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Chapter 6: Good Humanitarian 
Accountability in Practice
Members shared examples of good practice in humanitarian accountability 
and quality management at the 2007 General Assembly. These are presented 
by alphabetical order of agency below.

1. CAFOD
Over the past 2 years CAFOD has developed and implemented a new 
programme cycle management (PCM) system. The system covers assessment 
of partner capacity, programme development, monitoring, and in the next 
phase will expand to include impact assessment and evaluation. Roll out 
of the new system has been intensive, and included training of all CAFOD 
programme and technical support staff worldwide. 

During the recent HAP baseline study, the PCM systems and documentation 
were helpful in demonstrating that participation (benchmark 3) was strongly 
embedded in management documents and approaches. The PCM system was 
also identified in the baseline study as meeting virtually all the requirements 
demanded by benchmark 2. 

The missing area with PCM is a clearer quality assurance mechanism that can 
be shown to check that the standards and approaches required by PCM are 
being adhered to. This is a core task for the next phase of the PCM roll out, in 
liaison with CAFOD’s internal audit function.

2. Christian Aid
In July 2007 Humanitarian Division staff delivered a series of trainings in 
Kindu, Democratic Republic of Congo. The initial workshop was on disaster 
risk reduction and livelihoods, and incorporated in to this the principles of 
HAP and downward accountability.  Partners expressed real interest and so 
further trainings on Participatory Vulnerability Capacity Analysis (PVCA) and 
training on information sharing and complaints mechanisms were undertaken 
in August and September 2007 respectively. 
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Eight partner organisations were involved in these trainings in Kindu and then 
undertook their own PVCA’s in the 8 villages within which they work. They 
reported that they were very successful and were pleased with the outcomes, 
several partners identified that this was a big help to them in ensuring that 
programmes were designed in line with priorities identified by the communities 
themselves and this was significantly different from how they had operated 
previously. They felt confident this would ensure a well-designed programme 
aimed at addressing the needs of the community. However, there is clearly a 
challenge remaining for CA in ensuring that partners view 4-day participatory 
assessments as basic good practice rather than as a one off exercise. 

As a result of the further workshops, the 8 partners made the following 
commitments:

Participation
Beneficiaries will be involved in:

Identifying problems• 
Identifying priorities• 
Beneficiary selection process• 
Monitoring and evaluation• 

Information sharing
The following information will be made available to beneficiary communities

Criteria of selecting beneficiaries• 
Philosophy of the partners• 
Budget of the project• 
Synergy with the other projects in the same zone• 
Complaint mechanism is a right• 

Complaints mechanisms
Find adequate ways for people to introduce complaints such as • 
boxes of suggestions, telephone where it is possible etc
A third person to channel complaints to the headquarters where the • 
complaint involves a development worker (i.e. priest)

3. COAST Trust
Case 1: Monthly News Letter for Accountability In Decentralized Offices. 
We have a monthly desktop newsletter from all the sectors of regional offices, 
which give a glimpse of monthly activities of that region and is distributed 
to all the external stakeholders especially to the government officials and 
locally elected leaders of that region, so that if they wish they can act with the 
information for participation.
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Case 2: Annual Meeting System for Learning and Review: As a part of 
annual planning for operation preparation, at the beginning of year we prepare 
a set of office, region, project, sector and central based meeting systems in 
such a way that so that there will be representation from all level of staff and 
especially the participation of people organizational leaders (representational 
leadership structure of beneficiaries) will be ensured.

Case 3: Annual Diary as Ready Reference for Cross Communication 
and Key Standard: COAST publishes an annual diary that contains contact 
addresses of all staff, offices including board of trustee members. It should be 
noted that COAST has a set of rules that any one can communicate with any 
one by any means. The diary also contains information on COAST values, 
professional standards, major human resource and finance rules, so that staff 
can see this and also use for ready reference.

4. Concern Worldwide
Concern’s Action Research
In January 2007 Concern began an action research project, working in five 
pilot countries, with the aim of developing an organisational tool to improve 
accountability to beneficiaries.

