
 

 
 

Helpful Hints and Cultural Awareness 
 
I would like to officially welcome you to Selamta Family Project’s Volunteer Program!  
 
Upon receiving this guide, you should have already:  

● Received and worked through your Pre-Trip Planning Checklist  
● Booked flights and confirmed your travel dates with our Volunteer Coordinator 
● Made payments for your program fees and/or started an online fundraising page 

 
This guide is intended to provide information that will make your arrival to Ethiopia seamless and 
comfortable. Ethiopian culture is very complex, and in addition to this guide, we suggest you do 
some research of your own. When in country, always be observant and open-minded, and you can 
always feel comfortable asking one of our trusted staff members to explain or clarify information for 
you.  
 
Ethiopian culture is filled with generosity and love. This is particularly evident within our Selamta 
family homes.  
 
Hospitality and Etiquette 
 
Greetings:  
Greeting others is a very important form of hospitality and respect in Ethiopia. Oftentimes, greetings 
can last several minutes, and go beyond the “Hi, how are you?” It is common for Ethiopians to spend 
time asking about another’s family, health and work before moving on to general conversation. 
Obviously language barriers may interfere for you, however it is extremely important that you 
acknowledge others and greet them kindly.  
 
As you meet people, here are some customs that you should be aware of:  

● Especially among women or meeting somebody for the first time, it is common to 
share a kiss on the cheek. You can expect to “bump cheeks” between 2-4 times.  

● As you shake hands: place your left hand, palm up, below your right elbow. This is a 
sign of respect, and just as you should remember to do it,  you will observe others 
doing it as they meet you.  

● Interactions are often more quiet and modest than we are accustomed to. It is 
considered unrespectful to look an elder in the eyes or answer directly. Although this 
is not a custom you should worry about, it is important to be aware, as what may at 
times appear to be rudeness, is actually a form of respect.  

 
 
Coffee Ceremony: 
In Ethiopia, coffee is not your typical cup o’ joe, to get your morning kick started.  Instead, Buna 
(coffee) is an art. It takes time to prepare, and it is intended as a time that community members and 
neighbors gather together for sharing and conversation.  
 

 



  
 
 

A coffee ceremony can last 45-90 minutes , so if you sit down to enjoy one, make sure you have the 
time! It is customary to stay for 3 rounds of coffee, especially when visiting someone’s home. 
Although they are very understanding if you are unable to stay,  we always want to be respectful of 
them and their culture,  and appreciate the hospitality we are welcomed with.  
 
Buna is served in very small cups, with sugar and occasionally milk or a sprig of herbs that you swirl 
for added flavor. Buna is very strong, which is evidenced by the small cups it is served in. It can be 
served at any time of day, normally after lunch or in the evening (as late as 9 p.m.).   
 
Although we would consider this the most authentic coffee experience in the world, as Ethiopia is 
the birthplace of coffee, we understand if  you are not a coffee drinker. Hosts will want to share 
something with you, and you can feel comfortable asking for shai (tea), which is also delicious!  
 
 
Food:  
Ethiopian cuisine is unique and very delicious!  
The staple food is Injera, a large and round piece of bread that is pancake thin. Made from Teff, the 
smallest grain in the world and native to Ethiopia, the dough is fermented for several days before 
cooking, and can have a slight sourdough taste to it.  This bread serves as both plate and utensil, 
and you will pick up Injera with your hands, and use it to eat the other food. This may take practice, 
and we suggest observing how they eat, or even asking for them to show you. Please make sure to 
eat only with your right hand, as it is culturally offensive to eat with your left. 
 
 You will likely be served your own dinner plate at Selamta homes, however you may see others 
sharing one plate among several people. Eating is another way for them to share what they have 
and spend time together. Feeding others a bite of food is also a sign of respect and sharing, and 
although not common, some may choose to share their food with you. They will insist, and we 
recommend accepting.   
 
 Injera is served with spicy stews or vegetable dishes, most of which is seasoned with a particular 
blend of spices called berbere. You may occasionally be served meat,  although it is not commonly 
eaten, as it is a more expensive food item. If you are a vegetarian, please let our staff know, so 
accommodations can be made.  
 
As most of the Ethiopian population considers themselves Orthodox Christian, they will partake in 
fasting periods. On these days, they will refrain from eating any animal products (meat, eggs and 
dairy) in observance. Throughout most of the year fasting is on Wednesdays and Fridays, and may 
be practiced for longer periods of time in spiritual preparation for specific holidays, such as Easter.   
 
Common foods you can expect to eat:  

● Shiro wat - Ground chickpeas, made into a spicy stew. Can be thin and runny, or thicker.  
● Misir wat - Lentils, made into a spicy stew. 
● Meat - When it is eaten, it is commonly goat or chicken.  
● Vegetable dishes - Commonly made with potatoes, green beans, cabbage, carrots, beets etc. 
● Rice 
● Bread 



  
 
 

● Salad - Primarily made of tomato, onion and spicy peppers.  You should feel comfortable 
eating uncooked vegetables at any Selamta house, although we recommend you use caution 
when traveling and eating out. 

