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Abstract
Accountability of humanitarian relief organizations has been a key topic of discussion
since the Joint Evaluation of Emergency Assistance to Rwanda was published in 1996. Dozens
of initiatives stressing accountability to beneficiaries have been launched. However,
humanitarian organizations still receive criticism for focusing on accountability to donors and
ignoring their responsibilities to account for their actions to the communities they serve.
Evaluation is considered a key mechanism for providing accountability and can give
opportunities for reducing power imbalances. This study investigates how humanitarian
International Non-Governmental Organizations (INGOs) are using evaluation, asking whether
evaluation practice is providing accountability to communities affected by crisis. Using a critical
hermeneutic framework, the study undertook an empirical review of a sample of evaluation
reports published on the Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance
(ALNAP) website. Interviews with evaluators and INGO staff involved in the evaluations
contributed to the understanding of current evaluation practice. The study found the
accountability provided was mainly internal to INGOs and accountability to affected
communities was low. Ensuring program improvement through evaluation was a weak form of
accountability but affected communities were not able to use evaluation to influence decisions
that affect them. Participation in evaluations was limited to the inclusion of beneficiaries at the
data collection stage, and there was no evidence of participation in developing the evaluation
scope or questions. Participation at the final stages of the evaluation was also low, although the
evaluations that included local civil society partners showed evidence of community
involvement in either negotiating or receiving the evaluation results. These latter evaluations
provided the highest degree of accountability to the community. Opportunities for participatory
ii

evaluation approaches were constrained by INGO control of the evaluation scope and the time
allocated for the evaluation. As a result evaluation approaches that favoured internal utilization
rather than community engagement or empowerment were most common and thus INGOs
benefitted the most from current evaluation practice.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The desire to help people affected by disasters is a core instinct of human nature that
permeates modern society. Pictures of suffering children, refugees fleeing conflict and homes
destroyed by floods pepper our televisions screens and elicit pledges of support from
governments, foundations and individuals. However the days when humanitarian assistance was
seen as an unquestionably positive intervention have long disappeared. Following the widespread
problems with the response to the Rwandan genocide, there have since been reports about the
misappropriation of funds, aid falling into the hands of soldiers, and the sexual abuse of women
and children by aid workers which have all contributed to a debate about the purpose, ethics, and
effectiveness of humanitarian assistance. At the heart of this debate is the idea of accountability.
Accountability has been a buzzword in the humanitarian relief sector since the mid-1990s, as it
has been in international development work and in other areas of public spending. However a
key question in this debate is accountability to whom? Who is responsible for accounting for
their actions and who are they giving an account to?
Linked to the questions of accountability is the debate about the role of evaluation in this
process. In many sectors when evaluation is seen as an accountability tool it is strongly linked to
a technocratic, upward form of accountability that has developed from the new public
management (NPM) movement of the 1980s and 1990s (Chouinard, 2013). This has in the past
also been true in the humanitarian relief context as donors have required verification of
performance targets detailed in a project log-frame and evaluation has been seen as the means to
provide this. However evaluation has the potential to play a role in accountability to intended
beneficiaries, and be used as a means to not only evaluate how accountable an organization has
1

been in a project but also as a tool to account for the organizations actions to the target
community.
This study examines how international non-governmental organizations (INGOs) are
using the evaluation of humanitarian action (EHA) as an accountability mechanism. It examines
the context and historical evolution of the accountability debate within the humanitarian sector
and identifies how evaluation fits into this debate. While there has been an ongoing debate about
accountability in the humanitarian sector and a general belief that developing accountability
mechanisms to intended beneficiaries is an important task for INGOs, there has been limited
research about whether ensuring accountability mechanisms improves program implementation
or indeed whether INGOs are making themselves accountable to intended beneficiaries. As such,
this study asks whether INGOs are making themselves accountable to intended beneficiaries
through the use of evaluation.
Although only one of many accountability mechanisms, the use of evaluation in
humanitarian relief has become increasingly widespread since the 1990s (Feinstein & Beck,
2006; Riddell, 2007) and donors often require evaluation in a project plan. However the quality
and utility of evaluations has received widespread criticism (Feinstein & Beck, 2006; Riddell,
2007). Evaluation is one of five accountability mechanisms used by NGOs (Ebrahim, 2003) and
various evaluation approaches seem readily designed to be used for this purpose. Additionally
codes of conduct such as the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership’s (HAP) Standard in
Accountability and Quality Management identify participation in evaluations and sharing of
information through evaluation as being key benchmarks for organizations in ensuring they are
accountable to the people they aim to assist.
2

Despite this progress there is still tension and disagreement within the sector as to
whether an ‘accountability’ evaluation can be used as means of providing accountability to target
populations. Many publications identify ‘accountability’ as being an external, upward looking
evaluation approach not suitable to participatory approaches (Agyemang, Awumbila, Unerman,
& O’Dwyer, 2009). This would seem though to take a narrow view of accountability and the
potential of EHA. However recent research highlighting new trends such as using participatory
evaluation (Feinstein & Beck, 2006), and that some leaders in the field are integrating evaluation
into participatory frameworks (Obrecht, Laybourn, Hammer, & Ray, 2012), suggests EHA is
being recognized as an effective mechanism to provide accountability to target populations.
Recent debate concerning accountability in humanitarian relief work has focused on two
general forms of accountability; upward accountability towards donors and Western countries’
tax payers and downward accountability to affected communities. For the last two decades,
dating back to the questions raised about the international community’s response to the Rwandan
genocide in the early 1990s, the issue of accountability towards a program’s intended
beneficiaries has been hotly debated (Darcy, 2013; Feinstein & Beck, 2006). Humanitarian relief
organizations have formed networks addressing these issues and have signed onto codes of
conduct and best practice declarations that aim to put accountability to affected communities at
the centre of humanitarian relief efforts. Research is emerging supporting the notion that
ensuring accountability mechanisms within a program improves its relevance, effectiveness,
efficiency and sustainability, leading to greater impact in the long run (Featherstone, 2013), and
reports by various networks such as HAP detail the importance of downward accountability.
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Research Questions
The research explored the experiences of INGOs in using evaluation as an accountability
mechanism, particularly asking whether evaluation is being used in a way that allows affected
communities to hold INGOs to account.
The main research question was: How are INGOs operating in humanitarian relief
contexts using evaluations as a mechanism to provide and/or assess accountability to affected
communities?
Sub questions investigated were:
What particular evaluation approaches are being used with which forms of accountability
in humanitarian relief work?
Who benefits from current evaluation practices?
The research questions were framed to identify the reality of evaluation use in field
settings. There has been much discussion about the importance of accountability mechanisms in
humanitarian relief in recent years and this study aimed to assess whether this discussion is being
translated into actual practices related to evaluation. The questions were framed to allow a
critical approach looking not only at the practices of evaluation but questions who is benefiting
from the current approaches and addresses issues of power built into the system.
The research involved analyzing a sample of evaluation reports obtained from the Active
Learning Network for Accountability and Partnership (ALNAP) website. Once an initial analysis
of the reports had been completed and data coding into relevant themes, key informant
interviews with NGO staff and evaluators connected to the evaluations or the NGOs sampled
were conducted. The goal of the interviews was to gain a contextual understanding of the
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information provided in the reports and the current understanding of field practitioners to the
concept of accountability.
The data collection from evaluation reports and interviews was analyzed within the
framework of the accountability debate provided in a literature review of academic and policy
papers. The analysis of current evaluation practice was considered within the context of the
policy debate amongst accountability focused networks and partnerships such as HAP and
ALNAP, and the attention paid to accountability to affected communities among NGO
evaluation policies and accountability statements.
The analysis was done within the framework of critical hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is an
approach concentrating mainly on the meaning of a text (Myers, 1995). Its focus is on
interpretation and involves using the meaning of a text in a dialectic conversation with the parts
of the text that make up the whole. Hermeneutics as an approach incorporates the subjective
standpoint of the researcher and thus their ordering or interpretation of text is done according to
the subject realities they have experienced. Hermeneutics has been criticized for its lack of a
critical approach and failing to acknowledge issues of power (Kinsella, 2006). As such critical
approaches to hermeneutics have been developed. Critical hermeneutics primary focus is on
social reality and intended and unintended consequences (Myers, 1995). This approach allowed a
discussion of accountability issues in EHA that considers the subjective understanding of the
actors and situated EHA within the historical context the accountability debate. The approach
allowed for a critical examination of how issues of power and control affect the intentions of
evaluation practice that complemented the interpretive hermeneutic approach.

5

Humanitarian Relief

As this research focuses on evaluations of humanitarian relief work it is worth considering
what humanitarian relief is. Within the larger umbrella of international aid there are two main
branches, international development and humanitarian relief. One of the problems with assessing
these fields is there is no universally agreed definition on what is included in either definition. In
general, humanitarian relief is considered an intervention in response to a man-made or natural
disaster focused on “saving lives, alleviating suffering and maintain and protect human dignity”
(Global Humanitarian Assistance, n.d.-a). Development has longer term priorities with focus on
the alleviation of poverty as opposed to the focus on saving lives in humanitarian assistance.
However fitting projects neatly into one box or another is not always possible. Disaster risk
reduction projects are considered part of humanitarian relief but often have development
elements and the line between when a humanitarian relief project ends and another starts is not
always clear.

Humanitarian relief is traditionally given neutrally and impartially to those in most need.
This is a particularly core element of the International Federation of the Red Cross’s (IFRC)
approach and codified in the Red Cross Code of Conduct which formed the basis of the initial
attention to accountability to affected communities. This approach has been under considerable
strain in the past decade from the actions of various governments. The use of aid as a foreign
policy tool by the US and other NATO countries in Afghanistan and Iraq, the militarization of
response to disasters such as the Pakistan earthquake and the severe restraints placed on NGOs
by certain governments (for example, the Sri Lankan government at the end of the civil war) all
place a strain on the notions of impartiality and neutrality.
6

Most NGOs working on humanitarian assistance, also work in development and their
response will merge from one into the other, and sometimes back again if the situation returns to
an emergency one. An example of this would be the current response in South Sudan where
conflict is breaking out again moving the focus back to the immediate life-saving needs of the
population. Is it also the case different NGOs will have different definitions and trigger points for
moving between what they consider humanitarian relief and development. Further complicating
the picture, funds raised in response to a humanitarian crisis can often be used for development
as an agency will not always be able to spend all the funds raised in a large donation appeal. The
more a crisis receives exposure on Western news channels, the more likely the crisis is to receive
a high level of funding (Weiss, 2013).

In addition to questions about the length of humanitarian response there is also debate about
the breadth of humanitarian response. The issue of whether protection, which is the protection of
individuals and groups from human rights abuses, is a core element of humanitarian response is
part of the complex situation of humanitarian response (Riddell, 2007). This impacts the
accountability question as protection concerns can conflict with pledges of neutrality and
impartiality. Does accountability go beyond accounting for a project or program to a target
population to accounting for how an organization’s work impacts the broader human rights
situation in a country? The most recent HAP report argued the concern for the wider political
impact concern had been lost as recent debate has focused on the relationship between
implementing agencies, beneficiaries and the delivery of services (Darcy, 2013). This concern
will be discussed further in the literature review section of the study.
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Many of the issues related to accountability in the development and humanitarian relief
sectors are similar. The notions of power, donor control and mandatory and voluntary
accountability are relevant to both sectors, although the historical pace of change and debate is
different. The selection criteria for identifying the sample of evaluation reports did not include an
analysis of where the intervention occurred along the humanitarian relief/development
continuum. If the report had been posted by the INGO on the ALNAP website then it was
accepted the organization considered elements of the intervention were linked to humanitarian
relief. This approach ensured the selection of reports included a number of interventions for
immediate crises such as Action Contre la Faim’s (ACFs) response to Hurricane Yolanda,
projects focused on longer term crises such as CARE’s peace building project in Gaza, and work
on post-conflict recovery, which included the Norwegian Refugee Council’s (NRC) education
response in Northern Uganda.
Research Assumptions
The research questions aim to assess how evaluation is being used and who INGOs are
being accountable to through the current system. The research seeks to identify whether current
practices support evaluation being used as a mechanism for INGOs to account for their actions to
affected communities. One of the assumptions running through most of the codes of conduct and
policy level debates amongst accountability advocates is accountability to affected communities
is positive and helps to improve programs. In fact, there is limited research suggesting this is the
case. Most recently a case study research by Christian Aid, Save the Children and HAP found
three projects performed better on the DAC/OECD evaluation criteria when downward
accountability mechanisms were in place (Featherstone, 2013), but more research is needed in
this area. Despite the limited research into this issue I also assume accountability to affected
8

communities is a positive approach INGOs should be adopting from a moral perspective as well
as practical program improvement perspective. The assumption throughout the research is that
holding oneself to account to target communities is an important action for INGOs to take from a
democratic standpoint that empowers communities and develops better long-term response
programs.
A further assumption I make in this research is when evaluation is used for accountability
purposes it can be both participatory and involve lesson learning if the accountability focus is a
downward one. This is an issue of debate within the humanitarian community and some
evaluators suggest the current accountability focus in the evaluation of humanitarian action
precludes downward accountability (Hallam, 2011). Without pre-judging whether the current
structures and approaches allow for downward accountability, my standpoint is evaluation can
offer this form of accountability when used in a manner that prioritizes the opinions and
experiences of the intended stakeholders.
Contribution to the Body of Research
Although there has been much discussion about the need for accountability mechanisms
to beneficiaries in the last decade, and the development of several self-regulatory bodies, there
has been only limited empirical research as to the practices of INGOs in this area, particularly in
the role evaluations play. Generally the work in this area has been a conceptual call for
improving accountability mechanisms and improving the quality and participatory nature of
evaluations. Analysis of the overall quality of evaluations through, for example, ALNAP’s
annual meta-evaluation reports has been done. However ALNAP stopped this process after 2008
and replaced with its State of the Humanitarian System report. HAP also publishes annual
9

reports on the humanitarian system and more specifically focuses on accountability. HAP’s
annual reports, particularly in 2008, 2009 and 2010 did review evaluations and addressed the
issue of accountability, but this was only a small section of the annual reports. The reports
included sampling published evaluation reports and analyzing whether the evaluations were
interviewing beneficiaries, explicitly considering accountability to local communities, and
systematically assessing accountability to local communities (HAP International, 2008, 2009,
2010c). The analysis did not consider whether the evaluations themselves were being used to
provide accountability to local communities. This review was not undertaken in the 2011 report.
Various academic studies have also addressed accountability and evaluation from a conceptual
approach but there has been limited empirical studies on the whether evaluations are being used
to enhance downward accountability. As such this study will address a gap in research by adding
to the body of knowledge of what is known empirically about the use of evaluation in
humanitarian relief, and the possibilities evaluation offers in providing accountability to targeted
communities.