Putting accountability into practice
As part of the research a practical set of tools have been developed, under the 
pilot name of Listen First, which are designed to support and provide benefits 
to three sets of stakeholders:

For beneficiaries, Listen First provides a way to focus field staff and • 
managers’ attention on their priorities and concerns. It provides a way 
of ensuring that beneficiaries’ voices are heard throughout Concern’s 
programmes and improving local ownership.
For field staff, Listen First provides the opportunity for honest reflection on • 
the way they currently work. It also provides a simple, flexible road map 
for planning improvements.
For managers, Listen First provides a way of encouraging good practice • 
in the field (by Concern’s staff or by partners). It also provides simple, 
reliable management information on two key indicators of field-level 
performance: (i) how effectively staff work with local communities, and (ii) 
how satisfied beneficiaries are with Concern’s (or our partners’) work.

• 
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At the heart of Listen First is a matrix based on the four operational HAP 
benchmarks. The matrix sets out four levels of performance across the four 
benchmarks.

Sapling Maturing Flowering Fruit bearing
Transparency
Participation
Listening
Staff attitudes

For each of the four elements, examples of good practice from Concern 
and across the wider NGO sector are being brought together, as resource 
materials for staff.

Listen First processes (pilot draft):

Our experience in Cambodia – developing Listen First with Partners:
Concern Cambodia was one of the early pilot countries. It works through 
partners and this work focused on two of those partners. The research focused 
on understanding accountability from the three perspectives: Concern, the 
Partner, and the intended beneficiaries. 

The work with Concern Cambodia involved:
Running workshops with the two partners to; • 

Define accountability o 
Assess how accountable they currently are o 
Identify ways to improve their accountabilityo 

Researching beneficiary 
opinions 

Management support & review 
Field staff 

self-assessment 

Accountability 
Principles 
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Asking beneficiaries how accountable they thought the partners were, • 
and triangulating this with the workshop findings. 
Running workshops with Concern staff to explore their role in improving • 
the accountability of partners to beneficiaries 

Findings to date:
The Partners’ perspective: 

In defining accountability both partners came up with the same broad • 
areas as the four HAP operational benchmarks.
Partners needed to be taken through this process (of defining • 
accountability, measuring themselves against this definition) before they 
can come up with meaningful action plans to improve accountability

The intended beneficiaries’ perspective:
Beneficiaries engaged enthusiastically, and were glad of the opportunity • 
to feedback on partner performance.
Talking to beneficiaries was helpful in triangulating the partners’ self-• 
assessments and pointed out discrepancies in beneficiaries’ and partners’ 
views which management could then address.

Concern’s perspective:
Staff found the process a useful way to align partners behind accountability • 
principles and to manage partners’ accountability to beneficiaries.
Staff realised that to be credible they must also improve their accountability • 
to partners.

Going forward:
A year on we will be revisiting the work in Cambodia to examine the extent • 
to which accountability has improved, and to see how useful staff, partners 
and beneficiaries have found the Listen First accountability tools.
Field tests are continuing in the other pilot countries.• 

5. DanChurchAid
DCA Bangladesh after cyclone SiDR, November 2007 humanitarian response. 
The extra attention which was placed on accountability by actually having 
HAP support staff in to work intensively with DCA local partner DSK had quite 
positive results. The interaction between local partner staff, DCA staff and 
local communities with respect to budget allocations and project design was 
interesting. DCA staff on the ground commented on the transparency involved 
in the exercise and the high level of detail!  A good example of positive 
improvement was the adjustment of project design to include small livestock, 
in this case goats, as a recovery mechanism which women were highly 
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motivated for and appreciate of.  The quality management system worked 
here as the report on this intervention was taken back from field to DCA HQ 
for discussion. It raised the idea that small livestock, as recovery mechanism 
is a relevant, rapid response, which makes sense in certain contexts.

6. Danish Refugee Council
Strategic Planning in DRC International (ref. Benchmark 6) is taking its point 
of departure in the broad question “What can we do as an organisation to 
further enhance the relevance, quality and accountability of our work?”

Annual strategic planning cycle in entire DRC:
Jan – June: analysing the context• 
July-Dec: Defining the strategic focal areas (SFAs)• 

Typically, the process defines 2-4 SFAs at each level, a) the entire organisation, 
b) in each of the six DRC departments. Some of level b SFAs reflect level a, 
others not. An SFA is a special strategic priority that needs an extraordinary 
and focused attention and it will be specifically resourced. In addition to the 
SFAs, 5-8 “To Dos” are defined which need a particular attention but can be 
addressed by existing resources. The number of SFAs and To Dos must be 
low in order to avoid that their importance is diluted.