● Spaghetti - Served with oil, tomatoes and berbere  
● Popcorn - Topped with salt and sugar, and is commonly served with coffee. 

 
 
Getting By 
 
**** If you are having lunch or breakfast at Selamta, it will be prepared by a Selamta mom or 
auntie 
 
At Selamta:  
You will be provided with breakfast foods including: 

● Bread 
● Bananas 
● Peanut butter,  jam, honey and nutella 
● Eggs 
● Tea 
● You can make requests also 

 
For lunch, you are welcome to travel to a house, go to a restaurant, or make your own. The following 
items will be provided:  

● Vegetables 
● Pasta 
● Sauce 

 
Local Shops: 
Within the Bethel community, there are many storefront shops that you can walk to and purchase 
daily essentials. They carry many common food and cleanliness items.  
 
Laundry:  
At Selamta there is a washer that you may use to do laundry. You will need to receive instruction 
before using it, as it is more manual than typical washers. There is also a spinner, that will assist with 
drying clothes. You will still need to hang clothes on a line to  completely dry them.  
 
Laundry soap can be bought at local shops. If you prefer to wash your clothes in a bucket, we 
recommend purchasing bars of laundry soap. For the machine, powder is best.    
 
 
Restrooms: 
Toilets are not as commonly found throughout the city  as they are in the U.S. Most are squatty style, 
and the “western” toilets that you will find, may not always flush.  
 
Please, do not flush toilet tissue at any location in Ethiopia. Their sewage systems cannot handle it, 
and  it will back up toilets. Toilet tissue always goes in the trash. 
 



  
 
 

There will be tissue provided at the office. If you need to ask for more or buy some, most locals call it 
“soft.” 
 
Please remember that you will not find toilet tissue in most public places (including the aiport) or in 
people’s homes. You should always carry your own tissue, and baggies also.  
 
We recommend carrying hand sanitizer with you, as access to  
  
Water:  
Remember that at the Selamta Office, the water from select faucets on the 1st floor is provided by 
Splash.org and is completely safe to drink.  
 
We recommend not drinking tap water elsewhere, as it could cause serious infection. Take 
precautions during daily activities, such as brushing teeth. 
 
When traveling or if the water is out, you can purchase water at local stores.  
 
Tipping: 
At restaurants, a “normal” tip is 5-10 Birr. Tips are not calculated  by percentage of the bill, and 
instead a flat rate is usually fine. If you are accompanied by a local person, it is best to double check 
with them.  
 
However, remember that giving tips is also a way to empower those that are working and doing a 
great job. Don’t forget that you are there as a visitor, and by purchasing goods or tipping, you are 
boosting the local economy.  
 
Time:  
Ethiopia is 8 hours ahead of the U.S. in the winter months, and 7 hours ahead in the summer, 
dependent on Daylight Savings Time.  
 
Time seems to hold a different meaning in Ethiopia, and it may seem to move a bit more slowly. If 
you have a meeting at an agreed upon time, do not be surprised if their arrival time is flexible. 
Please remember to be patient, and accommodating. Remember that you are in their culture and 
they have different practices than we do.  
 
The Ethiopian clock is set differently than the rest of the world. Because they are so close to the 
Equator, the sun rises at 6 a.m. and sets at 6 p.m. consistently throughout the year.  
 
Their clock is 6 hours different than ours. (This does not refer to time change or jet lag...)  
Quite literally, they start their day, counting from 12. So at sunrise, what we would call 6 a.m., they 
would call 12.  

● 7 a.m. is 1.  
● 8 a.m. is 2. 

This is very important to remember, as you are setting appointments or schedules with National 
Ethiopians. Always clarify, “who’s clock,” you are referring to, and remember that if it is theirs, you 
must add 6 hours.  
 



  
 
 

Ethiopia also runs on a different calendar. Although this should not drastically impact you, it is 
important to know.  

● Their calendar is 7.5 years years behind our western calendar. Example: 2016 would 
translate to 2008 (or 2009, after their new year.) 

● Their new year is on September 11 
● Their calendar has 13 months, with the last one being only 5 days. 

 
 
Serving and Generosity 
 
Serving our Children: 
Selamta’s reason for sending volunteers over is to have them directly assist our staff and increase 
learning opportunities for our youth. We encourage you to utilize any opportunities that you have to 
interact with our youth and get to know our youth.  
 