10

Chapter 2: Literature Review

This study examines how INGOs use evaluation as an accountability mechanism in their
humanitarian response activities. This review of literature on NGO accountability, how
accountability is defined within the humanitarian sector, the impact of neo-liberal policies, the
role of power relations in humanitarian responses, and the use of evaluation in the sector helped
frame my research.
NGO Accountability
The Oxford English Dictionary defines accountability as “the quality of being
accountable; liability to account for and answer for one's conduct, performance of duties, etc. (in
modern use often with regard to parliamentary, corporate, or financial liability to the public,
shareholders, etc.); responsibility” (OED, 2013).
The literature on NGO accountability includes numerous and varied definitions and is
therefore a good starting point as many of the issues affecting humanitarian review are common
to the NGO sector as a whole. The various definitions of accountability show the tension of
competing demands for accountability, most notably from donors and governments and target
communities (Ebrahim, 2003). Accountability can be seen as a formal hierarchical concept
where clear lines of reporting are established. Edwards & Hulme (1996) put this as “the means
by which individuals and organizations report to a recognized authority (or authorities) and are
held responsible for their actions” (p.976). A broader definition sees accountability as both
being held responsible by others and taking responsibility for oneself (Cornwall, Lucas, &
Pasteur, 2000), introducing the idea that accountability is both regulatory and voluntary. In this
definition NGOs report their actions to recognized authorities but also take responsibility
11

publically themselves for the way they act. These versions are both external forms of
accountability. Another approach to accountability is an internal accountability, which in the
case of NGOs is accountability to its mission and staff (Ebrahim, 2003; Najam, 1996).
Building on the distinction between formal and voluntary approaches, accountability can
also be understood from traditional technical approaches and a stakeholder approach. The
traditional approaches fit into formal, contractual approaches to accountability, and are similar to
the version of accountability Chouinard (2013) has suggested is linked to New Public
Management (NPM). The stakeholder approach sees accountability as a right, and this right is
held by anyone affected by the program or NGO’s policies (Lloyd, 2005). This approach fits
within a partnership and offers a more inclusive definition of accountability.
Accountability is not just about being responsible, but about being seen to be responsible
(Wenar, 2006). In this sense, accountability has a visibility requirement. It is not enough to
achieve project goals, an organization has to demonstrate they are effective. Wenar (2006)
claims accountability is directional and the group or individual holding a person or organization
to account have certain powers. These include the power to judge, the power to set certain
standards and the power to sanction if standards are not met. These powers are problematic for
downward accountability since intended beneficiaries rarely have formal powers to sanction
NGOs for their performance (Darcy, 2013; Lloyd, 2005).
These definitions focus on the responsibility to account for one’s actions. Accountability
can also be understood to be the responsibility to act in the first place. This is particularly
relevant in humanitarian relief where the lack of action has often been a criticism. In this
understanding of accountability, organizations must not only account for their actions, but also
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be accountable for acting when they have a duty to do so. They therefore can be called to
account for why they did not act in a particular situation (Gray, Owen, & Adams, 1996).
What this initial introduction shows is the complexity of accountability. Different
approaches and understandings complicate attempts to define accountability for NGOs. An
INGO may have to balance different stakeholders’ understanding of accountability, and
competing demands from various stakeholders can be severe and time consuming (Ebrahim,
2003). As well as intended beneficiaries and donors, host governments, taxpayers in donor
countries, INGO staff, other stakeholders and communities in recipient countries, partner
organizations and other members of certification/accountability groups also make accountability
demands of INGOs (Jordan, 2009; Lloyd, 2005). Another way of looking at stakeholders is who
is asking the accountability questions and Jordan (2009) ranks stakeholders based on this factor.
Donors are ranked at the top followed by other NGOs and host governments; beneficiaries ask
the fewest accountability questions.
The most common directional split in accountability is upward and downward
accountability. In humanitarian relief, upward accountability is being accountable to donors and
often comes with a contractual obligation. It can also refer to accountability to host governments,
the media and taxpayers in donor countries (Cosgrove, 2007). Downward accountability is
accountability to affected communities and it often considered voluntary or a moral
accountability (Ebrahim, 2003; Lenn, 2006). Horizontal accountability is accountability to other
organizations working in humanitarian relief, and inward accountability is accountability to staff
and members for upholding values and missions statements (Lenn, 2006).

13

The Evolution of Accountability Within the Humanitarian Sector
The recognition of the need for greater accountability to affected communities dates back
to the 1990s.The catalyst for the movement towards affected community accountability was the
Rwandan genocide and the response to the emergency by the humanitarian community (Borton,
2004; Darcy, 2013; Feinstein & Beck, 2006).
Disaster Responses and Accountability
The responses to the 1994 Rwandan genocide led to the largest and most expensive
evaluation of a collective humanitarian response action ever undertaken (Borton, 2004). The
evaluation component that had the most impact was the section on accountability and Borton
(2004) argued at least three accountability initiatives, the Sphere Standards, the Active Learning
Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP) and HAP
stemmed directly or were strongly influenced by the joint evaluation. These three initiatives,
along with the Red Cross Code of Conduct and the launch of People In Aid, are probably the
most influential within the humanitarian sector (Everett & Friesen, 2010). The evaluation also
addressed the issue of the need for policy debate on preventing genocide, strengthening human
rights protection in Rwanda, and developing an early warning system for conflict in the Great
Lakes Area. There is less evidence these recommendations had an impact on policy and practice
(Borton, 2004; Walker & Maxwell, 2009).
The certification process launched by HAP and People in Aid are supported by the largest
INGOs. However, numerous other initiatives have also been launched. Everett and Friesen have
counted at least 24 different accountability mechanisms and introduce the idea of “multiple
accountability syndrome” (Everett & Friesen, 2010, p. 474), whilst Alexander (2013) found even
more; 145 codes, initiatives and standards. The approaches to accountability vary in these codes
14

