid cannot meet all needs. Over a 
protracted crisis resources, both physical and 
emotional, will run low. Mutual aid has a high 
personal and emotional cost and is often 
undertaken by volunteers with limited resources. 
Communities responding to challenges will have 
knowledge gaps and may not be able to respond 
to all challenges. Local administrations and 
governments might view mutual aid groups with 
suspicion, while mutual aid fills gaps where the 
government is responsible to act. Mutual aid 

groups may exacerbate social tensions by targeting only specific groups, mirroring patterns of 
social exclusion. When many mutual aid groups are active, they may fall into group think, mirroring 

What is Mutual Aid?

Why does it matter?

What are the limitations of mutual aid?
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Mutual aid draws on a wide range of resources, 
from financial or in-kind to practical and soft 
skills. Financial support for mutual aid comes 
from the local community, diaspora support, 
private sector and businesses, philanthropy, 
religious organisations, cash savings groups, and 
many other sources. Looking beyond the 
financial however, communities support mutual 
aid through in-kind contributions of food, land, 
space, construction materials, clothing, 
infrastructure, ongoing maintenance of 
buildings, labour, and vehicles, among others. Core to mutual aid are the soft skills communities 
bring, including psychosocial support, solidarity, social capital, skills such as facilitation and 
mediation, translation, logistics and organising, interpersonal skills, and many more. 

the actions of others rather than developing responses that best meet the needs of specific 
contexts. Moreover, relying on mutual aid, from the humanitarian system, could increase forced 
resilience, expecting communities to respond when other support is needed.

In Sudan, the Emergency Response Rooms (ERRs) were born out of necessity. When the war 
erupted, everything familiar fell apart—schools closed, unions dismantled, and the social fabric 
torn. At first, people thought the fighting would end quickly. They even launched a “No to War” 
campaign, painting graffiti on walls. But soon, the sound of guns drowned out hope.

Then came the shortages. Cooking gas ran out. Families had nothing to eat. So, neighbours 
gathered in a schoolyard, gathering and sharing wood and coal, and started cooking together. It 
was a simple act, but it became something bigger—a kitchen where children played, women found a 
safe space away from violence, and someone began teaching kids how to grow vegetables.

People brought what they had: a pot from home, a handful of rice, a little oil. Diaspora friends sent 
small amounts of money—$1,000 here, $4,000 there—through informal channels. No one waited for 
permission they just acted. Over time, these kitchens spread from one neighbourhood to many. 
Decisions were made collectively: no hierarchy, full transparency.

When resources grew, so did complexity. How do you share $200,000 across a country at war? At 
first, meetings dragged on for six hours to allocate $5,000. Then came innovation: a point-based 
“mutual aid calculator.” What once took hours now took 45 minutes. Sometimes entire regions opted 
out so others could survive. It was not charity but shared responsibility.

In another country, when violence forced entire villages to flee, host communities gave land freely 
and built shelters side by side. Families pooled what little they had—one bowl of curry, one handful 
of rice—to feed those who had lost everything. At night, mosquito nets and blankets were passed 
around, prioritising the pregnant, the elderly, and the children.

But safety was fragile. Surveillance planes circled constantly, and airstrikes shattered any sense of 
security. When bombs hit the camp, the displaced gathered under the trees and decided: “If we 
stay, this place will turn to ash.” So, they moved deeper into the forest, carrying nothing but hope 
and each other.

What resources does mutual aid draw on?

Experiences of Mutual Aid
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Five households pooled one walkie-talkie to monitor warnings. Volunteers worked through the night 
to move hundreds of people from the mountains to safer plains. No one charged for their labour; it 
was civic duty born of solidarity. Every act of contribution was respected and honoured, because 
survival depended on standing together.

In parts of India, floods erase homes every few years, displacing families who already live on the 
margins. Branded as outsiders, stripped of land rights, they face not just disaster but systemic 
exclusion. NGOs arrive with short-term relief, but the deeper wound—the narrative that they don’t 
belong—remains.

Local youth decided to fight back, not with aid but with stories. They documented lives the world 
ignored, refusing charity and demanding dignity: “We don’t need your handouts. Help us amplify our 
voices instead.” Their resistance challenged outsiders to rethink what support means—not 
handouts, but solidarity in dismantling injustice. 

And elsewhere, among workers bound by generations of exploitation, one woman mobilises her 
neighbours every year to demand safer housing during floods. But her fight went beyond the 
flooding disaster. When a woman was assaulted at work, she helped her seek justice, learned the 
law herself, and began teaching others their rights. “We can expect help,” she said, “but for how 
long? At the end of the day, we have to rely on ourselves.”

Support can amplify mutual aid, however, it also 
introduces tensions and risks that can undermine 
its very spirit. External support works best when 
it is flexible, trust-based, and context-sensitive. 
Yet persistent challenges including compliance 
overload, risk transfer, visibility gaps, and the 
erosion of solidarity demand systemic changes. 
Sustaining mutual aid at scale depends on 
respecting local agency, reducing bureaucratic 
burdens, recognising informal systems and 
accountability, and investing in safety, 

psychosocial support, and long-term resilience.

Key challenges include:

How does external support from donors, INGOs, and other actors, impact on 
mutual aid?