We recommend eating dinner in family homes, as this creates space for you to get to know the kids 
in their own environment. It may take a few visits for some of them to open up, whereas others are 
extremely outgoing. As they see you return to their home to  spend time with them, you will be 
welcomed in like family. We encourage you to jump right in, and engage with them. Offer to help 
them cook or make coffee,  have conversations, assist with homework, play a game, or have them 
teach you their language. Amharic has very difficult sounds, and they love teaching others (or 
laughing at you, more or less)!  
 
We encourage you to use your time effectively to leave a lasting impact with our kids. You are there 
to challenge, encourage and assist.   
 
“Walking into each house, the feeling of love and warmth  among the families is practically palpable. In my 
opinion to achieve the best results, it’s a matter of each Selamta kid taking full advantage of the 
ambassadors and the ambassadors never hesitating to challenge the kids. Amazingly, every  Selamta 
student I meet is eager to learn new things is willing to attempt difficult project. Education is the greatest 
socioeconomic equalizer and every student should be learning new things every  day.”  
-Jonas, 2016 Ambassador 
 
Serving Elsewhere - Perspective:  
At Selamta, we are careful not to promote traveling to Ethiopia in the form of poverty tourism. We 
encourage you to be observant as you travel through the city, and absorb the reality of desperate 
circumstances that so many people face. At Selamta, you will find families, love and belonging. 
Although our family members have faced difficult pasts, their futures are full of hope. It’s important 
to remember who we’re serving, and why. Visit Ethiopia with humility and an eagerness to learn 
about individuals, and strive towards understanding.  
  
It can be beneficial for you take a day, and visit other initiatives that help individuals who are still in a 
place of crisis. We suggest visiting Hope Enterprise Feeding Center, which serves breakfast to young 
boys who live on the streets, and lunch to both women and children and/or men (depending on 
location). Keep in mind that you should be visiting with kindness, encouragement and respect. You 
are not there to save, but to serve.  Look everybody in the eye, and share a smile. That is the most 
you can do, to show each individual that they  have value. Remember, our children at Selamta used 
to be those kids, and we look forward to increasing capacity and getting more kids off the streets.  



  
 
 

 
Through our model, we strive to empower others, and help them create a better future for 
themselves. During your visit, you will have a chance to do shopping, and purchase goods. We 
recommend several stores that allow you to be generous, through empowerment. You can feel good 
about these purchases, knowing that those who made the products are compensated fairly and 
have truly experienced life change through their job. At all of the following places, they train 
individuals and they many of the good are produced on-site.  
 
We recommend:  

● Lila Products ($) Handcrafted jewelry and rugs, started by Gelila. Started in Jemo, one of the 
poorest areas in Addis located by the city trash dump, Lila products employs local women 
and individuals with Leprosy.  

● Fresh and Green Academy. ($) Primarily open as a school, they employ local mothers of their 
students to make assorted goods. Here you can find scarves, bags, pottery, baskets and 
various other goods.  

● Salem Boutique ($$) The compound has a greater selection of high quality goods, at a slightly 
higher price point. Here you can find scarves, baskets, jewelry, woodworking and other 
beautiful household items.  

● LIWWAH ($) Love is Why we are Here - Leather products designed and created by Israel, a 
young man who came through one of our partner organizations, Youth Impact. He started 
his own business creating beautiful leather goods, and is able to make custom orders. 

● Entoto Beth Artisans. ($$) Here you can purchase jewelry made from old artillery, and 
leather goods. They employ HIV+ women, to create jobs. They work on site, and you can see 
the products being made.  

 
Language 
Amharic is a very  phonetic language. Their language has 231 letters, and each one is comprised of 
two sounds. Word endings designate gender and/or plural speech. Sounds that they do not have 
include th and the short a sound.  
 
There are apps that you can download onto your phone, that will help you with basic pronunciation.  
 
Hello: 

selam (informal) 
Bye:  

ciao (informal) 
How are you?:  

endemin-neh (m.)  
endemin-nesh (f.) 

Fine: 
dehna 

Excuse me/sorry: 
yiqirta 

Coffee: 
buna 

Bread:  
dabo 

Thank you:  



  
 
 

ahmesugenalew 
(ama-say-genallo) -  

Enough: 
bekah 

OK: 
ishi 

Yes:  
aye 

No: 
ow 

toilet 
shintabet  

Betam:  
very 

 
For more phrases visit: http://wikitravel.org/en/Amharic_phrasebook 
 
Religion:  
 
The majority of Ethiopia’s population considers themselves Orthodox Christian. If you would like to 
attend an Orthodox church service, you are welcome to visit one. Many services are outside, 
however if you intend to go inside a church, you will need to adhere to their strict guidelines, and 
should plan to bring modest (floor length skirt/dress) and nice clothing.  
 
If you would like to read a few books that encourage you with Christian-minded conversations that 
are universal, we recommend:  
 
Speaking of Jesus, by Carl Medearis  
Love Does, by Bob Goff 
  
 
We hope this helps you to fully engage and experience the beauty of the Ethiopian Culture!  
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