and initiatives. Some, such as the Sphere Standards, focus on technical standards with
measureable indicators, whereas others such as the Red Cross code are a statement of values and
ideals. People in Aid is focused on accountability to staff members, and the accountability comes
from having qualified staff to implement a project. The HAP initiative is firmly focused on
downward accountability. As the issue of accountability became more prominent in humanitarian
relief, the development of accountability systems became an industry within an industry with
initiatives competing for the attention of international organizations. The initiatives utilize funds
that might otherwise be used to fund program delivery both from running the initiatives
themselves and the resources organizations invest to ensure they are compliant with one code or
another.
The second major event that fuelled further introspection within the humanitarian
community was the 2002 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)/Save the
Children report on the sexual exploitation of refugees by aid workers in West Africa (HAP,
2006). This report brought the issues of protection and human rights firmly into focus for the
accountability movement. This framed accountability not just as accounting for how a project
had met its targets, but also as taking responsibility for the behaviour of individuals such as staff
members who are in a position of power.
Two 2005 events were critical in shaping accountability in the humanitarian sector. The
first was the response to the 2004 Asian Tsunami, which was the largest scale natural disaster to
be highlighted in the modern age of communication and twenty-four hour news. NGOs and UN
agencies were inundated with funds and in the rush to respond, the needs and views of the target
populations were often ignored (Riddell, 2007). The Asian Tsunami did not have the same
impact as the Rwandan genocide in producing codes of conduct and accountability initiatives,
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but encouraged reflection on the challenges of accountability still facing the sector over a decade
after the Rwandan response. This event highlighted the challenges of an increasing competitive
and crowded field with new, and often inexperienced, organizations responding to disasters. A
joint evaluation of the response found the dominant accountability focus was upward to donors
(Cosgrove, 2007), in spite of the initiatives launched in the previous decade.
2005 also saw the UN make high level commitments to the issue of accountability,
mirroring the commitments made by many NGOs in previous years (HAP, 2006). The UN is a
major player in the humanitarian system and particular agencies such as UNHCR are especially
important in the response to armed conflict. Coordination for response is often required to go
through the UN by host governments, and the UN chairs various clusters (such as water and
sanitation or health). Despite this important role, which gives the UN considerable influence over
the lives of victims of disasters, the acknowledgement in 2005 of the importance of
accountability to affected communities were the first made by senior UN figures (HAP
International, 2006). The UN is a large bureaucracy where the rate of change can be slow and the
highlighting of accountability to affected communities by senior UN officials can be seen as an
indicator the accountability movement was becoming increasingly recognized throughout the
international community.
Other major disasters have occurred since 2005, most notably the 2010 Haitian
earthquake, Hurricane Haiyan in the Philippines, the internally displaced person (IDP) crisis in
Sri Lanka at the end of the civil war, and the current civil war in Syria. These events have or will
have large scale evaluations of the responses. They will also continue the accountability debate,
although none have as yet produced the same level of influence as the reflections and evaluations
of the response to the Rwandan genocide. Concerns about the response to armed conflict has also
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raised questions of accountability to the wider strategic developments, specifically whether
humanitarian aid can prolong wars by changing the resource and power dynamics and supplying
aid indirectly to armed groups (Okumu, 2003).
Tracing Accountability Through the Humanitarian Accountability Reports
Tracing the major themes and issues that are addressed in the Humanitarian
Accountability Report produced by HAP illustrates how the debate over humanitarian
accountability has changed more recently. Between 2005 and 2011 HAP’s annual report, written
by an independent consultant, gave an overview of humanitarian accountability for the year.
There were also brief reports from each member on their progress towards accountability. HAP
did not publish a report in 2012, but did publish a detailed review in 2013 to mark HAP’s 10
years of operation. This report reviewed progress over the entire ten year period and included
reports by several independent consultants, rather than just one. The 2005 HAP report defines
humanitarian accountability as “giving beneficiaries a proper say in humanitarian aid” (HAP
International, 2005). As such the reports look at the progress in downward accountability.
As one of the leading forces driving the discussion of accountability within the
humanitarian world, reviewing the annual reports illustrates how accountability issues have
changed recently. The first report in 2005 focused heavily on the accountability deficit, or the
imbalance in accountability to beneficiaries and accountability to donors. Darcy (2013) defines
the deficit as “the lack of attention given by humanitarian aid organisations to aid recipients as
compared to ‘official’ stakeholders-donor governments and others.” (p.5) The report argues the
response to the Asian Tsunami had ensured the accountability deficit problem, which was
already recognized by the humanitarian community, was brought to the forefront of discussions.
The report also noted the limited impact of the accountability initiatives in the field, and painted
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a bleak picture of the state of accountability within the sector. This report clearly demonstrated
that in 2005 at least, the humanitarian sector practice of accountability was still dominated by an
upward model where donors held the power and populations affected by disasters struggled to
make their voice heard. It also appears this view was widely acknowledged within the
humanitarian sector. In a survey conducted by HAP, 59% of humanitarian professionals
identified organizations were regularly making themselves accountable to donors, compared to
only 8% identifying the same for beneficiaries (Alexander, 2013).
Whilst the accountability deficit has remained an issue in the HAP annual reports, the
main themes have evolved year by year. The 2006 report highlights the lack of enforcement
mechanisms in accountability initiatives and the concern negative press reports on aid give
NGOs’ communication teams leverage over accountability officers as NGOs seek to control the
publication of potentially negative information (HAP International, 2006). By 2007, the report
moves the debate away from a general discussion about the need for more accountability and to a
review of how effective the existing accountability mechanisms are at addressing power
imbalances in the humanitarian world (HAP International, 2007).
The 2008 report introduces themes that would be key in future years. In particular, the
report focuses on the multiple accountability initiatives that exist and their impact on
accountability in general, and linked to this, the national level certification schemes in countries
such as Cambodia and Pakistan. For the first time, the 2008 report included a brief assessment of
evaluations placed on the ALNAP website for evidence of accountability (HAP International,
2008). Attention to the issues of multiple initiatives and the standards of evaluation continued up
to the 2011 reports (HAP International, 2009, 2010c, 2011). A major issue raised in 2010 was the
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use of information communication technology (ICT) to improve accountability through the flow
of information to intended beneficiaries (HAP International, 2010c).
The most recent report in 2013 was a reflection on the progress of the accountability
movement in the last 10 years and shifts the debate towards a more wholistic view of
accountability than seen in the previous reports. This longer report includes two reflective essays
rather than one. In the first, Darcy (2013) argues the debate about humanitarian agencies needing
to develop accountability mechanisms has led to a narrow definition of accountability, one that
focuses particularly on the responsibilities of individual agencies to implement their projects in
an accountable manner. He suggests this limits a strategic approach of accountability that would
see aid agencies take responsibility for the impact their actions have in a wider political and
societal context, and argues the current approach weakens citizens’ abilities to hold their
governments to account. The second essay is similar to previous HAP reports but it reviews the
evolution of accountability over 10 years, rather than reviewing just the important events in the
previous year as the other HAP reports had done.
Summary
The accountability debate has become more nuanced in recent years with discussion
moving from a general idea of the accountability deficit to more strategic discussions of
humanitarian organizations actions. This may be as a result of greater attention being paid to
accountability to affected communities which has seen perceptions of the accountability deficit
shrink. The 2005 HAP survey of the perceptions of head office and field staff found only 8% of
respondents considered accountability to intended beneficiaries to be high compared to 59% who
thought accountability to donors was high. By 2013 the survey results had changed to 51% and
80% respectively (Alexander, 2013). Both upward and downward accountability are perceived to
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be increasingly important. The survey relies on self-reported perceptions and may reflect policy
level discussions more than actual field realities. The evidence from project sites is less
convincing where intended beneficiary consultation and involvement in projects is still limited
(ALNAP, 2012).
Accountability Organizations and Codes of Conduct
Horizontal accountability, or initiatives signaling a commitment to accountability to
partner organizations, can be seen in codes of conduct and accountability initiatives that have
spread through the sector since the early 1990s. The initiatives may change practice improving
downward and upward accountability, and also be a signaling mechanism to donors about a
commitment to accountability. Five of the most influential initiatives in the humanitarian
community are the Red Cross Code of Conduct, ALNAP, HAP International, People in Aid and
the Sphere Standards (Everett & Friesen, 2010).
The Red Cross Code of Conduct
The Red Cross Code of Conduct is the only initiative whose inception dates back to
before the Rwandan genocide. In progress since 1991, it was presented to the humanitarian
community in 1995 (Walker, 2005) and formulates principles for humanitarian action in 10
articles. Leading with traditional humanitarian principles such as neutrality and independence, it
also includes newer principles such as participation, accountability and long-term risk reduction
(Hilhorst, 2005). The code is a voluntary code without an enforcing mechanism and has been
signed by 522 organizations (International Red Cross and Red Crescent, 2014).
The Sphere Standards
The Sphere Project’s Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian
Response was first disseminated to agencies in 1999 and have since been revised (HAP
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International, 2005). The Sphere Standards set minimum standards of delivery for aid in five
areas; water supply and sanitation, nutrition, food aid, shelter and site planning, and health
services. The standards are technical indicators, for example, an agency responsible for water in
a refugee camp should ensure a minimum of 15 litres per person per day are available (The
Sphere Project, 2011).
ALNAP
ALNAP’s main focus is facilitating learning and knowledge sharing in order to improve
accountability and humanitarian performance. ALNAP is a membership based organization
which unlike the Red Cross Code of Conduct includes donors and UN agencies. One of ALNAPs
mechanisms for encouraging learning is the storing of evaluation reports on a publically
accessible website. It also conducted meta-evaluations of the evaluations on its database before
switching in 2012 to a ‘State of the Humanitarian System’ report.
People in Aid
The People in Aid and HAP initiatives have a regulatory element to them and thus differ
from the other standards. People in Aid focuses on improving human resource management of
humanitarian and development NGOs and emphasizes both accountability of NGO staff and
indirectly downward accountability by ensuring NGOs have staff capable to implementing
programs for intended beneficiaries. People in Aid has a code of good practice and a certification
process for members.
The Humanitarian Accountability Partnership
HAP’s forerunner was the Humanitarian Ombudsman Project, which relied heavily on
compliance with the Red Cross Code of Conduct and the Sphere Standards. The approach
foresaw a system-wide ombudsman system acting as a regulator of accountability standards. This
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was met with resistance and was perceived as a heavy-handed, wrong approach and closed after
two years and HAP replaced it in 2003 (Hilhorst, 2005). The ombudsman system was
considered infeasible to implement given the fractured nature of the humanitarian system and the
number of different players. International organizations also raised questions about the
legitimacy of the system. HAP’s focus is almost exclusively on downward accountability and
like People in Aid has a certification process. HAP certifies a NGO is compliant with its 2010
Standard in Accountability benchmarks in six areas: establishing and delivering on
commitments, staff competency, sharing information, participation, handling complaints, and
learning and continual improvement (HAP International, 2010b).
There are many other standards and certification processes. A review of recent HAP
reports illustrates the development in both global and national level schemes. The 2013 report
lists 42 initiatives, 41 standards and guidelines and 64 codes of conduct (Alexander, 2013). The
proliferation of these schemes demonstrates accountability has become important and a standard
definition of accountability in the humanitarian sector is still elusive. A major concern within the
sector is the proliferation of accountability mechanisms will either lead NGOs to spend too much
time fulfilling the requirements of multiple schemes, or they will pick one certification process
that focuses on one form of accountability at the expense of others (HAP International, 2008).
Power and Accountability
The humanitarian sector clothes itself in the language of independence, impartiality and
neutrality. However, all humanitarian work seeks to change the current situation on the ground.
Both man-made and natural disasters create situations that individuals, organizations and states
within the humanitarian sector identify as needing help and support to change the situation. A
traditional humanitarian would argue the change is simply to alleviate suffering but this view
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ignores humanitarian relief’s impact on policy, services and resources. Humanitarian
intervention has the potential to distribute resources, change national and international policies,
affect the relationship of a community to the state and impact status and authority locally and
nationally (Kennedy, 2004). Power is therefore a central element in the debate about
accountability in the humanitarian sector, which has become increasingly important as the
neutrality and independence of humanitarian actions is threatened by the policies of donor
governments.
There has been an increased movement to align the use of humanitarian aid with national
interest. The idea of humanitarian intervention developed after the end of the Cold War and has
been criticized for using humanitarian motives as a cover for furthering national interest (Gibbs,
2009). The Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts and the ‘War on Terror’ in this century have further
fuelled the belief that aid is a tool for pursuing national interest. Advertising aid as a ‘hearts and
minds’ battle has become dominant, threatening the independence and often safety of aid
workers (Burns, 2010). Illustrating that aid is becoming increasingly dependent on foreign
policy, the Canadian Government announced in 2013 it would absorb the Canadian International
Development Agency (CIDA) into its Foreign Affairs Department. This idea was copied in
September 2013 by the Australian Government (Santamaria, 2013).
The alignment of aid with national interests harms both the neutrality and need-based
principles in humanitarian relief. INGOs that rely on government funding may have their
neutrality questioned and may be forced to make the choice between policy or advocacy
decisions that go against basic humanitarian principles or losing funding, and perhaps in some
cases in Canada, even losing their charitable status (Barry-Shaw & Jay, 2012). A needs based
approach is challenged by the alignment of aid with national interests. Billions of dollars have
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been poured into humanitarian relief and development in Iraq and Afghanistan while at the same
time conflicts in places such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo have been largely ignored
(Hilhorst, 2005). As such, aid is not apportioned on a needs basis but an interest basis.
The consolidated appeals process (CAP) is an attempt by the UN to coordinate appeals
for funding from its agencies and INGOs to donor governments. Comparing the percentage of
requested funds for identified needs to actual donations is a good way of highlighting how
national interest can outweigh humanitarian need. In 2011, the highest ranked countries of
percentage of needs met were Afghanistan, Libya, Sudan, Sri Lanka, and Haiti. The lowest
percentages were Zimbabwe, Djibouti and the region of West Africa (Weiss, 2013). Afghanistan
and Libya have both been the scenes of NATO interventions, and Sudan, an oil rich country, has
received the attention of powerful celebrities such as George Clooney. Sri Lanka is a popular
tourist destination whose civil war was featured heavily in Western news reports, and Haiti’s
earthquake also received blanket news coverage and is geographically close to the U.S.
Zimbabwe and Djibouti, and West Africa in general receive limited news coverage and are
considered less important to the national interest of Western governments.
With this in mind, one needs to ask how power affects the accountability movement.
HAP International’s standard in accountability and quality management defines accountability as
“the means through which power is used responsibly” (2010b, p. 13). This definition is included
in the opening section of the 2010 HAP Standards in Accountability and Quality Management.
This section also identifies accountability as a right for “anyone affected by the use of authority”
(2010b, p. 13). Accountability is a means for holding those with power responsible for their
actions: “Broadly speaking, accountability refers to the process of holding actors responsible for
their actions. More specifically, it is the concept that individuals, agencies and organizations
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(public, private and civil society) are held responsible for executing their powers according to a
certain standard (whether set mutually or not).” (Tisne, 2010, p. 2)
Whilst accountability can be seen as a means of holding those in power responsible for
their actions, it can also be used as a means of consolidating power by those who hold it. In
complex hierarchical systems, power holders delegate authority to others to implement their
desired policies. In this type of system, accountability becomes the means by which power
holders ensure those they delegate responsibility to, justify their actions (Mathison & Ross,
2002).
Accountability can be used both to hold those in power responsible for their actions (or
lack of actions) and also by those in power to hold those they delegate authority to responsible
for implementing their policies. The practice of accountability has two elements to it;
answerability and enforceability. Answerability involves those who implement programs and
policies giving an account and justification of their actions. Enforceability involves the
possibility of sanctions or repercussions for a failure to account adequately for actions or failings
(Goetz & Jenkins, 2005). To understand the system of accountability and the context with which
EHA operates it is important to understand the sources of power in the humanitarian system, who
has the power to demand answerability and deliver enforceability, and how the relative
importance of each affects different actions in the system.
Influence is a key part of the power dynamic. Traditionally the stakeholders who can
influence decisions that an INGO make are the recipients of upward accountability. There is
though a large group of stakeholders who are affected by the decisions of the INGO who do not
have influence (Blagescu, Casas, & Lloyd, 2005). The most relevant example in this case is the
community the INGO is working in. The principle behind humanitarian accountability is
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reducing the power imbalances between groups with influence and those without. An
accountability approach therefore that was truly attempting to reduce power imbalances would
have consider how all stakeholders could have influence over decisions that affect them
(Blagescu et al., 2005).
Donor Governments
Humanitarian relief is a business and aid can have major impacts on the communities and
countries where it is distributed (Kennedy, 2004; Weiss, 2013). INGOs and local NGOs compete
for that business. The competition has increased dramatically in the last 20 years with global
spending increasing almost four-fold between 1980 and 2005 (Riddell, 2007). Although private
donations, and increasingly corporate spending, make a significant contribution to humanitarian
relief spending, the majority of spending comes from donor governments. There are other
sources of power within the humanitarian system, but controlling access to funding and resources
is the dominant form of power. Maintaining the necessary levels of funding for an organizations’
programs can be a constant struggle (Barnett, 2011), and this hands significant power to a donor
government in holding a NGO to account. The movement to bilateral giving, which means more
funds are given directly to NGOs rather than multilaterally through the UN, has also increased
the strength of the donors’ position (Riddell, 2007; Weiss, 2013). Donor governments are
therefore in a position to both demand answerability and administer sanctions or repercussions.
Donors can refuse to fund future projects, suspend funding from NGOs or even withhold funding
for a national government if they feel their demands for accountability have not been met.
Donor governments also hold power through the traditional inter-governmental structures
of modern diplomacy such as the UN and the Bretton Woods institutions. The largest donors of
humanitarian aid are some of strongest states—economically, politically and militarily. This
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gives them power in setting and implementing policies that impact the humanitarian sector
(Riddell, 2007).
Donor governments face various challenges for accountability. A key location for
accountability demands comes from a domestic audience. Taxpayers, special interest groups and
the media can demand accountability in the humanitarian sector (HAP International, 2005). In
this context, these groups can both demand a government accounts for its actions and that a
government holds NGOs or the aid world in general to account. This in itself can create a
dynamic where accountability is actually reduced rather increased. Aid agencies have a vested
interest in portraying themselves in the best possible light. This is particularly the case in the
current financial crisis where there is considerable pressure on governments to cut foreign aid
rather than make domestic budgetary cuts. In a world where the average American thinks foreign
aid is 10-25% of the U.S. federal budget, when it is in fact 1% (Melamed, 2014), the incentive to
avoid negative news stories is strong. As such INGOs can be reluctant to publish negative
evaluations (HAP International, 2006; Riddell, 2007) which reduces rather than increases
opportunities for accountability.
Other attempts to hold donor governments accountable for their actions and promises
have also been made recently. The Good Humanitarian Donorship (GHD) meeting in 2003 led to
the development of Principles of Good Practice which included mechanisms to improve donor
accountability (Alexander, 2013). Initiatives such as the Humanitarian Response Index (HRI) by
Development Assistance Research Associates (DARA), the International Aid Transparency
Initiative (IATI), and Publish What You Fund, have highlighted this approach to accountability
of donors. HRI ranks donors performance against the GHD principles. The introduction of the
HRI was met with resistance by donor governments, particularly those that scored badly on
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performance (HAP International, 2008). Unlike initiatives such as HAP and ALNAP, HRI is
funded without government donor assistance and so has the potential to maintain independence.
HRI reports to date have raised questions about the lack of transparency of decisions on fund
allocation and observed funding was not based on humanitarian principles (Alexander, 2013).
Non-Western donor governments are becoming increasingly active in humanitarian relief.
Obtaining data on the amount of funds given is difficult as these new donors do not necessarily
follow the same accounting policies as traditional donors. However countries such as China,
Saudi Arabia, Brazil, Turkey, and India have all made increased contributions to humanitarian
causes recently (Binder & Meier, 2011). Motivations for giving vary, but as with Western
donors, national interest and global reputation are important. Non-Western donors are more
likely to direct money through recipient governments’ treasuries. This comes from the different
approaches to state sovereignty of the countries involved. Traditional donors have more and
more followed the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ doctrine since the 1990s that argues state
sovereignty should not be a barrier when states fail in their obligations to protect their citizens.
This has increased the alignment of military and humanitarian policies in these countries and
been the justification for military engagements (Weiss, 2013). This doctrine is rejected by many
of the newer donors and has led to both a high proportion of funds being directed through state
treasuries and a limited funding of protection/human rights programs (Binder & Meier, 2011).
The increased presence of non-Western donors therefore has the potential to change the power
balance in the humanitarian world. Western donors may see a reduction in their influence at the
expense of other donors, and recipient governments may have greater control compared to
INGOs and UN agencies. How this affects the ability of beneficiaries to hold various actors to
account is not yet clear.
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Host Governments
Humanitarian aid differs from international development aid because funds are funneled
more to INGOs and UN bodies rather than national governments (Darcy, 2013; Riddell, 2007).
The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness committed donor governments to build the capacity
of recipient governments by directing as much as aid as possible through the recipient
government’s treasury. However, as a sub-sector of international aid, humanitarian relief was
not particularly affected by this as it is widely delivered through INGOs and UN agencies
(Darcy, 2013).
Within the overall structure of the aid system, the Paris Declaration intended for mutual
accountability to be undertaken between donor and recipient countries. The concept of mutual
accountability rests on the idea that two partners will hold each other to account, and the
accountability mechanisms set up in each country will complement mechanisms in the other
country reinforcing accountability and transparency. This arm of the Paris Declaration has been
the least successfully implemented (Jones & Picanyol, 2011). Part of the reason for this is there
is an asymmetrical power relationships between donors and recipient countries, in that “donors
typically can withhold aid, while aid recipients have few means of exerting influence over
donors” (Jones & Picanyol, 2011, p. 6). Recipient countries therefore have limited powers over
donors on international aid in general, and this is even more limited in humanitarian relief where
the funds are less likely to be channeled through their government’s treasury. As noted, the
entrance of non-Western donors may alter the power imbalance, but the effects of this are not yet
clear.
The funneling of funds through INGOs and UN agencies impacts the possibility of
citizens of a recipient country to hold their government to account. Article 6 of the Red Cross
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Code of Conduct emphasizes using local capacity to respond, but this article has been identified
as the most ignored article (Hilhorst, 2005). Darcy (2013) highlights how this changes the
accountability dynamic. Under the international system, the primary responsibility for the
protection and support of a country’s citizens rests with the country’s government. As such, a
government has the responsibility to ensure access to food, shelter and health care in an
emergency. A government that failed to do so could be held to account by its citizens in
whatever ways the political structure in the country allowed. However, under the current
humanitarian system, this responsibility is often assumed by UN agencies and INGOs. In
Darcy’s argument this weakens the ability of citizens to hold their own governments to account.
Instead local citizens look to UN agencies and INGOs to account for their actions, which these
agencies do out of a moral sense of responsibility not a contractual obligation. Darcy sees this as
a weakness of the accountability movement. Organizations consider their accountability
responsibilities to be limited to the delivery of the programs they are contracted to implement.
By failing to consider the wider political context, they are failing to consider their programs are
displacing the responsibility of local authorities to provide services and make decisions on
resource allocation. This then removes power from citizens of the country to demand basic
services from their government.
The power relationships between host governments and INGOs are complex and quite
context specific. In humanitarian relief, INGOs often hold access to the funds to provide services
and the expertise to do so. They may also have access to policy makers both in donor
governments and so be able to advocate for prioritization of particular funding streams, and in
host governments and so be able to affect national policy.
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What INGOs do not have without the compliance of host governments is access to the
people they wish to serve. Strong, authoritarian governments may limit access to beneficiary
populations. This may be just a blanket refusal to allow meaningful access as in the case of
Burma after Cyclone Nargis in 2008 (Human Rights Watch, 2010). In other cases, access may
come with conditions that often leave INGOs with a moral dilemma of compromising to reach a
population or sticking strongly to principles which results in them losing access. For example,
Sri Lanka forced Tamils displaced at the end of the civil war to live in IDP camps where
permission to leave was hard to obtain and services and conditions were poor. INGOs and UN
agencies were granted very limited access (Human Rights Watch, 2009). This left INGOs to
either operate in the camps and thus semi-legitimizing the Sri Lankan Government’s policies, or
abandon the populations in the camps.
This is an example of where the expectation of INGOs and the UN to provide services,
can reduce a populations’ opportunities to hold their government to account. Host governments
are able to use their position to blame INGOs for failures of delivery whilst making it difficult
for them to do their job. In Sri Lanka the power of Tamils to hold the Sri Lankan Government to
account for failing to provide basic services was already very limited in the aftermath of the civil
war. By relying on international organizations to provide basic necessities, and blaming them for
failures to deliver allowed the government to avoid accountability questions about their own
action.
INGOs
INGOs themselves hold considerable power. Their policies and field operations have a
considerable impact on the lives of the communities they work with. They hold the key to access
to services, defining who are the most at risk members of the community and thus who is
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prioritized for attention. INGOs are often major service providers in countries affected by
disaster, taking on roles traditionally provided by government such as health-care and education
provision. The provision of services and the financial injection they make to a community is not
the only source of power for INGOs. They are also able to influence national and international
policy. INGOs are often heavily involved in advocacy campaigns to hold governments to
account for their promises or lack of action. The International Campaign to Ban Landmines
(ICBL) is one example of INGOs using their position as field practitioners and leveraging their
moral sway to push for the formulation of a major international treaty (Cameron, Tomlin, &
Lawson, 1998).
The ICBL gives an example of INGOs using power they have obtained from positioning
themselves globally as moral guardians of the humanitarian world. Wrapping themselves in the
traditional concepts of humanitarianism, INGOs try to gain the moral high ground by
representing the voice of the marginalized, poor and victims of natural disasters and conflict as a
counterpoint to the interest laden approach of donors, national governments and belligerents in
conflict. This view of INGOs has been questioned much more forcibly since the 1990s fuelled by
concerns of value for money, behaviour of aid workers, and questions about whether aid
contributes to war and violence by funding belligerents (Barnett, 2011; Nutt, 2011; Weiss, 2013).
However INGOs still retain certain levels of moral legitimacy which gives them power and
influence in decision-making. The strength of this power will vary from organization to
organization and is often dependent upon the context of the situation. Large organizations that
are renowned for taking strong public positions often have greater flexibility than smaller
organizations to resist the requirements of large donors and host governments. However this
power should not be overstated. In an increasingly competitive market for funding, donor
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governments still represent the largest funding opportunities thus reducing the potential of
INGOs to push back against donor power.
Populations Affected By Crisis
What power do beneficiaries of humanitarian relief programs and the communities they
live in have to hold organizations and governments to account? Under the traditional concepts of
accountability they have very little power. Funding for projects ultimately comes from taxpayers
of another country, whether it be government or private funding. Affected communities should
be able to hold their own governments to account and influence the actions of INGOs this way.
This often does not happen for a number of reasons, including a government’s failure to provide
services in the first place or a government contributing to the humanitarian crisis either through
war or policies exacerbating poverty, starvation or disease. As discussed, the presence of
international organizations may even weaken a citizen’s ability to hold his/her government to
account by displacing government services.
Therefore without other ways of acquiring power, affected communities’’ ability to hold
governments and international agencies to account is severely limited. One of the purposes
behind the accountability initiatives that have spread through the humanitarian relief and
international development sector is to provide these means. This approach comes from the theory
of social accountability and the notion that democracy, empowerment and rights based
approaches will enhance the ability of aid recipients to ensure they can access needed services
(McGee & Gaventa, 2011). The international development field is more sophisticated in these
forms of accountability mechanisms. Citizenship voice initiatives, which focus on increasing the
opportunity and capacity for people to have their opinions heard and demand accountability from
those in power (ODI, 2007), work on the assumption that the ability of a citizen to voice their
33