Annual Strategic Planning cycle in DRC International (one of the 
six DRC departments):

June (from 2008, used to be in October): Annual meeting of all DRC • 
country directors and HQ programme coordinators recommend/revise 
DRC International’s SFAs for the next two years. At least every two years 
the annual meeting’s agenda includes one or more Open Space sessions 
where the participants themselves define groups and agendas under the 
broad theme “What can we do as an organisation to further enhance the 
relevance, quality and accountability of our work?”
July-Dec: HQ refines the recommendations into SFAs (includes project • 
matrix, implementation plan and resourcing). An SFA normally lasts at 
least one year and typically two years.

Annual SP cycle in DRC International programmes:
Once a year every DRC programme (typically country level, i.e. comprising 
a cluster of projects) is subject to an internal review. Internal annual 
programme reviews are conducted in order to, first, systematically review both 
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implementation progress and project outcomes against specified targets and 
objectives, second, to revisit the validity of programme assumptions and third, 
to engage in a process of strategic planning for the future. Annual reviews are 
jointly conducted by project and HQ staff, and should be carefully prepared 
through impact studies, stakeholder workshops, external evaluations or sector 
reviews. The annual review must include the accountability commitments 
undertaken by DRC and also consider the need for external reviews/
evaluations.

The HQ conducts a meta-evaluation of the annual programme review reports, 
which is fed into the annual meeting. 

7. Medair
Benefi ciary feed back mechanism in Afghanistan
As part of Medair’s ECHO funded Food Aid and Nutrition project, which 
commenced in Badakshan province in autumn 2007, a feedback “drop box” 
and “feedback forms” were used to give beneficiaries the opportunity to submit 
anonymous feedback to the project team. In addition to this the project staff 
encouraged an open dialogue with the beneficiaries and encouraged the use 
of the feedback mechanism to all beneficiaries during the distributions.

The system is designed to be simple and provide beneficiaries with the 
opportunity to present their ideas and concerns effectively to the project team. 
Community mobilisers inform the community of how they can submit verbal or 
written ideas, recommendations, and complaints to Medair. Follow up visits by 
both male and female mobilisers, the Beneficiary Feedback and Accountability 
Monitor, and the availability of drop boxes for anonymous complaint forms 
ensure that the beneficiaries know how to voice their concerns, if they feel 
that they are not being addressed by Medair. The national staff administrator 
is trained to register and investigate complaints. Serious complaints or 
those who require additional feedback are investigated by the international 
programme manager.  

During the period of food distribution, many beneficiaries came to the sub-office 
and distribution site to request food or other assistance from project staff. The 
food aid team was able to listen to these requests and also give people the 
option of completing a feedback form to formalize and record their feedback 
or complaint. The feedback drop box was available at the food distribution 
site and office base. During the period of food distribution 35 completed forms 
were received from a total of 142 beneficiary families who participated in the 
emergency supplementary food distribution in November 2007. 

The feedback received was useful to gain different perspectives from the 
community. Out of the 35 written responses received 16 (46%) were positive 
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feedback, 2 were complaints about not being part of the distribution, 3 gave 
suggestions for other projects and input, and 21 (60%) requested further 
assistance. This system will be used at village level during the next phase of 
activities in the spring. 

Throughout the design and implementation of the project, beneficiaries, 
community leaders (Shuras) and authorities were consulted extensively. 
The local Shuras played a key role in selecting the beneficiary families who 
benefited from the food distribution and will continue to play a key role once 
the second phase of project activities commence in spring 2008. 

8. MERCY Malaysia
Core-housing project in Weu Raya, Aceh post Tsunami.

MERCY Malaysia managed a camp for IDP from Weu Raya Village for 
about 700 people since it was relatively a small camp that fitted into the 
organisation’s resource capacity at the time. Sphere minimum standards 
were consulted when setting up this camp and the construction of shelters in 
the camp. Through consultation and engagement with the beneficiaries (Weu 
Raya villagers), it was decided that MERCY Malaysia was to build the houses 
for them on the original land in their village of Weu Raya.

As there was no documentation evidence on the land ownership, all 
beneficiaries (i.e. landowners) represented by the head of family came 
together to re-plot and agree on the boundaries of their land before the 
construction of the houses can take place. Once the re-plotting had been 
agreed upon by all involved, MERCY Malaysia and the head of families of 
the villagers held meetings to plan and finalise the design of the core-houses, 
which incorporated local materials and an anti-seismic feature.  