Organisational Culture and Compliance Overload: reporting 
and compliance requirements from external donors may cause 
a high burden on mutual aid actors. Rigid templates, 
misinterpreted SOPs, and contradictions create confusion and 
erode trust. INGOs often reinforced top-down control and 
pressures leading to divisions within mutual aid networks from 
delays and costs; prioritisation of donor requirements over 
community needs; organic processes replaced with rigid 
frameworks and sector-driven agendas; projectisation 
creating dependency and killing self-reliance. Aid vocabulary 
and compliance-heavy processes alienated communities and 
sidelined trusted local leaders, especially those with limited 
literacy.

You can’t tie a 
chicken with an 
anchor chain.“
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Key Potential Harms

Compliance and paperwork overload; less time for people work.
Divisions and distrust from delays, overheads, unclear communication.
INGOs and donors exporting rigid culture to NNGOs; inconsistencies across partners.
Gatekeeping and “fake” partnerships; mutual aid actors shut out of coordination.
Forced formalisation, targeting, and donor sector pushes undermining sharing norms.
Risk escalation and loss of trust by association with external actors.
New structures clashing with traditional leadership; language and categorisation felt demeaning.
Pre-approvals slowing action; assessment tools ill-suited to culture.
Poaching of staff/volunteers; monetisation killing voluntary work.
Local NGOs/governments viewing mutual aid as competition for funds/roles.

Emerging Adaptations

Simplified reporting, documentation, and application processes.
Flexible funding and multi-year programmatic approaches.
INGOs taking on donor-aligned reporting to reduce burden on mutual aid groups.
Use of existing community accountability practices.
Continuous leadership messaging and soft skills for trust-building.
Risk resourcing alongside responsibility transfer.
Connecting mutual aid groups for experiential learning.
Allowing space to fail and learn; focusing on process over outputs.
Demand-led training and mindful sharing of advice.
Careful integration of volunteers as staff to avoid dependency/conflict.

Q U I C K  R E F E R E N C E

How can we research mutual aid well?
Researching mutual aid is essential to document the scale of mutual aid responses, as well as 
documenting lived realities, and generating an evidence-base that strengthens practice without 
instrumentalising or harming it.
Research priorities:

Risk and harm from external actors: how does external support harm mutual aid, and how can this 
be mitigated? When should mutual aid be left alone, and when does participation and external 
support help?

Lived experience and community perspectives: research centring everyday realities, essential to 
understanding impact.

Visibility and tracking gaps: official systems to understand humanitarian assistance undercount 
and underestimate mutual aid flows.

Ownership and autonomy: external actors introducing new structures take ownership of 
responses, displacing mutual aid actors.

Misalignment with Mutual Aid Ethos: international actors rarely engage with the spirit of mutual 
aid, imposing external priorities and processes. Communities had their own accountability 
systems, often ignored by external frameworks.

Risk Transfer and emotional toll: volunteers bear high security risks and emotional strain without 
adequate support, working unpaid in dangerous contexts. Associations with external actors 
sometimes increase risk due to political sensitivities.

Social solidarity undermined: forced targeting and donor-driven categorisation disrupts norms of 
sharing, creating divisions and competition for “beneficiaries”.
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Local authorities and coordination at scale: what does constructive engagement with local 
authorities and system actors look like? What trade-offs are necessary when formal structures 
interact with horizontal, community-led efforts.

Ground dynamics, bias, and accountability: how mutual aid groups form networks, make decisions, 
and navigate donor perceptions.

Impact, limits, and cost-effectiveness: credible measures of impact, including behaviour and 
mindset change, trust, and resilience overtime.

Mutual aid and sclr: whether sclr improves accountability to communities, how does it’s cost-
effectiveness compare to mainstream aid?

Aid beyond money: what are non-financial forms of support, such as connections, recognition, 
safety, and psychosocial care? How can external actors support such care without bureaucratising 
it?

An approach to research that: ensures the spirit of mutual aid leads and guides research 
initiatives. Ensuring future research is relevant to those working to support mutual aid in both 
focus and methods, with accessible publications and sharing of results.

Low maintenance coordination: a whatsapp group to share ongoing resource and updates, 
complemented by a regular online meet-ups to maintain momentum.

Neutral platforms for visibility: L2GP and ALNAP suggested as the host for links and outputs.

Connect with existing initiatives: Engage with the philanthropy coalition on mutual aid, which has 
working groups on learning and advocacy.

Joint advocacy if needed: Prepare to respond if mutual aid becomes negatively co-opted. Keep 
disrupting narrow humanitarian frames by showcasing diverse cases (e.g., Australia, France, 
Indigenous environmental practices) to demonstrate universality.

Resourcing approach: Begin informally—test collaboration before seeking funds. If effective, 
explore joint fundraising with practitioner-led governance to prevent takeover by large INGOs.

Commitment to mutual aid actors: Ensure research outputs give back to mutual aid groups in 
usable formats (briefs, tools, local language), not just international audiences.

Research should reflect the spirit of mutual aid, 
prioritising embedded and participatory 
approaches that engage directly with 
communities and co-author with mutual aid 
actors. Outputs should serve local groups, with 
local-language briefs, visual media, and 
community-friendly summaries. Consent, 
reciprocity, and iteration are essential. Findings 
should be tested with communities and results 
shared in accessible ways including through 
creative communication such as art and 

collective storytelling. Research should be non-extractive, prioritising listening over expertise, “big 
eyes, big ears, small month”. Trust should be safeguarded through principles of engagement that 
commit to minimising harm, maintaining a community-driven focus, and protect sensitive 
information. 

Methods, ethics, and the substance of the matter:

Collaboration and next steps:
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