views freely improves governance and increases the demand for transparency and accountability
(Rocha Menocal & Sharma, 2009b). A review of published reports and evaluations shows this is
an approach applied in development but not humanitarian relief settings, and its focus on poverty
rather than life saving and relief of suffering emphasizes this. However, the humanitarian relief
and development programs often operate in parallel contexts. Development work can therefore
impact the response to a crisis. Citizenship voice programs operating in countries prone to
disaster have the potential to impact the response to a crisis by nature of having empowered a
population to engage their government and thus hold them to account for their response to a
crisis.
Citizenship voice projects work to empower communities to demand accountability and
rights from their governments. They promote an environment where the demands for
accountability will be citizen-led and seen as an integral right (Rocha Menocal & Sharma,
2009a). Efforts in the humanitarian sector have focused on developing structures which give
beneficiaries voice to impact the work of INGOs. Identifying and implementing feedback
mechanisms such as beneficiary input into programs and complaints procedures is given
considerable attention in the humanitarian accountability literature. Research using cases studies
on the process and impact of feedback mechanisms has been undertaken recently (Featherstone,
2013; Jean & Bonino, 2013). Implemented effectively the evidence suggests they build
participation and improve INGOs’ accountability. However they are implemented voluntarily
and rely on a moral approach to accountability by INGOs rather than a statutory or contractual
requirement.
Participation does not necessarily provide accountability, and accountability is possible
without participation. However participation helps strengthen accountability approaches and
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ensure greater influence of the affected community. Effective participation allows INGOs to
understand the affected community’s interests and ensure needs are responded to (Blagescu et
al., 2005; Hilhorst, 2002). Accountability to affected communities is enhanced by participatory
approaches that ensure communities can influence decision making (Blagescu et al., 2005). This
approach reduces the power imbalances which exist within the humanitarian sector. One of the
criticisms of INGOs though is participation is often token in nature and does not involve
anything more than extracting data at community meetings that rarely translates into impact into
decisions (Alexander, 2013; Anderson, Brown, & Jean, 2012).
Donors have become increasingly interested in participatory approaches and beneficiary
involvement (Alexander, 2013), and this gives the potential for a these mechanisms to become
compulsory rather than voluntary. Donors already require organizations to detail how they
developed their projects with participatory input and then expect them to report on this
throughout the project. How much this has altered the behavior of INGOs and whether donors
have moved from policy statements to actually enforcing these ideas in the field is debatable
(Alexander, 2013). However should the trajectory of change continue there is the possibility for
donors to delegate power to beneficiaries rather than INGOs as is currently the case.
Citizens of Donor Countries
Grassroots movements in the traditional donor countries are another means where the
public can hold governments, corporations and international organizations to account for actions
or lack of actions. Within the humanitarian sector, the most widely recognized public movement
to force greater intervention in a humanitarian crisis was Band Aid; the series of events
organized by Bob Geldof and other musicians to raise awareness of the famine in Ethiopia.
Serious questions have since been raised about the intervention in Ethiopia and the effect of the
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public pressure caused by Band Aid. However there is little doubt the public movement to
intervene had a huge impact on the available funds and the willingness of governments and the
humanitarian community to respond (Walker & Maxwell, 2009). Band Aid is an example of
holding the humanitarian community accountable for their responsibility to act rather than
accountable for how they implement programs.
The failure to act is probably the way citizens of donor countries are most likely to hold
INGOs to account. International organizations can also be held to account by citizens of donor
countries for performance and financial probity. Media reports are generally the most normal
form of this. The media will focus on a particular issue or cause that creates a swell of public
opinion on a particular issue. Other means include guides to giving such as Charity Navigator
which contain details of different non-profits activities and financial performance. Both media
reports and websites such as Charity Navigator have subjective ideas of what constitutes good
performance and may not be grounded in field realities. This may however reduce accountability
as INGOs focus on ensuring negative information does not become available to the press rather
than lesson learning through accountability (HAP International, 2005).
Private Donors
Private donations form a significant proportion of humanitarian relief aid. Calculating
totals for aid in general, and how much of this is private donations, is difficult but one estimate
puts the amount at 30% of all humanitarian aid managed by delivery organizations (i.e.
organizations working on project implementation in a crisis zone) (Global Humanitarian
Assistance, n.d.-b). The amount of private donations a particular NGO will receive is dependent
on the individual organization. MSF has tried to carve out an identity particularly focused on
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independence and its private fundraising is particularly impressive. Other organizations, such as
the NRC are more comfortable being mainly funded through governments (Weiss, 2013).
The source of private donations is diverse and includes general and crisis specific fundraising campaigns with the general public, donations from churches and other religious
organizations, and private corporations. The diverse nature of funding and the way it is used
often lessens the power of the giver to hold an INGO to account for their actions, and
government donors have created a system to compound this problem. Government donors give
very limited, if any proportion at all to support head offices. However an INGO will often need a
head office to perform functions such as human resources, donor management, and policy
development. INGOs therefore use private donations to fund their head offices and prefer
donations and bequests are not earmarked for a particular location or crisis (Nutt, 2011). Even
with donations given for particular causes, it can be hard to hold an organization to account.
Individuals and often also religious and non-religious foundations have less access to on-theground knowledge than donor governments and therefore more reliant on feedback from the
INGO and media stories to assess the impact of their donations.
The HAP surveys on perceptions of accountability affirm the argument government
donors are considered more of a priority for accountability than private donors. In the 2011
survey, 81% of respondents considered the level of accountability given to government donors to
be high, compared to 66% for private donors. These percentages were 59% and 23% respectively
in 2005, suggesting the significance of private donors to humanitarian organizations has grown.
The figures in 2011 for beneficiaries, host governments, and the general public was 41%, 41%
and 29%, suggesting despite the various movements for accountability, funding was still the
leading force behind accountability in 2011.The survey does not make clear whether the
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respondents are perceiving this as all private donations, or large-scale donations from
foundations or corporations.
If the role of private foundations is becoming increasingly important in humanitarian
relief this does have the potential to change power dynamics in the sector but this may just shift
the power from Western governments, to western corporations and foundations controlled by
religious organizations or rich individuals. A number of corporations such as oil, tobacco,
logistics and financial companies have developed corporate giving programs and formed
partnerships with UN agencies, the Red Cross or INGOs (Van Wassenhove, Tomanisi, &
Stapleton, 2008). There has been limited research on how this impacts the accountability debate
and who benefits from this development. It also opens the wider debate about concerning the
power of corporations in donor countries that is beyond the scope of this discussion.
Religious organizations are also heavily involved in humanitarian relief, and a number of
INGOs are faith-based. World Vision for example is an evangelical Christian organization that is
one of the biggest INGOs in the world with an annual budget of over $1 billion (Weiss, 2013). It
receives funds from governments but the majority of its funding is from private donors (Dionne,
2014). World Vision is an example of an organization where private funders did call the
organization to account for its policies and the threat to funding was enough to lead to change in
policy. In March 2014 World Vision America, a branch of World Vision International,
announced it would hire gay individuals in legally recognized same-sex marriages but reversed
this decision three days later following negative reaction from conservative Christians. World
Vision, and other religious organizations such as Christian Aid, Islamic Relief and Tear Fund
implement programs providing services. There are also religious foundations that act as donors,
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and some that operate both as donors and implementers, such as Caritas and Catholic Relief
Services.
Research indicates corporations and religious donors will often follow similar practices to
government donors in regards to accountability, reporting and evaluation (Chianca, 2008). This
may be a tendency to follow what they see as industry standards that have already been set. It
may be that if the influence of private donors continues to grow there may be a shift in the
balance of power within the sector. However it seems unlikely that private corporations in
particular will have particularly different goals than the national interest goals of Western
donors.
Summary
This discussion shows the wide range of the positions of power various stakeholders in
the humanitarian sector hold. Although each stakeholder does have access to certain means of
power, this should not disguise the fact there are great power imbalances within the system. The
humanitarian structure is set up in a way that allows donors, and in particular Western
governments to hold considerable power over every other stakeholder in the system. In a
simplified fashion, the structure currently dictates donors delegate responsibility for
implementing programs to international organizations. These programs are supposed to be on
behalf of target communities in the recipient countries, but the target communities have little
ability to hold either donors or implementing organizations to account through answerability and
even less with enforceability.
There have been developments that may change this dynamic in the future. Donors have
become increasingly interested in participatory approaches and ensuring the views of
beneficiaries are incorporated into programs. As such it is possible to envisage the donors
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delegating power to the beneficiaries to hold INGOs to account for their actions, and systems
being set up to ensure penalties for non-compliance with objectives. Additionally the increased
involvement of private donors and non-Western government donors, will scramble existing
power relationships. Opportunities to hold donors to account still remain limited, although some
attempts via advocacy and the setting up of organizations dedicated to ensuring good behaviour
by donors may improve these opportunities in future.
New Public Management’s Influence on Accountability
Most of the discussion so far has concerned downward accountability. However the
Asian Tsunami joint evaluation noted as a result of the large amounts of funding available for the
tsunami response, INGOs had “a virtual obsession with ‘upward accountability’ to donors, the
media and the public in donor’ countries” (Cosgrove, 2007, p. 11) and as the HAP surveys show
it is still considered the dominant form of accountability in the humanitarian sector (Alexander,
2013). Alongside the debate about accountability to beneficiaries that stemmed from the
Rwandan genocide, were questions of the effectiveness of aid and whether humanitarian relief
produced positive outcomes cost-effectively. These questions were grounded in a neo-liberal
new public management (NPM) approach to government that began to have an impact on
humanitarian and development aid in the 1990s.
Although NPM began in the 1980s its impact in the humanitarian and development aid
sectors became evident in the early 1990s as the concept of results based management (RBM)
was introduced by most Western donor countries (Feinstein & Beck, 2006). Broadly defined,
NPM is the use of private sector concepts of performance management, results oriented
approaches and cost effectiveness in the public sector (Hood, 2001). NPM, it was argued, would
modernize public sector service delivery by focusing on the public as a consumer within a free
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market system that would improve public choice and thus quality. NPM evolved from the
Reaganite and Thatcherite philosophies of smaller, decentralized government, which it was
argued would ensure accountability and transparency to the tax-payer (Larner, 2000).
Performance management techniques that stressed quality and efficiency with a focus on
demonstrating impact using measurable indicators are a particular area of NPM that affected
both development and humanitarian relief. One of the effects of RBM was to shift the focus of
aid planning and grant proposals from inputs to outputs and outcomes (Feinstein & Beck, 2006).
The emphasis on measuring impact on clearly specified indicators was achieved at the expense
of the ethical mandate of organizations: demonstrating outcomes were achieved became more
important than serving beneficiaries and the participation of target communities suffered
(Salgado, 2008). Focusing on measurable impacts may also reduce focus on hard to measure
goals such as human rights protection (Hofmann, Roberts, Shoham, & Harvey, 2004). Therefore,
the goal of NPM in humanitarian relief may be to improve quality but the effects can often be to
reduce program delivery to limited indicators and reduce the involvement of, and thus
accountability to, beneficiaries. One of the problems with the accountability that NPM seeks is
that it intended to demonstrate efficiency, transparency and a lack of corruption to taxpayers, but
in the case of humanitarian aid the taxpayers are not the recipients of the services provided thus
diverting power affected communities have to hold both program implementers and donors to
account.
NPM is primarily seen as establishing an upward form of accountability (Chouinard,
2013). However, a review of humanitarian aid standards and policies show the effect of NPM on
initiatives that are part of the movement for accountability to affected communities. Many of the
accountability standards reduce performance to intended beneficiaries to pre-determined
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indicators (Everett & Friesen, 2010). For example, the Sphere Standards focus on technical
aspects of aid delivery with a one size fits all prescription. Médecins Sans Frontièrs (MSF), one
of the largest INGOs working in the sector, has been critical of this approach (Tong, 2004).
MSF, and others, see the universal standardization of aid reduced to indicators and standards as
harmful attempts to respond to the local context and learn from past programming mistakes
(Walker & Maxwell, 2009).
HAP’s initial standards also used language influenced by the NPM movement. Corporate
terms and referrals to ‘customers’ and ‘product and service value’ (Everett & Friesen, 2010)
highlight a business model approach similar to those espoused by NPM. Everett & Friesen
(2010) note although HAP has reduced its reliance on the language of commerce in more recent
publications, it still seems comfortable with allowing themselves to be associated with a
corporate management model.
The HAP certification process also highlights an interesting tension in the accountability
debate. To become certified by HAP a member has to go through a certification process
demonstrating to HAP its commitment to accountability to the communities they work with and
quality management (HAP, 2014). This process requires a certification process that requires a
program audit at the organization’s headquarters and at least one field site. This is just one of
many certification programs that exist. Others include International Organization for
Standardization (ISO 9000) certification and the Société Genéralé de Surveillance (SGS)
benchmarking system. In an increasingly crowded field of emergency response the certification
process is a method for signaling quality and an organization’s commitment to being accountable
to its intended beneficiaries. However to gain certification, INGOs have to make themselves
accountable to another organization and not their intended beneficiaries. In effect they are
42

proving they are accountable to intended beneficiaries by being accountable to an international
organization.
Evaluation Within the Humanitarian Sector
Evaluation is increasingly seen as a key tool in demonstrating accountability in the
humanitarian sector. Despite the multitude of policies, methodologies and driving forces in the
evaluation process in the international aid sector, there is one overarching framework from which
most donor and NGO evaluation policies are developed—the 1991 Development Assistance
Committee Evaluation Guidelines developed for the OECD (Chianca, 2008). The Committee
consisted of powerful players in the development community including the heads of most of the
bilateral and multilateral donor agencies (Chianca, 2008). The development guidelines are
important as they formed the basis for guidelines on emergency response. The guidelines had six
basic principles:
“1. All aid agencies should have an evaluation policy.
2. Evaluations should be impartial and independent.
3. Evaluation results should be widely disseminated.
4. Evaluation should be used—feedback to decision-makers is essential.
5. Donor and recipient agencies should be partners/cooperate with the evaluation—
strengthen recipient agencies and reduce administrative burden.
6. Evaluation should be part of the aid planning from the start—clear objectives are
essential for an objective evaluation.” (Chianca, 2008, p. 42)
OECD/DAC has defined development evaluation as the “systematic and objective
assessment of an on-going or completed project, programme or policy, its design,
implementation and results. The aim is to determine the relevance and fulfilment of objectives,
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development efficiency, effectiveness, impact and sustainability. An evaluation should provide
information that is credible and useful, enabling the incorporation of lessons learned into the
decision-making process of both recipients and donors. Evaluation also refers to the process of
determining the worth or significance of an activity, policy or program.” (OECD DAC, 2010, p.
4) Although developed for international development evaluation rather than EHA this definition
is none-the-less relevant because it is often used by donors and INGOs in their evaluation
policies.
The language of the six principles emphasizes upward accountability. Guideline 2
emphasizes the importance of independence of the evaluation, something also emphasized in the
2010 guidelines (OECD DAC, 2010). Whilst independent evaluation does not prevent the
possibility of downward accountability, it does reduce options for participatory approaches and
thus suggests upward accountability was the main consideration of the guidelines. Guideline 5
considers donor and partner cooperation but does not refer to intended beneficiaries and
guideline 4 refers to the importance of sharing results with decision makers. Both of these
guidelines are heavily weighted towards upper level management and upward accountability.
The only guideline that includes downward accountability is guideline 3, which calls for the
wide-dissemination of results. However the broadness of this guideline does not emphasis
dissemination to intended beneficiaries and can easily be interpreted as just lesson learning
among other agencies.
The five criteria highlighted in the OECD’s definition of evaluation (relevance,
efficiency, effectiveness, sustainability, and impact) were a key part of the original 1991
document. In 1999, the DAC released a document addressing complex emergency programs. The
guidelines and criteria were similar to the 1991 document but were altered to reflect the unique
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circumstances of emergency assistance. The criteria were expanded to relevance/appropriateness,
connectedness, coherence, coverage, efficiency, effectiveness, and impact. Today, these criteria
are present in some form in most donor and NGO evaluation policies (Chianca, 2008).
Another widespread definition of evaluation of humanitarian action (EHA) is one used by
the ALNAP. ALNAP bases its evaluation guidelines on the 1999 DAC/OECD humanitarian
relief guidelines and criteria. ALNAP (2006) defines evaluation as follows.
“Evaluation of humanitarian action (EHA) is a systematic and impartial examination of
humanitarian action intended to draw lessons to improve policy and practice and enhance
accountability.
EHA:


is commissioned by or in cooperation with the organisation(s) whose performance
is being evaluated;



is undertaken either by a team of non-employees (external) or by a mixed team of
non-employees (external) and employees (internal) from the commissioning
organisation and/or the organisation being evaluated;



assesses policy and/or practice against recognised criteria (eg, the DAC criteria);



articulates findings, draws conclusions and makes recommendations.”(p.14)

The DAC criteria give more weight to broader definition of accountability than the six
OECD guidelines. ALNAP (2006) has produced a widely-used guide to EHA that defines each
criterion and highlights types of evaluations relevant to particular criteria. The types listed
include single agency, multi-agency, sector wide, multi-sector, institutionally focused, policy
focused and partnership focused evaluations (ALNAP, 2006, pp. 21–22). The language used in
the guide suggests both upward and downward accountability issues are important. For example,
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the explanatory notes on the criterion of efficiency focus on the technical aspects of value for
money and suggests an economist be included in the evaluation team. The emphasis is on what
outputs were achieved with the inputs, with no reference to long-term outcomes. In this section
the guide uses language associated with NPM’s approach to efficiency. The section on
relevance/appropriateness focuses on local needs and increased ownership by the target
population, suggesting more of an emphasis on downward accountability. Additionally, by
raising questions of coherence and coverage, the guide also addresses the broader political and
economic context of the intervention. As such the guide provides a much broader approach to
questions of accountability than the six guidelines of the DAC/OCED document.
ALNAP’s guide notes all seven criteria may be useful in an evaluation, but most INGO
evaluation policies do not distinguish among the seven criteria (in fact many agencies have the
same policy for their development work as their humanitarian work, and only list the original
five criteria).
In many ways ALNAP’s evaluation guidelines and the DAC/OECD criteria have the
same impact of universalization HAP’s accountability certification or the Sphere Standards have
(Walker & Maxwell, 2009). These documents have become the dominant scripts in EHA.
Whether this dominance in INGOs evaluation policies creates flexibility that allows evaluators to
apply the criteria effectively to a local context or instead creates rigidity that harms the overall
utility of an evaluation is an important empirical question.