The beneficiaries then approved the final design by signing a consent form. 
MERCY Malaysia then started the construction with the building of 10 model 
houses that showed the quality of the house and the anti-seismic features. It 
then proceeded to construct more houses, which totalled 131 core houses. 
The beneficiaries were also hired to provide logistic and labour requirement 
for the construction. In addition, MERCY Malaysia appointed a local contractor 
to build 30 of the total houses built.
During the building process, the beneficiaries were also responsible for the 
monitoring the construction progress of their houses. Upon completion, the 
houses were officially handed over to the beneficiaries, witnessed by the local 
authorities in Aceh (BRR), the media, the donors and others.
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9. OFADEC
A HAP Focal Point amongst beneficiaries is named. He/she is part of unit 
analysis in charge of investigations and treatment of complaints. He/she 
collaborates with OFADEC‘s HAP Focal Point to develop, implement and 
monitor accountability principles and standards. He/she participates in the 
organisation of meetings, in the elaboration of the programme of activities 
in the year. The participation of the Focal Point of beneficiaries in the unit 
analysis of complaints helps all beneficiaries trust the complaint mechanism.

10. Oxfam GB
The Oxfam GB (OGB) Zimbabwe country team focused on the following 4 
areas to improve their accountability in 2007: 

1. Information provision to benefi ciaries
Conducted sessions to raise awareness on humanitarian standards, • 
project operations, OGB/Partner values and beliefs and contact details
Established various communication channels such as verbal (meetings, • 
beneficiary focal persons) and visual (hard copy reports, posters, 
leaflets)

E.g. Lessons learned: for the urban set up, the participation of beneficiaries 
in decision-making is hindered to a great extend by the political environment, 
which limits the possibility of community members to gather without police 
clearances. Thus information dissemination through focal persons requires a 
lot of follow up and additional complementary.  

2. Complaints or feedback and response mechanisms
Liaised with communities to identify complaints and response • 
mechanisms
Informed beneficiaries of complaints mechanisms established (included • 
beneficiary committees, suggestion boxes, complaints desks, focal 
persons within OGB and partner organisations)
Systematically recorded complaints and responses given• 

E.g. something innovative: child feedback meetings where children between 
the ages of 15-18 were engaged in creative writing, participatory research, and 
appraising programme operations. This not only encourages children to voice 
their complaints, but also facilitates the protection of their rights. For example 
a concern was raised that children were being pulled out of schools to attend 
food voucher redemption processes on the understanding that children and 
the elderly were being given preference to get served first. This was quickly 
rectified by providing different dates for small groups of people to be served 
over a period of time other than serving a large number in one day.



128

3.  Benefi ciary representation or active participation in project  
 decision making

Carried out community based targeting and monitoring• 
Established beneficiary committees with a clear role in decision making• 
Conducted household and community consultations during assessments, • 
surveys and process monitoring.

E.g. Good practice: listening to beneficiaries has put them increasingly at the 
center of programming, allowing them to take charge of progress towards 
achieving the programme goal. This has also increased their cooperation and 
proactive-ness, for example such as in agreeing on venues for meetings as 
well as meeting times, where community members would indicate preferred 
times, which suit their occupations and social responsibilities.

 4. Staff attitude/conduct with benefi ciaries
All OGB staff signed the Code of conduct during the induction period. • 
Staff training was provided on sexual exploitation and abuse issues and • 
other humanitarian standards
Partner staff were acquainted with the OGB’s Code of Conduct and • 
humanitarian standards to observe

11. Tearfund
North Kenya
Tearfund responded to the drought in Northern Kenya in 2006 with an 
emergency feeding programme in 10 semi-nomadic communities reaching 
over 4,000 beneficiaries.  The follow up phase focused on strengthening of 
community capacity to face future drought through the construction of earth 
dams, animal restocking, growing vegetable gardens and supporting income 
generating women’s groups. 

In relation to the HAP Standard benchmarks, the programme focused 
particularly on Making information publicly available (2), Beneficiary 
participation in decision making (3) and Complaints handling procedures (5).  
Learning against benchmark 4, Having competent staff, was also captured.  