EHA and Accountability
One of the key distinctions between evaluation and research is evaluation places a value
judgment on something (Mathison, 2008; Weiss, 1972). Evaluating something does not
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necessarily lead to accountability, but the process of accountability does involve making a value
judgment and hence requires evaluation (Mathison, 2009). Ebrahim (2003) identifies five
categories of accountability mechanisms; evaluation, reports and disclosure statements,
participation, self-regulation, and social audits. As such there is no question evaluation can play
a role in accountability. The question is more what type of accountability can and does
evaluation contribute to?
There is considerable debate within the sector as to how accountability can be addressed
through evaluation (Hallam, 2011). Feinstein & Beck (2006) argue in the early stages of the
accountability revolution there was a belief evaluations could either focus on lesson learning or
accountability, and there was an inherent trade-off between the two. This has been challenged
more recently by the concept of accountability for learning which argues the concepts can play a
complementary function in evaluation.
The debate about accountability versus lesson learning extends to consideration of what
evaluation approaches should be used. The first draft of ALNAP’s guide for EHA states
evaluations play either a lesson learning role or accountability role, and argues an evaluation
mainly focused on accountability is not likely to use participatory evaluation approaches
(ALNAP, 2003). However, by the time the final version was published in 2006, after field testing
and feedback, this distinction has been removed (ALNAP, 2006), which supports Feinstein and
Beck’s view the distinction was less clear cut than had previously been the case. The most recent
ALNAP guide though states again accountability focused evaluations “are more likely to adopt a
more adversarial investigative style…participatory and facilitated evaluations are a more
appropriate approach when learning in the primary goal” (Cosgrove & Buchanan-Smith, 2014, p.
45)
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The 2003 draft suggests the definition of accountability focused strongly on upward
accountability. Indeed the draft guide quotes the OCED guidelines for complex emergencies: “A
critical question to be considered at the outset is whether the evaluation is going to emphasize
lesson learning or accountability, or a mix of the two. If lesson-learning is emphasized then it
opens up the possibility for the extensive use of participatory methods. If accountability is
emphasized then it implies structuring the evaluation so its findings are independent and
respected.” (1999, p. 17). That the document that has had the most powerful effect on
humanitarian aid evaluation work in the past 15 years states this, gives some indication of the
power imbalances within the humanitarian sector. This suggests at the time of formulation, the
committee considered accountability to be upward and focused on technical and contractual
compliance. The working group that established the initial development guidelines consisted of
representatives from 16 donor organizations and 6 UN agencies, and only 5 NGO representatives
along with 1 representative from ICRC and 1 from IFRC (Chianca, 2008). There was therefore a
strong donor presence in the formulation of the guidelines. The OECD itself is a Western
organization with members that at the time of the guidelines being written were heavily involved
in NPM reforms (Haque, 2007).
Summary
This review of literature suggests tensions exist between the different conceptions of
accountability within humanitarian relief. On the one hand downward accountability receives
much of the attention in literature and policy debates with continued arguments as to how much
progress has been made. On the other hand, what evidence exists suggest upward accountability
driven by a need to account to powerful actors who control funds is still the dominant form of
accountability. Debate over how evaluation can be used as an accountability mechanism is also
48

ongoing. Building on these continued debates, this study investigated how and whether
evaluation is being used as a downward accountability mechanism, and who benefits from
current evaluation practices in humanitarian aid.

Evaluation Approaches
There are numerous evaluation theories, models and approaches. Evaluators have
differing views as to how to approach evaluations and the organizations are likely to seek out
evaluators whose approach matches their ideas for the purpose of evaluation. Evaluators may see
their role as being important for social justice, to focus on organization change, or place a value
or judgment on a program. Broadly speaking, evaluators focus on use, values or methods, and
would have been influenced by the works of theorists working in the evaluation field such as
those identified by Alkin in his evaluation theory tree (Alkin, 2004; Christie & Alkin, 2008).
Some evaluation approaches are more common in EHA. Some of these approaches are most
relevant to downward accountability, whilst the use of other approaches would suggest more of a
focus on upward accountability. There are also approaches where either upward or downward
accountability may be favoured dependent on how the evaluation is actually implemented.
Evaluation Approaches Favouring Upward Accountability
Evaluations favouring upward accountability are more likely to focus on technical and
theoretical approaches. The evaluations would be expected to highlight the important elements of
NPM, namely a focus on performance management and achieving of measureable indicators.
The approaches are also more likely to favour comparative measurement of impact through the
use of experimental or quasi-experimental designs and a strong counter-factual. The NPM
movement has impacted accountability policies domestically in many Western countries.
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Governments in both Canada and the United States have developed policies that favour so-called
‘more scientific’ approaches (Chouinard, 2013).
Experimental and quasi-experimental designs. Experimental and quasi-experimental
designs are grounded in positivist models of inquiry that require a control group to allow a
researcher to analyze difference between groups. In humanitarian aid this can prove both difficult
and morally suspect. Humanitarian aid is supposed to be given on the basis of need and so
denying a group support to allow for the measurement of impact on another group raises
considerable moral questions. Quasi-experimental design involves the non-random selection of
the control group, which when appropriately chosen may allow the researcher to create a control
group similar in characteristics to the population impacted by the project.
Theory based approaches. The purpose of a theory based approach to evaluation is
answer what is causing an approach to work, as well as the actual performance or merit of the
intervention (Chen, 2005; DfID, 2013). This approach relies on identifying either the theory of
change or the logical model behind the intervention and then testing if the theory the intervention
was based on holds true. Theory based approaches are often associated with experimental or
quasi experimental design (Hacsi, 2000). Theory based approaches have also been linked to a
concentration on achieving indicators rather than the long-term viability of the program when
used for accountability purposes (Rogers, Petrosino, Huebner, Tracey, & Hacsi, 2000), a
criticism which is similar to criticisms of NPM approaches.
However, a theory based approach to evaluation does not automatically assume the
accountability direction is upward. Participatory approaches can be used to identify and test the
assumptions of the theory of intervention. This will rely on beneficiaries being involved in the
initial design of the theory and the evaluation questions that are needed to test it.
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Impact evaluation. Impact evaluation has been increasingly used in the international
development context. The goal of an impact evaluation is the measure the long-term effects of a
project or intervention. Governments are increasingly interested in measuring the impact of
humanitarian relief projects. For example in a recent policy document, the UK’s Department for
International Development (DfID), promises to “invest more in measuring the UK Government’s
impact and the impact of our partners” (2011, p. 16). The evaluation guidelines of major donors
argue impact evaluation requires a counter-factual and the use of statistical data is important to
identifying causation (DfID, 2011; USAID, 2013). The United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) specifies experimental or quasi-experimental designs are the only
appropriate designs in the evaluation. This approach is not shared by all donors; DfID for
example highlights the importance of qualitative data to give a contextual emphasis to findings.
However DfID still focuses more on experimental design in its guidelines than qualitative
methods. Therefore, similarly to theory-based evaluations, impact evaluations do not have to be
focused on upward accountability, but the current guidelines issued by leading international
donors heavily leans towards this with the emphasis on experimental design.
Technical evaluations. Evaluations where the goal is focused on identifying the
technical quality of a program are also often more aimed at upward accountability than
downward accountability. As an example an evaluation looking at the quality of prosthetic and
orthotic (P&O) services after an earthquake may involve a technical expert with limited local
knowledge. The evaluation may focus on cost-effectiveness and the quality of the P&O services
compared to international standards. While this does not preclude downward accountability,
local need and the effects of the local environment on the P&O devices may be forgotten. In this
case the evaluation focuses on demonstrating to donors, headquarter quality control specialists
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and quality monitoring bodies that the program has met certain quality and cost-effectiveness
goals. This hypothetical example highlights a common criticism of technical evaluations that
focus too heavily on technical data and not enough on local context (Riddell, 2007).
Evaluation Approaches Favouring Downward Accountability
Evaluation approaches favouring downward accountability focus on the intended
beneficiaries and target communities of the program. As such, approaches involving
participation and collaboration are likely to be most appropriate for this form of accountability.
These approaches are a subset of stakeholder evaluation approaches, but ones that focus most
particularly on one stakeholder—the intended beneficiaries. Approaches particularly relevant
here are participatory evaluation, empowerment evaluation, equity-focused evaluation and
collaborative evaluation. There are also broad approaches that can be an umbrella approach, such
as utilization-focused evaluation (UFE). For example, it is possible for UFE to emphasize
‘participation’ as central to the evaluation.
Participatory evaluation (PE). Participatory approaches developed in 1970s and 1980s
in the international development sector and were the starting point for collaborative approaches
in evaluation (Cousins, Whitmore, & Shulha, 2013). Development work in Latin America
influenced the development of PE (Cousins et al., 2013; Kushner & Rotondo, 2012), and was
based on participatory tools such as rapid rural appraisals and participatory action research
(Cousins et al., 2013). These approaches developed as a reaction to more established positivist
evaluation approaches that were considered exploitative (Cousins et al., 2013). Participatory
evaluation advocates for the joint control of the process by the stakeholders and the evaluator
(Cousins & Whitmore, 1998; Fetterman, Rodriguez-Campos, Wandersman, & O’Sullivan,
2013). Cousins & Whitmore (1998) identified two forms of participatory evaluation; practical
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participatory evaluation (P-PE) and transformational participatory evaluation (T-PE). P-PE is
grounded in a utilization-focused approach based in the belief stakeholder involvement in
evaluation improves the chances the findings will be used for program improvement. This occurs
because stakeholder involvement improves the relevance and ownership of the evaluation
(Cousins & Chouinard, 2012; Cousins & Whitmore, 1998). T-PE is based on the concept of
knowledge ownership and is closely linked to the 1970s movements in Latin America. It seeks
empowerment and social justice through ensuring program participants are active partners and
owners of the knowledge produced about that program (Cousins & Whitmore, 1998).
Empowerment evaluation. Empowerment evaluation was conceptualized by David
Fetterman in the early 1990s. Empowerment evaluation focuses on self-determination and is
grounded in the ideas of community psychology and action anthropology (Fetterman, 1994,
2005). The approach was met with resistance from some of the evaluation community but has
still formed an integral part of participatory evaluation approaches (Cousins et al., 2013). As an
approach, it puts evaluation in the hands of the local community and program staff with the
evaluator playing a guiding role.
There are ten principles of empowerment evaluation: improvement; community
ownership; inclusion; democratic participation; social justice; community knowledge; evidencebased strategies; capacity building; organizational learning; and, accountability (Fetterman,
2010). “The accountability principle guides community members to hold one another
accountable. It also places the evaluation within the context of external requirements. The
community is accountable for reaching specific standards or delivering specific results, products
and outcomes” (Fetterman, 2010, pp. 280–281). This idea pays attention to both upward and
downward accountability but does place the responsibility for accountability on the community
53

as a whole, not just the organization delivering the program. Fetterman considers program staff
to be part of the community so there is still a role for the organization to play.
Collaborative evaluation. Collaborative evaluation shares many common features with
participatory and empowerment evaluation approaches. In collaborative evaluation, evaluators
are more in control of the evaluation than participatory and empowerment approaches, but the
importance of creating a strong relationship between evaluators and stakeholders is stressed
strongly (Fetterman et al., 2013; Rodríguez-Campos, 2012). Collaborative evaluation is therefore
defined as ‘an evaluation in which there is a substantial degree of collaboration between
evaluators and stakeholders in the evaluation process, to the extent to which they are willing and
capable of being involved.’ (Rodriguez-Campos & Rincones-Gomez, 2012, p.4). This definition
is important as it suggests stakeholders may not always wish to be involved. This seems
potentially relevant to EHA in contexts where the ongoing fight for survival and recovery could
easily make participating in an evaluation seem irrelevant to a community member.
Understanding the context of the evaluation is important to distinguish whether local sentiments
are that an evaluation is not relevant because of a general belief INGOs do not listen and so the
evaluation serves no purpose, or other issues that make involvement difficult.
Utilization-focused evaluation (UFE). UFE developed in the 1970s and 80s as
evaluators began to notice there was limited evidence evaluations were being used (Patton,
1997). Michael Quinn Patton is widely accepted as the leading proponent of UFE (Patton, 1978;
Patton, 2008; Patton, 2012). As is evident in the name, the underlying idea is evaluations should
be used. As such, an evaluator is responsible for approaching all aspects of the evaluation with
the consideration of use in mind. This requires identifying potential users and working to ensure
they are key participants in the evaluation (Patton, 1997).
54