Making Information Publicly Available
Information needed to be shared in a variety of ways to meet the needs of 
different groups.  Community notice boards were introduced in all ten locations 
and were sited in consultation with the community and managed by a member 
of the Beneficiary Reference Group (BRG).  BRGs were established in each 
community and included members who were representative of different parts 
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of the community.  They served as an intermediary between Tearfund and the 
beneficiaries when necessary and helped to improve verbal communication.  
The notice boards were used to give information about Tearfund and the 
programme, beneficiary lists, survey results and in addition pictures and 
photographs were used to convey information where possible.  Those who 
could not read would rely on those who could to get information from the 
notice boards, as well as listen to information disseminated verbally during 
distributions and in community meetings.

Benefi ciary Participation in Decision Making
Beneficiaries were involved in decision making where possible, such as 
choosing distribution sites and compiling beneficiary lists.  The existence of 
the BRGs also meant that the voice of more vulnerable groups could be heard 
and issues raised with Tearfund.

Complaints Handling Procedures
Complaints handling mechanisms were set up in each of the ten communities 
through suggestion boxes, community meetings and the BRGs. Suggestion 
boxes had limited success.  During the recruitment of agricultural extension 
workers five complaints were received which indicated that the Assistant 
Chief of the area had influenced the process.  Subsequently the criteria for 
recruitment were posted on the notice board and the complainants were able 
to seek redress according to the criteria.  In the main complaints were received 
verbally so it was essential that BRGs and community meetings could receive 
complaints.  By way of example, in one community meeting the community 
complained that the design of the water trough attached to earth dams would 
be wasteful if only a small herd was to be watered, resulting in alterations to 
the design.  

Competent Staff
Staff were trained in Beneficiary Accountability when recruited, as well as 
during the course of the programme. HAP staff visited and further reinforced 
their understanding.  Having a dedicated staff member in the role of 
Beneficiary Accountability Officer enabled significant progress to be made on 
accountability issues.  However, his late arrival to the team meant that he was 
initially viewed with some suspicion, as there was lack of clarity around this 
new role. With time and training the situation was turned around.

Lessons Learnt
Information must be communicated in ways which suit different needs of • 
the members of the community.  
Verbal mechanisms should have some reference point to ensure that • 
information does not get distorted.



130

The suggestions boxes had limited success because this was not the • 
most appropriate mechanism for dealing with complaints in this context.  
Greater discussion with the community about the set up of the complaints 
mechanism should happen early in the programme to ensure efficiency.
Recruitment of the Beneficiary Accountability Officer should happen early • 
on in the programme.  Internal difficulties were experienced because he 
had to join a team which had already settled into one way of working and 
then had the task to try to bring about change.

12. World Vision International
In Sri Lanka Tsunami response programme, WV set up a dedicated 
Humanitarian Accountability Team (HAT) that was equipped to gather 
community issues and concerns and advocate internally within the 
programme for their resolution. The HAT was given a formal mandate to take 
the lead on community engagement, advocacy and coordination issues.  This 
was possible due to a combination of Senior Management support at field 
level, allocation of resources to build a separate team and the availability of 
excellent staff who could build systems and apply them from scratch. The 
HAT team was a separate function that reported directly to the Programme 
Director and worked in parallel to operations and the programme design/ 
grant compliance functions. This helped to ensure that they could internally 
advocate for community perspectives and that issues could be taken right up 
to Programme Director level if necessary.  

Through this process, WV learnt that being accountable to beneficiaries 
ensures that projects meet their requirements better (as well as technical 
standards), management staff had better information for decision making 
and expensive mistakes could be avoided. In addition, having a dedicated 
accountability function like HAT improved staff moral by reminding staff of their 
impact on people’s lives and enabled technical staff to focus on their areas of 
technical expertise rather than community engagement.  
Senior management support was an essential element of making the 
HAT approach work in Sri Lanka because accountability is as much about 
organizational culture and systems as it is about new tools. Key success 
factors that enabled the HAT to hold the rest of the programme to account were 
having a team leader who could build strong alliances with other departments, 
empowering staff to solve as many issues as possible at field level and the 
provision of HAT of field level community engagement and coordination 
services that were valued by other parts of the organization.

Based on this experience, a business case of the advantages of increased 
accountability has been developed and used to promote accountability 
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internally. This has been very useful and helped convince WV Zimbabwe to 
set up an accountability function. During 2008, a toolkit will be developed that 
will provide the means to implement many of the tools and approaches that 
have been proven by HAT.
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