UFE is broader approach than participatory or empowerment evaluation, and is not
necessarily an approach that focuses on the affected community, however, it is an approach both
participatory and empowerment approaches would fit within. If the evaluation identifies the
anticipated users as the intended community, then the evaluation can be designed to ensure the
use of the evaluation by this group for the purpose of accountability. Patton argues UFE is
“inherently participatory and collaborative in actively involving primary intended users in all
aspects of the evaluation” (1997, p. 100), thus linking the approach most closely to P-PE. In this
approach, intended use is closely linked to organizational learning and thus an approach that
makes sense for those who argue lesson learning and accountability are compatible in the same
evaluation.
Deliberative democratic and democratic evaluation. The ideas of both Ernest House
and Barry MacDonald focus on the use of democratic principles to provide evaluations to
strengthen social justice. MacDonald identifies three different categories of evaluation,
bureaucratic, autocratic and democratic (MacDonald & Kushner, 2005). MacDonald’s initial
concern was the power to make decisions about education policy was passing from professional
educators to civil servants and politicians (MacDonald & Kushner, 2005). Democratic evaluation
offered a means to protect against this by the evaluator ensuring multiple viewpoints are included
in the evaluation. In this respect the evaluator’s role is that of a facilitator. Although his initial
work focused on education, MacDonald’s work is relevant to other contexts including
humanitarian relief, and it is particularly relevant in discussions about accountability as he
frames his ideas around the rights of access to information.
House’s work on democratic deliberative evaluation is likewise an approach that can
support downward accountability. For House the role of the evaluator is to try to understand and
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include the views of a multitude of stakeholders, and in particular those that are marginalized and
powerless (House, 1980).
Real-time evaluation (RTE). Real-time evaluation has become increasingly used in the
humanitarian sector. The purpose of RTE is to give immediate, on the ground feedback to an
ongoing project/program. It is an approach that recognizes the urgency of many humanitarian
responses, and that feedback from an end of project evaluation may come too late to help the
intended beneficiaries of a particular invention. The primary intended users of RTEs are field
staff with the goal of improving field operations in an ongoing emergency (Cosgrove, Beck, &
Ramalingam, 2009). In RTEs, evaluators present reports before they leave the field site where
evidence is collected, and thus is a formative evaluation that aims at instant impact on program
operations.
The evolution of the debate about whether accountability and lesson learning are
compatible can be seen in the literature on RTE. Herson and Mitchell (2005) argue RTE is not
strongly aimed at accountability and its main focus is lesson learning, although they do
acknowledge RTEs may promote downward accountability. Polastro (2011) argues because
RTEs are participatory in nature, they can play a crucial role in improving accountability to
intended beneficiaries. He does however acknowledge while this should be the case, in many
evaluations, RTEs are still headquarter driven, with a focus on accountability to donors. RTE is
another example of an evaluation approach that could fit either upward or downward
accountability. The intended goals of the evaluation, the data collection methods used, and the
anticipated use of the findings will impact what accountability is being addressed.
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The Quality and Intent of Evaluation
The type of evaluation approach may not matter if the quality of the evaluation is poor
and the intent is just to tick the ‘evaluation completed’ box. Considerable criticism has been
made about the quality of evaluations within the humanitarian relief sector (Feinstein & Beck,
2006; Gibson, Andersson, Ostrom, & Shivakumar, 2006; Pérouse de Montclos, 2012; Riddell,
2007). These criticisms include that many evaluations have weak TORs, do not adequately
consult stakeholders, pay limited attention to future use, and have poor methodological standards
(Feinstein & Beck, 2006). Another further weakness is the misuse of terminology, in particular
the term ‘participatory’. This builds the impression evaluations are being done because they are
required either by donors or INGO policy, but limited effort is being put into them. In these
cases, the approach and methodology is irrelevant. A poor quality evaluation, with limited
enthusiasm from the INGO’s field staff is unlikely to provide downward accountability to
beneficiaries.
The Logic of Evaluation
With many extant evaluation approaches, one might ask, ‘what is the purpose of the
evaluation?’ At the heart of this question lies the logic of evaluation. Scriven’s (2005) definition
of evaluation is one of the most important contributions to the idea of the logic of evaluation he
defines evaluation as the determination of the merit, worth or significance of a social
intervention. Who makes these determinations, against what criteria, and to what audience
influences the evaluation approach selected. House (1980) argues evaluation is about persuasion
aimed at particular audiences: “persuasion claims validity only for particular audiences and the
intensity with which particular audiences accept the evaluative findings is a measure of their
effectiveness” (p. 73). Acknowledging an evaluation cannot reach all audiences, the approaches
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outlined above, take different approaches to whom the evaluation will reach and how they will
persuade the audiences of their findings.
Deciding what criteria and standards will be used for an evaluation will often be
determined by the approach used and heavily influenced by the target audience, and in the
context of EHA, the type of accountability desired. Although the OECD/DAC guidelines have
led to a generally unified overall approach to criteria (Chianca, 2008), within this framework
there is considerable flexibility in the weight given to a particular criterion, the development of
sub-criteria, and what standards are applied.
Evaluative claims are the outcomes of doing an evaluation, and an evaluator uses
warrants to justify those claims. Warrants allow evaluators to make claims based on the evidence
they have found by relying on some kind of authority (Fournier, 2005). Warrants will vary
depending upon the audience. For example, an evaluation emphasizing the criterion of
effectiveness in a disaster reduction project may use various engineering tests to demonstrate
effectiveness and engineering industry standards might be used to consider the evidence of
effectiveness. As such, the evidence to support the claim of effectiveness is the data of an
engineering test compared against industry standards. This evidence may mean nothing to the
rural community facing a cyclone on the coast of Bangladesh. For them, effectiveness may mean
how many lives were saved when the cyclone hit, and thus the relevant evidence for this group is
the stories of community members who used the shelter or perhaps a comparison of the number
of casualties in this cyclone compared to previous cyclones. How evaluations treat questions of
persuasion, who is involved in developing criteria and standards, and how claims are presented
based on the evidence found, all impact the accountability focus of the evaluation.
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Even with approaches that focus on participation and empowerment, the evaluator, or the
commissioner of the evaluation is still making choices that exclude certain stakeholders or
groups (House, 1980). It is impossible to represent every interest or group in a community
project evaluation, and less so in a region or country-wide evaluation. Better organized groups
will tend to be better represented, both in needs assessments prior to a project and in an
evaluation. One section of the community may also be better represented as issues affecting them
are more pertinent in the eyes of donors, NGOs, society or the local community. House (1980)
argues participatory evaluation is the most effective form of evaluation in including a wide group
of diverse stakeholders, but even this approach has not completely escaped the problem of
favouring one group over another.
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology
Research Questions
The research questions guiding this study focus on understanding the current practices of
EHA within the historical context of the accountability debate in the humanitarian sector.
The main research question is:
How are INGOs operating in humanitarian relief contexts using evaluation as a
mechanism to provide and/or assess accountability to affected populations?
Sub questions investigated are:
What particular evaluation approaches are being used with which forms of accountability
in humanitarian relief work?
Who benefits from current evaluation practices?
The wording of the questions originally was constructed to investigate accountability to
intended beneficiaries. This was broadened to affected populations to reflect that programs and
projects by INGOs impact entire communities, and not just the direct recipients of the program.
The Listening Project identified beneficiary selection criteria as being one of the main areas
where communities feel there is a lack of information from INGOs (Anderson, Brown, & Jean,
2012). Providing information to a broad section of the community is important to reduce
knowledge gaps. As such my research looked at the inclusion of the community and not just
beneficiaries in the evaluation. This also reflects the suggestions of Scriven (2007) to avoid the
word beneficiary as it pre-supposes those affected by the intervention actually benefitted from it.
This is not automatically the case.
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Researcher Background
My background, experiences and perspectives play a role in identifying what I consider
to be an interesting research problem and reasonable ways to engage in social science inquiry.
The importance of describing researcher experience is grounded within the social constructionist
approaches that recognize researchers’ interpretations reflect knowledge, values and interests
researchers bring to their studies. As such, presenting what Van Maanen (1988) calls a
confessional tale allows me to situate myself within the research.
I have worked in international aid for much of the last 10 years, including placements in
Tanzania, Thailand, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan and Bangladesh. This work has been split
between international development and humanitarian relief. I have worked for organizations
most closely aligned with what Walker and Maxwell (2009) describe as the “solidarist” group of
humanitarian relief NGOs. The solidarist group has an expanded definition of humanitarian relief
beyond the narrow traditional, minimalist version espoused by organizations such as MSF. This
includes humanitarian relief work focused on more than immediate life-saving needs and looks
at human rights and social transformation as well. I have worked in long-term refugee situations
with Karen refugees on the Thai-Burma border and a controversial political environment in
Afghanistan. A lot of my work has been in the fuzzy area between humanitarian relief and
development. I have also worked in contexts that clearly fit into the development definition but
were funded with remaining funds from an emergency appeal. A road-building project on the
Indonesian island of Nias, which was funded through money raised by CARITAS in response to
a large earthquake in 2005, is an example of this.
I have participated in evaluations in the field and understand how evaluation is embedded
in project cycle management practices. In general, my experience has been evaluation is often an
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afterthought in both humanitarian relief and international development projects, and seen as a
burden mainly aimed at pleasing donors. The monitoring and evaluation systems I have seen
implemented seem designed to count project indicators for donor reports and to provide counts
of the number of people reached, which becomes a key tool for head offices to advertise the
work they are doing to donors, the media and the public in the organization’s home country. The
idea of downward accountability has been alien in these evaluations. Downward accountability
fares better in project design and ongoing communication during a project. Mechanisms to listen
to beneficiaries during the project design and ensure their participation in the project are often in
place, although the effectiveness of this varies from project to project. My experience has been
that generally at all stages in the project cycle the inclusion of, and accountability to,
beneficiaries is dependent upon the attitude of individual field staff. NGO head offices put
pressure on country offices for upward accountability and implement policies that pay lip service
to downward accountability, but how these policies are implemented is generally left to the field
offices. My work is limited to three different INGOs, none of which are the very large INGOs
such as CARE International or Save the Children.
Critical Hermeneutics
The theoretical and methodological framework for this study was critical hermeneutics.
Evaluation reports are used as an organizational tool to communicate information and knowledge
about a INGOs performance on a project or program. They are texts produced within the
organizational culture of the INGO and sectorial culture of the humanitarian community. Within
the sector, the ideas of accountability and the use of evaluation are developed through the
practices of individuals and organizations. The evaluation reports are developed, understood and
utilized by practitioners and stakeholders through a system of interpretation socially constructed
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by common industry practice. Not all stakeholders have had equal input into the development of
these practices and therefore an understanding how power intersects with the interpretation of
text is important to recognizing how evaluation reports contribute to, maintain, or seek to alter
the structure of the humanitarian sector. Critical hermeneutics offers a framework for
understanding the relationship among evaluation reports, accountability and power. A critical
hermeneutic approach will go beyond the evaluation reports themselves to consider the cultural
and historical context in which these documents were produced and supports the questioning of
the social and political conditions that led to the construction of the current structure in the
humanitarian sector.
The roots of hermeneutics are in the work of German philosophers and is a framework
for interpreting text (Crotty, 1998; Myers, 1995). Historically, the context in which the text was
written was important in interpreting the authors’ meaning. Today, hermeneutics is used in
various social science disciplines to understand cultures, organizations and society (Crotty, 1998;
Myers, 1995; von Zweck, Paterson, & Pentland, 2008) and de-emphasizes the authors’ meaning.
A hermeneutic approach is grounded in the idea that an interpretation of documents is just that,
an interpretation. A different researcher could well have a different interpretation and the
researcher’s experiences and perspectives are a crucial part of the interpretation (Patton, 2002).
This was important for this research as it allowed the use of my own knowledge and experience
of humanitarian aid and the practice of evaluation as part of the interpretative process. This
experience helped facilitate interpreting data from evaluation reports and interviews to create a
new interpretation of practice of evaluation.
Kinsella (2006) offers five characteristics of the hermeneutic methodology: “(a) seeks
understanding rather than explanation; (b) acknowledges the situated location of interpretation;
63

(c) recognizes the role of language and historicity in interpretation; (d) views inquiry as
conversation; and (e) is comfortable with ambiguity” (p. 3). These characteristics demonstrate
why hermeneutics was a useful approach to this research. My research aimed to understand the
context and history of the accountability revolution within the humanitarian relief context and
how this has impacted the use of evaluation. The hermeneutic approach recognizes that
interpretation is based on the situated viewpoint of the researcher, thus allowing the researcher’s
knowledge and experience to fuse with new perspectives gained from the research (von Zweck et
al., 2008). Therefore a hermeneutic approach allowed me to recognize and use my own
experiences for understanding evaluation practice. The historical perspective was also necessary
for understanding issues of power and dominance that led to the development of current
evaluation practices.
A criticism of hermeneutics is it takes texts at face value (Myers, 1995). In contrast,
critical hermeneutics expands the interpretative frame to acknowledge issues of power,
dominance and suppression within the contexts in which a text was produced. This approach
recognizes documents are ideological texts and grounds interpretation within the power
structures in which the texts were produced (Roberge, 2011). Critical hermeneutics developed
from the dispute between Hans Gadamer and Jurgen Habermas during the 1960s and 1970s over
the idea of universal hermeneutics and critical theory (Roberge, 2011). The consequence of this
debate was the development of an approach that fused the interpretative elements of Gadamer’s
hermeneutics with the critical theories of Habermas (Myers, 1995). Gadamer recognized human
experience must be understood within a historical context (Roberge, 2011) and developed a
theory of dialectical hermeneutics incorporating the traditional ideas of the hermeneutic circle
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with an understanding that historical context is understood from the position and experiences of
the researcher (Myers, 1995).
Paul Ricoeur has been credited with helping to develop an understanding of dialectical
hermeneutics that highlights the critical potential of Gadamer’s work (Myers, 1995; Roberge,
2011). Myers (1995) argues a critical hermeneutical approach allows the researcher to critically
analyze an individual’s or organization’s understanding of an event within the terms of the
structures which they operate in. This ensures imbalances of power are recognized in the
researcher’s analysis. In this research, the actions of evaluators, program staff and other
stakeholders were analyzed within the structural organization of the humanitarian sector. This
approach allows the researcher to focus on the power imbalances within the sector and interpret
reports and interviews accordingly.
Roberge (2011) argues a full understanding of critical hermeneutics requires a third
element that completes the Habermas and Gadamer debate over the meaning of hermeneutics,
and the importance of experience and historical context. This is a theory that interprets action as
“opposing performances driven by ideological-moral views” (p.1). His theory of action sees text
as a performance where text is used by actors to persuade others of the dominance,
righteousness, or authenticity of their position. Roberge argues Ricoeur’s conception of ideology
as text has always relied on interpretation, and ideology is used as a means of control, retention
of power, and as opposition to power. Both those who hold power and those who oppose that
power use ideology in the manner Ricoeur suggests. Roberge’s theory of action is relevant to the
investigation of evaluation as an accountability mechanism if one frames the push for downward
accountability as a social movement and the focus on upward accountability to donors as a
counter-movement. Social movements and counter movements create the dialectic of struggle
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against each other where social reality is interpreted according to one’s ideology. This struggle
dovetails with the theory of experience both Roberge and Kinsella (2006) identify as central to
interpretation. For the purpose of this study, the experiences of organizations and the historical
understanding of accountability and evaluation are critical to how both are practiced today.
INGOs are participating in a social movement focused on increased accountability to
beneficiaries and the counter movement that prioritizes accountability to donors.
Summary
Critical hermeneutics therefore offers a framework for investigating how the
understanding of accountability and the use of evaluation have contributed to building the
structure of the humanitarian industry as it is today. The approach allowed me to ask how
evaluation reports and other text, such as evaluation policies, contribute to maintaining or
changing the status quo in the industry. It can show how individuals and organizations
understand key language and how this governs the interaction between key stakeholders.
This research study used critical hermeneutics to analyze the meaning of evaluation in the
humanitarian sector. The foundational question in hermeneutics is “what are the conditions under
which a human act took place or a product was produced that make it possible to interpret its
meanings?” (Patton, 2002, p. 113). The research questions take this approach with the added use
of dialectics to ask how we can understand EHA within historical and current power relations
when applied to the accountability movement. Dialectics was used to examine the dominant
ideologies of accountability in the sector and asking how these ideologies affect understanding
and experience of evaluation, and what benefits and exclusions current practice creates.
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Data Collection Methods
Two primary sources of data were used to answer the research questions: 1) published
evaluation reports and 2) semi-structured interviews with evaluators and NGO staff. Secondary
data included NGO evaluation policies and accountability statements, and various accountability
initiative documents. How evaluation reports and interviewees were selected and how data
collected is described below.
Evaluation Reports
Sample selection. Evaluation reports were selected from reports published on the
ALNAP website in a multi-stage process. The reports were found by following the link on
ALNAP’s home page called “evaluative resources only”. This page allows search criteria to be
applied to their list of resources. The filters used are resource type, date and language. For these
groups the selection criteria are:


Evaluation Reports (from resource type filter)



English (from language filter)



January 2012-March 2014 (from date filter)

The date filter was applied to ensure the review was reflective of current evaluation practices.
The language abilities of the researcher limited the sample to English reports only.
A total of 238 documents were housed on the ALNAP website once filters are applied to
the search engine when the initial selection. The second stage of the process was conducted by
review of the title of the report and where necessary the summary page of the evaluation. For
example, under the selection criteria it was easy to exclude a report titled “Meta-Evaluation of
Quality and Coverage of USAID Evaluations” based on the title, but a report with the name
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“Emergency Operation of Ethiopia drought operation” required closer review to recognize this
was published by the International Federation of the Red Cross and thus met one of the exclusion
criteria.
The inclusion criteria at this stage of the sample selection were:


Single NGO single project/program reports



Multiple NGO single project/program reports



Joint NGO and UN projects/programs where a NGO was the lead organization

The exclusion criteria included:


UN agency reports



ICRC, IFRC, and other Red Cross reports



Donor led reports



Sector-wide reports



Evaluations that only published the executive summary or management response



Emergency funding umbrella organization’s evaluations



Advocacy and research documents

The document search still contained a small number of documents that were not
evaluation reports, presumably misclassified on ALNAP’s system. These included advocacy
reports by NGOs and research reports published by universities. In particular, documents posted
in 2014 included a number of advocacy reports about the drastic situation facing children in
Syria. These were removed from the sample. There were also a number of double postings.
Oxfam for example will often post the initial report and then add another posting which includes
other documents such as the management response as well, while leaving the original posting on
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the site. The remaining documents could be split into broad categories. These were single NGO,
multiple NGOs, UN agency, Red Cross, donor, sector-wide reports, and evaluations of projects
from a specific fund-raising appeal.
The UN agencies’, Red Cross and donor evaluations were excluded from the sample. The
research interest is on INGOs. Although the practices of the UN and Red Cross community are
important topics for research, in this case in order to maximize the number of NGO evaluations
that could be analyzed a decision was taken to exclude UN and Red Cross evaluations from the
sample. There are differences in power dynamics involving the UN and the Red Cross. Funding
practices and status in country impact these dynamics. Additionally often budgets available for
evaluations mean practices may be distinct. A further research project to look at the differences
and similarities is necessary but is beyond the scope of this research.
A number of the evaluations on the ALNAP site were commissioned by NGO umbrella
groups. These groups are often set up to coordinate fund-raising. An example is the Disaster
Emergencies Committee (DEC) which was set up in 1963 to take advantage of an offer of free
television advertising that was conditional on British NGOs responding to disasters making a
general appeal rather than competing with one another for funds (Walker & Maxwell, 2009).
DEC had a number of evaluations posted on the ALNAP website which fit into the other search
filters. These were excluded from selection for two reasons. These evaluations cover a large
number of NGOs and often a wide range of diverse projects, and as such are not in-depth.
Additionally, many NGO projects had published evaluations on their individual agency’s project
that was part of the DAC (or other funding appeal body’s) evaluation. Based on these factors a
decision was taken to exclude these evaluations from the sample.
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After applying the selection criteria, 46 evaluation reports were identified on the ALNAP
website. The final sample was 10 evaluations reports, a number that allowed for in-depth
analysis of the evaluation reports as text and also permits the inclusion of a variety of different
contexts and INGOs. The selection criteria for the final sample included:


Five reports from the five biggest INGOs; World Vision, MSF, Oxfam, Save the
Children, and Care International.



Five reports from the other NGOs not included in the list of the largest five.



Reports that included a TOR (or for which a TOR can be found).



Reports that included the name and preferably contact details of the evaluator,
evaluation team, and program/project field staff focal point.

The initial plan of selecting one evaluation report from each of the five biggest INGOs
was not feasible because MSF and World Vision do not published their evaluation reports
(although World Vision will make their reports available on request). The sample therefore
included 2 Oxfam evaluations and 2 CARE International evaluations. The INGOs represented in
the final sample were Oxfam, CARE International, Save the Children, Support to Life, the
Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), the Danish Refugee Council (DRC), Christian Aid and
Action Contre la Faim (ACF). The evaluations covered projects and programs in Haiti, Gaza,
Mali, Niger, Chad, Uganda, Somalia, Kenya, Turkey, Pakistan, South Sudan and the Philippines.
The interventions were in crisis that were both natural, such as earthquakes, floods and typhoons,
and man-made, including war, refugee crises and occupation, and also crises caused by a
combination of both, particularly famine stimulated by conflict. The evaluations also covered
crises which were both immediate emergencies, such as the response to the Typhoon Haiyan in
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the Philippines, and longer term crises, such as the occupation in Gaza. These longer term crises
often fall into the greyer area between traditional humanitarian relief and development. They
reflect the changing nature of humanitarian relief where actors are having to deal with longer
crises and trying to understand how this impacts delivery models and coherence between
immediate support and longer term development initiatives.
Reading of evaluation reports. The analysis of the reports included the following:


What was purpose of the evaluation—how is this described in the TOR and the
report itself?



What evaluation approach and methodology were used, and how does this
approach reflect the requirements set out in the TOR?



Does the evaluation approach and understanding of accountability in the reports
conform to policy statements by the INGOs?



Did the report include a description of how the findings of the report was
disseminated and used, and, if so, how was the information disseminated and
used?



What descriptive terms are used in referring to accountability? For example, does
the report recognize the evaluation itself can be used for accountability to affected
communities, or is reference to accountability more limited to how accountable
the organization was during project implementation?



How are issues of power represented in the text? In the review both overt and
hidden manifestations of power will be considered. As an example, overt
language may include a clear statement the evaluation is aimed at more powerful
stakeholders such as donors. Hidden manifestations may come from an
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interpretation of the type of language or metaphors used, reflecting an evaluation
structure set up to respond to the more powerful stakeholders. Examples of this
could include evaluation reports rely heavily on the language of NPM.
Interviews
Ten interview participants were contacted from individuals, either external evaluators or
NGO staff, named in the evaluation reports. Three additional individuals were contacted at the
suggestion of interview participants. Out of the 13 individuals contacted, 11 responded and 10
agreed to interviews. The interviews were all conducted over skype and recorded to allow for
detailed review later. Interviews ranged from 35 minutes to 1 hour. The interviews were semistructured which allowed key issues and themes identified from the evaluation report analysis to
be addressed, while ensuring the interesting information from the participants could be followed
up on. Interviews were planned specifically for each evaluation report and interview scripts
adapted during the ongoing process to reflect themes that emerged from past interviews. The
interviews were important for two main reasons. Many evaluation reports did not include
information on dissemination and use. To identify how the evaluation was used as an
accountability mechanism, particularly towards affected communities, it was necessary to speak
with individuals who participated in the evaluation. In addition, a critical element of the
interviews of evaluation participants was to try to understand the context in which the evaluation
was completed, the approaches to setting the scope of the evaluation, and what the true purpose
of the evaluation was. These interviews contributed a greater understanding of the author
intentions and the conditions and power dynamics involved in the evaluation.

72

Although the interviews were developed for individual evaluations, common questions
included:


What did you believe the main purpose of the evaluation was?



How were the scope of the evaluation, the TOR, and the evaluation questions
decided upon? Were stakeholders outside of the NGO included in the process?



Do you think the field offices/beneficiaries/local stakeholders felt ownership of
the evaluation?



How was the evaluation report used and the findings disseminated to
stakeholders?



Who did the evaluation provide accountability to?



How do you define accountability?



Who do you think benefitted from the evaluation?

Data Analysis
The evaluations reports, accompanying documents such as the TORs, and interview
transcripts were analyzed with the use of the qualitative analysis software Atlas Ti. The data was
analyzed by deep reading and re-reading of the texts to gain an understanding of the meaning and
importance of individual elements of data, and situating them within the broader contextual
environment of the accountability movement within humanitarian relief. Moving through the
hermeneutic circle allowed me to merge new understanding from the text with past
understanding from previous experiences and stages of the current research. This ensured new
questions were identified as the research progressed. This knowledge fed into the interviews as
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they progressed. This allowed me to follow up in later interviews on ideas that occurred in the
early interviews. This approach to the data analysis began through the literature review. The
literature review allowed me to use past experience with INGOs, and knowledge of current
practices, and fuse this with new knowledge gained through research of academic and grey
literature. With this approach, I identified important current practices and policies that informed
the development of the research questions. Once the research questions were developed, a further
review of literature allowed for new understandings of specific aspects of accountability,
evaluation, and EHA and a broader understanding of the context of the whole. This process
continued using the hermeneutic circle to analyze the evaluation reports and then interview
transcripts. The evaluation reports were analyzed prior to conducting the interviews. This
analysis contributed to the finalization of the interview questions. After conducting the
interviews and analyzing the transcripts, there was a re-reading of the evaluation reports to bring
knowledge gained from the interviews into understanding of the reports. The building of
knowledge at every stage of the research allowed new perspectives on previous experiences and
contribute to a greater understanding of the use of evaluation as an accountability mechanism.
A key element of understanding how evaluations are responding to policy discussions was
to consider the evaluation and accountability policies and statements of the INGOs and compare
these to the actual practice of evaluation. The websites of the INGOs included in the sample
were searched for details on the INGOs approach to evaluation. Evidence included web-pages
laying out the INGOs understanding of accountability, INGO evaluation policies and manuals,
and policy statements and documents concerning accountability. These contributed to the
knowledge gained from the analysis of the reports and the interviews to allow a broader
understanding of evaluation practice.
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The literature review identified the power imbalance between stakeholders is a key concern
within the humanitarian sector. As such I chose a critical hermeneutic approach that recognizes
concerns of power and ideology within texts. The data analysis process therefore interpreted how
issues of power and marginalization were described in evaluation reports and TORs. This
contributed to the understanding of current evaluation practices by grounding the research within
the structures of power that exist. The awareness of these issues added a layer of understanding
at each stage of data analysis within the hermeneutic circle.
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Chapter 4: Results
Despite INGOs policy statements, I found current evaluation practice of EHA does not
support the use of evaluation for accountability to affected populations. Communities have
limited access to the results of the evaluations and no involvement in planning the scope or
questions of the evaluations. Communities are consulted at the data collection stage of the
evaluation for their opinions on the intervention and downward accountability in project
implementation is included as a criterion.
Evaluation practices focus on utilization and methods oriented evaluation theories. The
research found only very limited use of valuing approaches, that is, evaluations that prioritized
community empowerment or democratic involvement. This finding suggests INGOs are
benefitting the most from current practice along with partner civil society groups. The benefit to
affected communities was much more indirect and dependent upon the INGOs identifying
accurate findings, learning lessons and implementing changes as a result.
The key findings from the data analysis were:


Policy and guideline frameworks emphasizing the importance of downward
accountability and participation exist.



The use of evaluation as a direct mechanism for accountability to affected
populations is very limited. No involvement of beneficiaries in evaluation design
and deciding what questions to ask was found. There was also very limited
involvement in beneficiaries in analyzing the findings or even being presented
with the results.



Involvement of local partner civil society groups in evaluations provided the most
evidence of downward accountability.
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Evaluations are being used to assess how downwardly accountable INGOs are
being during project implementation.



Beneficiaries are being consulted for their opinions on the project at the data
collection stage.



INGOs appear to be prioritizing use through internal lesson learning.
Evaluation Policies and Accountability Approaches

A review of INGO’s policies provided an understanding of the agencies’ approach to
evaluation and accountability, and illustrates whether INGO evaluations follow their own
policies and guidelines.
Evaluation Policies
Of the 8 INGOs included in the sample, 4 INGOs (CARE International, Oxfam, ACF and
NRC) have publicly available evaluation policies. Save the Children has a detailed evaluation
handbook available which includes extracts from its Management Operating Standards, but does
not make public its evaluation policy. Christian Aid and DRC’s evaluation policy is not
publically available, and Support to Life does not have an evaluation policy1.
All 5 published documents refer to accountability. Oxfam’s policy most strongly
indicates accountability to the communities they work in is a priority focus.
“The objective of this policy is to help institutionalize this practice throughout the Oxfam
confederation, so that evaluation consistently:

1

By the standards of all the other sampled NGOs, Support to Life is a very young organization and it is perhaps not
surprising they do not yet have a written evaluation policy

77

• enhances mutual accountability and learning between the communities and
partners with whom we work, ourselves and our donors;
• enhances the ability of those people whom we seek to benefit to create
opportunities and means to hold us to account” (Oxfam, 2010, p. 1)
“As a rights-based organization, accountability, particularly to the communities we seek
to serve, is of the highest importance to us. For Oxfam, accountability requires Oxfam to
regularly and honestly assess the quality of its work, share and learn from its findings
with primary stakeholders, and apply that learning in future work.” (Oxfam, 2010, p. 2)
Oxfam’s policy suggests evaluations should be an opportunity for communities to hold
them to account, and also identifies accountability for Oxfam requires learning from evaluation
findings with communities. This suggests an active form of accountability where communities
are involved in the learning process rather than just being presented with results. The policy also
identifies the involvement of communities in setting evaluative agendas. “In addition, Oxfam
staff should be open and responsive to emerging opportunities and requests for evaluative
exercises, particularly requests from the organizations and communities with which we
collaborate.”(Oxfam, 2010, p. 2)
There is a sentence that demonstrates donor priorities may be a significant driver of
evaluation decisions: “When making decisions about evaluation priorities, managers should
consider… demands for accountability from stakeholders, including back donor requirements in
direct financing and co-financing arrangements.” (Oxfam, 2010, p. 2)
In the list of considerations for evaluation priorities, community requests are not
mentioned. Despite this, the policy clearly identifies Oxfam’s framing of accountability focuses
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heavily on the communities that Oxfam work in, and that Oxfam considers evaluation a
mechanism to provide downward accountability.
CARE International’s policy and Save the Children’s evaluation manual contain less
overt references to downward accountability and focus more on the importance of participation
in evaluations. CARE International’s policy refers to accountability five times in the policy and
only once gives an indication accountability has a directional element when on page 4 the policy
acknowledges past evaluations had focused on donor priorities, and CARE acknowledged the
need for a more holistic approach. Save the Children’s manual does identify that, “Evaluations
can help us to…ensure accountability and transparency to our stakeholders, including children
and carers” (O’Neill, 2012, p. 5). However the manual focuses more on how broad participation
of a variety of stakeholders improves accountability, rather than focusing explicitly on
beneficiaries and affected communities.
“Getting a wide range of stakeholders to participate in the evaluation builds ownership of
the process and promotes accountability.” (O’Neill, 2012, p. 9)
“You need to identify all those who have been involved or affected by the project or
programme – your stakeholders. You must ensure that children and young people from
different backgrounds have the chance to participate meaningfully in the evaluation
process” (O’Neill, 2012, p. 28).
Participation is an important element of the evaluation policies of CARE International,
Oxfam, and NRC, and the Save the Children manual. However with the exception of the above
statement from the Save the Children manual, all of the other policies leave a caveat that
acknowledges full participation will not always be possible:
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“It is integral to a rights-based approach that participants in the project being evaluated
should, whenever and as much as possible, be actively included in the planning for,
implementation, analysis, reporting and utilization of evaluations.” (CARE International,
2008, p. 5) (emphasis added)
“NRC’s stakeholders, including refugees and internally displaced persons, should when
appropriate be consulted regarding the identification, planning, implementation and
utilization of evaluation projects.” (Norwegian Refugee Council, 2005, p. 8) (emphasis
added).
Only Oxfam’s policy and Save the Children’s manual directly link participation in the
evaluation and downward accountability. CARE International links participation to a rights
based approach, which can be linked to the stakeholder version of downward accountability
(Lloyd, 2005) but does not specifically link participation and accountability. A word search in
NRC’s evaluation policy reveals accountability is mentioned five times, three of which come
from invoking ALNAP’s full name. The introduction does identify one goal of evaluation is to
enhance accountability, but the policy does not identify how accountability is defined: “NRC is
with this evaluation policy document introducing an evaluation policy that is intended to make
further contribution towards NRC’s capacity for organisational learning, performance review and
accountability.” (Norwegian Refugee Council, 2005, p. 2)
NRC also has a handbook published later than the evaluation policy and this does detail
accountability more clearly than its policy does.
“If the evaluations of humanitarian action are to serve as a basis for accountability, they
must:


Be clear about the organization’s responsibilities, standards and benchmarks
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Clarify what was under the organization’s control and what was not



Focus not only on activities, outputs and outcomes but also impacts



Express the view of key stakeholders, especially the intended beneficiaries



Be disseminated more widely, including in the area or operation



Lead to some form of reward or reprimand” (Norwegian Refugee Council, 2008,
p. 36)

Within this statement there are clear indications downward accountability is an important
focus. NRC’s handbook suggests the views of intended beneficiaries and the dissemination of the
results are important requirements for accountability. The handbook also reinforces the statement
in the policy that broad participation is important, listing it as a guiding ethical rule: “Broad
participation-all interested parties should be involved wherever relevant/possible” (Norwegian
Refugee Council, 2008, p. 33). The notion of reward or reprimand is also a very strong statement
in the handbook, implying accountability is more than just a moral or voluntary action, but it
does not clarify who does the rewarding or reprimanding.
Although analyzing the handbooks of Save the Children and NRC is useful for
understanding some of the considerations these organizations believe should go into an
evaluation, they are handbooks rather than policies. Handbooks focus on best practices as
opposed to policies focusing more on minimum acceptable standards. Comparing handbooks to
the policies of other organizations is comparing similar information, but in forms bearing
different degrees and kinds of authority.
Christian Aid’s access to information policy states their evaluation policy is available on
request, but my e-mail did not receive a reply. However, Christian Aid’s detailed policy
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statements on accountability give an indication of how Christian Aid envisions evaluations
contributing to accountability:
“Ensuring that communities are able to influence decision making by enabling affected
women, girls, men and boys and other stakeholders to participate in different stages of the
project, including


identifying what needs to change



designing and implementing projects



monitoring what is delivered



assessing impact” (Christian Aid, 2012, p. 2)

The same document requires summaries of evaluations be made available to the
communities in which they work. So although their evaluation policy is not published, from this
document is it possible to infer Christian Aid’s policy is to support participation and involvement
of affected communities in evaluations.
ACF’s evaluation policy is the only policy that does not mention the participation of
beneficiaries. ACF explicitly states the direct intended users of its evaluations are its field and
headquarter teams. Donors are mentioned as indirect users. There is no reference at all to
beneficiaries being users of the evaluation, and indeed no reference throughout the policy to the
participation of beneficiaries at any level of the evaluation. ACF does address accountability in
its policy: “The ACF EPG is designed to ensure that whilst direct users have a greater say on the
scope of individual evaluations, each evaluation directly contributes to the wider accountability
and learning efforts of the organisation.”(ACF International, 2011, p. 8)
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The policy does not clearly specify how evaluations provide accountability but focuses
on the DAC criteria as being the means by which an evaluation provides accountability. The
section called “Accountability: the DAC criteria” explains what the DAC criteria are and
concludes:
“Evaluators will be expected to produce a rating of the overall programme/project using
the DAC criteria. Rating each evaluated programme will serve a dual purpose: 1) enable
programmes to monitor the progress made between evaluations (e.g. from one year to the
next), and; 2) enable ACF to monitor the collective progress made across the
organisation.”(ACF International, 2011, p. 9)
This demonstrates ACF’s belief that the purpose of evaluation is mainly for internal
accountability, organization monitoring and lesson learning.
Aside from ACF, those INGOs that make their evaluation policies public emphasize
either (and in some cases both) how evaluations can provide accountability to affected
populations or the importance of participation at all stages of the evaluation. The locating of
accountability within the evaluation policies suggests INGOs recognize the possibilities for
evaluation to be a mechanism for downward accountability. The policies also show INGOs make
statements that support processes involving communities at all stages of the evaluation.
However, in all of the actual policies (as opposed to handbooks) there is a statement indicating
participation will not always happen.
Accountability Statements
All of the NGO reports included in the study sample refer to accountability on their
websites. Given the many versions of accountability identified in the literature review, it is not
surprising the NGOs have both different definitions of accountability. CARE and Christian Aid
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have detailed accountability policies published on their websites, while others, in particular
NRC, ACF and Support to Life, have much less detail about their views of accountability. Table
1 summarizes the statements made on INGO websites and in policy documents.
Seven out of the 8 INGOs included in the study sample refer to beneficiaries or affected
communities in their accountability statements. Only Oxfam and CARE International identify
accountability includes being held to account by affected populations as well as holding
themselves to account. Save the Children make a similar statement in their accountability
handbook, but not their accountability statement on their website:
“At Save the Children we think that real accountability to children and communities
involves giving them not only a voice, but also the opportunity to influence relevant
decisions affecting whether and how we work with them. And it involves giving children
and communities the power to hold us to account in ways that influence the
organisation’s policies, priorities, and actions at local, national and global levels. Such
influence balances the power that donors and governments (as regulators) have to
influence us.” (Munyas Ghadially, 2013, p. 1)
Save the Children is one of four INGOs to identify accountability to the people they work
with as a means of redressing power imbalances in the humanitarian sector. CARE International,
Oxfam and Christian Aid also refer to power in their accountability statements and policies.
CARE International’s most closely aligns with HAP’s definition through specifying a particular
definition for humanitarian accountability: “Humanitarian accountability is an appropriate shift
of the balance of power back towards disaster affected people.” (CARE International, 2010, p. 1)
Two of the NGOs in particular identify transparency as being a key part of
accountability. As with its evaluation policy, ACF’s accountability statement does not indicate
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beneficiaries or communities are at the heart of its thinking on accountability. In fact ACF’s
statement is unique in the sample in that the first half is focused on requiring accountability or
action from others, “we directly oversee the implementation of our programs, requiring full
access to the communities we assist.” The second half focuses on the disclosure of financial
information. Although not explicitly stated, the traditional disclosure of financial information in
the humanitarian sector has been to donors, and in less detail to those that can access NGO
websites and read English or French. NRC’s statement of accountability places more focus on
providing information to IDPs and refugees:
“NRC is committed to being accountable to our staff and beneficiaries. Transparency is a
prerequisite for accountability, and NRC is always aiming at making information about
the work we do more accessible and visible. We are working with internally displaced
persons and refugees, and place particular emphasis upon the importance of sharing
information with them as well as the general public. The information we publish and how
we respond to requests for information are important aspects of accountability.”
(Norwegian Refugee Council, 2014)
Access to information is certainly a key basic requirement for accountability. NRC does
not indicate how it makes information available and the statement is on a web-page focused
much more on the disclosure of financial information through the International Aid Transparency
Initiative (IATI). The IATI is an initiative to improve the disclosure of comparable and timely
financial information by international aid organizations. Although this is clearly important for
some levels of accountability, it is does little to increase accountability to affected populations
who in many cases have very limited internet access and cannot read English. The same is true
for publishing evaluation reports. This is important for horizontal accountability and encouraging
85

lesson learning and the sharing resources, but does not improve accountability to affected
populations. The reports are generally in English, French or Spanish, and not the local language
of the affected community.
Most of the NGOs have signed up to many of the different accountability initiatives.
Table 1 shows the most common accountability initiatives NGOs have signed on to. HAP and
People in Aid have an additional certification process NGOs can choose to go through, and those
certified are also indicated in table 1. The table also summarizes the accountability statements
available on websites and in publically available documents. As can be seen, there are wide
variations in defining and describing their approaches to accountability between the NGOs.
All but one of the organizations are members of HAP. The HAP benchmarks are
particularly relevant as they provide an understanding of the nexus between downward
accountability and evaluation, highlighting standards for downward accountability that are
specific to evaluation. The main HAP benchmarks relevant to evaluation are sharing of
information, participation, and learning and continual improvement. Specifically, benchmark 3.2
is: “The organization shall share with the people it aims to assist and other stakeholders
information appropriate to their needs, including: … its goals and project objectives, expected
results, with the time frame, and a financial summary, as well as summaries of evaluations and
progress reports” (2010a, p. 35). Benchmark 3.3 is “The organization shall ensure that
information specified in 3.2 is presented in languages, formats, and media that are appropriate
for, accessible to, and can be understood by the people it aims to assist” (2010a, p. 35).
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NGO

HAP
Member

HAP
Certified

ALNAP
Member

CARE

IFRC
Code of
Conduct
Yes

People in People in INGO
Aid
Aid
Accountability
Verified Member Charter
Yes
No
Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Oxfam

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Save the
Children

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Support
to Life

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

NRC

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Accountability Statements

We define accountability as the means
by which we fulfill our responsibilities to
our stakeholders, such as donors and our
beneficiaries, and the ways in which they
may hold us to account for our decisions,
actions and impacts
We believe that non-governmental
organizations should be accountable to
the communities in which they work, to
partner organizations, and to those from
whom they receive support.
We take personal responsibility for using
our resources efficiently, achieving
measurable results, and being
accountable to supporters, partners and,
most of all, children.
STL is accountable to its stakeholders in
projects including individuals,
communities, partner organizations, and
governments.
NRC is committed to being accountable
to our staff and beneficiaries.
Transparency is a prerequisite for
accountability, and NRC is always
aiming at making information about the
work we do more accessible and visible.
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NGO

HAP
Member

HAP
Certified

ALNAP
Member

DRC

IFRC
Code of
Conduct
Yes

People in People in
Aid
Aid
Verified Member
Yes
No

INGO
Accountability
Charter
No

Yes

Yes

Yes

ACF

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Christian
Aid

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Accountability Statements

In the DRC, we wish to be accountable
not just to our donors and membership,
but also –especially – to those we try to
help. We have many instruments for this,
like participation, feedback, complaintshandling and reporting. A key
component, however, is informing our
beneficiaries and other stakeholders
about our Accountability Framework. It
defines what they should hold us
accountable for.
We directly oversee the implementation
of our programs, requiring full access to
the communities we assist. We are
committed to a policy of transparency
and disclosure by ensuring that key
financial information is publicly
available and that our programs undergo
external impact evaluations.
It means holding ourselves openly
responsible, in ways that involve our key
stakeholders, for what we believe, what
we do and say we will do – and for
showing what we have done compared to
what we said we would do.

Table 1. Summary of INGO membership/signatures on global accountability initiatives.
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Benchmark 4.2 is “The organization shall develop and put in place processes appropriate
to the context so that the people it aims to assist and other crisis affected people provide
feedback and influence 1. initial assessment; 2. project design, deliverables, criteria for selecting
target groups and the selection process; 3. project implementation; and 4. monitoring and
evaluation” (2010a, p. 39). Finally, Benchmark 6’s introduction states “continual improvement is
achieved through an effective monitoring and evaluation system, which ensures regular reviews
of the work, impact and effectiveness of the organisation, and that identifies lessons for
improving future operations” (2010a, p. 48), with 6.3 being relevant to the findings from this
research: “The organisation shall include in the scope of evaluations an objective to assess
progress in delivering its accountability framework.” (2010a, p. 49).
In policy terms there is both a commitment to downward accountability and a belief
evaluation can contribute to providing this form of accountability. Accountability statements
often recognize beneficiaries as being the most important group that should receive
accountability, accountability initiatives offer a framework for how evaluation fits into
downward accountability, and evaluation policies highlight the importance of the involvement of
beneficiaries and communities in the design, conducting and analyzing of evaluations.
Affected Community Involvement in the Evaluation
The research looked at community involvement in the evaluation at several different
stages. These included planning the evaluation through contributing to identifying the scope,
designing the questions and giving input into the TOR, giving data to answer questions,
collecting data, analyzing data and receiving the results. Table 2 summarizes the involvement of
beneficiaries and affected community members in each of these stages. These are described in
more detail below but in summary the data show community involvement is low in most stages
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of the evaluation with the exception contributing data to the evaluation through focus groups,
surveys and participant interviews. The only exception to this lack of participation at other stages
of the evaluation is through the involvement of local civil society partners such as NGOs and
CBOs.
Terms of Reference and Evaluation Planning
In the review of NGO evaluation policies and accountability policies affected community
involvement in planning, design, data collection and analysis of data is an important but not
compulsory element of an evaluation and one might expect this emphasis to be reflected in
TORs. However the review of the TORs did not include consulting the affected community or
beneficiaries on the design of the evaluation. Evaluators and NGO staff interviews provided data
on the nature of community involvement in the evaluation but none identified the inclusion of
affected communities in developing the TOR, deciding the scope of the evaluation, or designing
the evaluation questions. In general, these evaluations were planned and conducted with limited
input from stakeholders outside of the organization and no input from the affected communities.
What limited consultation there was, was with external stakeholders specifically donors and
partners. Evaluators and NGO staff indicated the lack of consultation with beneficiaries and
community members in developing an evaluation is not limited to the evaluations in this study,
but is widespread across the field.
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Evaluation

Designing the
Evaluation

Consulted during
Data Collection

Helping Collect
Data

Analyzing Data

Receiving Results

NRC

No

Yes

No

No

No

DRC

No

Yes

No

No

No

STC

No

Yes

No

No

No

Christian Aid

No

Yes

No

Yes-Local NGOs2

Yes-Local NGOs

ACF

No

Yes

No

No

No

Oxfam-Kenya,
Gaza & Haiti

No

Yes

No

No

Yes-Local NGO

Oxfam-South
Sudan

No

No

No

No

No

CARE-Sahel

No

Yes

No

No

No

CARE-Gaza

No

Yes

Yes-CBOs

Yes-CBOs

Yes-CBOs

Support To Life

No

Yes

No

No

No

Table 2. How beneficiaries and affected community members are involved in the evaluation process.

2

Local civil society involvement is indicated where qualifier is put after ‘Yes’
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Question: “generally on your evaluations do you ever really see evaluation where the
communities give input into the questions and design?”
Answer: “No, almost never… I've once been asked to prepare a report for, to feedback to
the community who participated…so on one or two occasions, I would say I've been
involved at either end, normally it's feeding back on an evaluation to communities, but
I'm not aware of an evaluation I’ve been involved in, I can't think of one, where the
community has had input into the questions or into the TOR, no.”
Additionally, evaluators believed most TORs were based on generic organizational
templates with limited attention to the individual project. There is no evidence in any of the
TORs, evaluation reports or from discussions with the evaluators or NGO staff that affected
communities were involved in giving input into the development of the evaluation TORs.
“it's a fairly stock standard TOR, it's just asking the standard DAC criteria questions in
some way.”
“Question: Do you know whether other stakeholders were involved in the TOR?
Answer: That’s a good question, so it depends I think on how we start to talk about being
involved. So if you took it from a strong gender perspective or you took it from a kind of
empowerment evaluation perspective then they probably weren’t, but if you took it from
a kind of the reality of the way that evaluation is practiced, then I think they had spoken
to their government counterparts, and they had an implementing partner there that I think
they had spoken to on a kind of courtesy type consultation but the evaluation questions
were shaped by (the NGO), which is the way that most of these things happen, so in that
sense it wasn’t participatory.”

92

In most cases the evaluation criteria were set by the NGO and included in the original
TOR, but there are two cases where the evaluator gave input into the criteria. The NRC
evaluation report methodology section describes how the evaluator persuaded the commissioning
manager to expand the criteria of the evaluation to be more in line with NRC’s evaluation policy.
Similarly the CARE Sahel evaluation report highlights the exclusion of connectedness as a
criterion from the initial TOR but inclusion in the evaluation itself. However there is no evidence
for any of the evaluations either in the reports or from the interviews that affected community
involvement influenced the evaluation criteria.
The process for developing evaluation questions varied. In some cases evaluation
questions were set within the TOR and the evaluator’s role began at the stage of designing
indicators and tools to answer those questions. In other evaluations, general overarching
questions were set within the main criteria in a TOR but the specific evaluation questions were
developed by the evaluator, usually as part of an evaluation matrix or inception report. Many
TORs and supporting documents annexed to the reports include timetables for the evaluation.
These show evaluation questions and the design of indicators and tools are developed before the
evaluators come to the field during the “desk review” stage before the evaluator was in the
country where the program was being implemented. For example, ACF’s TOR requires: “A full
methodology including approach, stakeholder analysis, evaluation matrix, FGD and KII
questionnaires, a detailed work plan and interview list will be provided in an Inception Report to
the Evaluation Team and Target Users during the preparatory stage.” The annex detailed the
actual itinerary for the evaluation showing the inception report is provided before the evaluator
was in the country, thus making it impossible for the evaluator to use participatory methods to
design the evaluation. This practice was confirmed by interview participants, none of whom
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identified the involvement of communities in developing evaluation questions or tools.
Therefore, as with the development of the TORs, the development of evaluation questions did
not involve project beneficiaries, a point highlighted by this evaluator: “No actually, I think that
[is] one of the missing parts, one of the important missing parts regarding the development, was
the lack of participation from the right holders side... I mean the participation was missing I
would say.”
The use of evaluation steering committees or guidance groups is one means of ensuring
community members can participate more deeply in the evaluative process. For example, the
Save the Children evaluation manual identifies one method for ensuring children’s participation
is for them to be members of an advisory or reference group (O’Neill, 2012). However there was
no evidence NGOs are forming steering committees or guidance groups that include members of
the affected community. Only 3 of the evaluations refer to a steering committee in the reports,
and all of those consist only of NGO staff members.
The contrast between evaluation policies and accountability commitments and actual
practice at the front end of an evaluation is marked. Despite the stated policy of many NGOs to
include beneficiaries and affected communities in the design of evaluations, this was not the case
in any of the sampled evaluations. While it is possible the NGOs would argue the design is based
on feedback gathered during the projects as part of a monitoring process, this is not described in
the reports. This raises the question as to whether evaluations are answering or investigating the
questions that the affected communities want addressed in the first place.
Collecting Evaluation Data
The collection of data came from a variety of sources and in a variety of forms:
monitoring numbers; donor reports and complaints; interviews and focus groups with
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stakeholders including project beneficiaries, community leaders, and government officials;
surveys; and formal and informal discussions with staff members. The significant feature of this
stage of the evaluation is that project beneficiaries, and often other community members,
participated in the giving data to the evaluators. Only one evaluation, Oxfam’s desk based
evaluation using its Global Humanitarian Indicator Tool did not obtain data from project
beneficiaries. For some others, data collection from beneficiaries and community members was
limited by factors exogenous to the evaluation. Because of security concerns CARE’s evaluation
in the Sahel only consulted beneficiaries in Chad and not in Mali and Niger, and Christian Aid’s
data collection process was limited to only certain accessible villages. Despite these limitations,
it does seem clear that beneficiaries and to a lesser extent other community members as sources
of data is considered important by NGOs and this is one area where NGO policies are matched
by actual evaluation practice.
Table 3 summarizes how the reports collected and presented data. Of the 9 that collected
data from beneficiaries, 2 did not specify the number of participants they spoke to although both
of these reports explained how they identified beneficiaries to talk to. Most disaggregated data
by at least gender, with fewer identifying how many direct beneficiaries and how many other
community members they spoke to, and three disaggregate by adult and child. Seven gave at
least a brief explanation of the sampling process, although the level of detail varied widely. For
example, the description in the Christian Aid evaluation is fairly brief:
“Field visits to beneficiary villages. These were selected by CA and partners and
confirmed with the evaluation team. Primary reasons for selection concerned
accessibility, both physically (some locations were remote) and security-wise (i.e. where
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it was safe to go). The team visited at least one project of all partners.” (Morgan, Naz, &
Sanderson, 2013, p. 8)
NRC’s report includes a four page explanation of the sampling process.
The means of collecting data directly from beneficiaries and other community members
included focus groups, interviews and surveys, with focus groups being the most common. Seven
of the nine evaluations that collected data from beneficiaries and other community members used
at least one focus group. ACF did not organize formal focus groups but had informal discussions
during site observation visits, which was in recognition of the difficulties in asking community
members to attend a formal meeting only one month after the typhoon had struck the Philippines.
CARE’s evaluation in Gaza had group interviews with staff but the discussions with
beneficiaries came through the collection of individual stories of change.
Although there was some involvement from local community members in helping to
identify beneficiaries to interview, only CARE’s evaluation in Gaza involved community
members in the actual collection of data. In this example, CBO members were involved in
collecting the stories of change. There was some evidence of community members being used as
a resource for identifying people to talk to. For example, NRC’s evaluation team asked
headmasters to identify participants for individual interviews and Christian Aid asked partners to
help select villages and project sites to visit. However, with the exception of CARE’s evaluation
the involvement of communities in collecting data for the evaluations was limited to supporting
the identification and finding of participants.
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Evaluation

Collects
Gives numbers
Data from
of participants
Beneficiaries consulted

Disaggregates by:

Gender Beneficiary and
other community
X
X

Explains
participant
selection process
Adult and
child
X

NRC

X

X

X

DRC

X

X3

X

STC

X

X

X

Christian Aid

X

X

X

ACF

X

X

Oxfam-Kenya, Gaza &
Haiti
Oxfam-South Sudan

X

X

CARE-Sahel

X

X

X

X

CARE-Gaza

X

X

X4

X

Support To Life

X

X

X5

X

X
X

X

X
X

X

X

Table 3: Details of beneficiary and community consultation in the data collection stage of evaluations.

3

DRC’s report gives the number of beneficiaries that participated in a survey but does not give numbers of focus group participants.
CARE’s Gaza report does not tabulate the split of male/female and adult/child beneficiaries consulted, but does list this in the heading of each story of change
included in the annex. Therefore it would be possible to get disaggregated numbers if one were to go through the annex and tabulate this.
5
An annex to the Support to Life report disaggregates the beneficiary participants by gender but not the other community members, such as shop owners.
4
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Negotiating and Presenting the Results
The negotiation and presentation of the results was mostly conducted with staff members
of the commissioning NGO. The evaluations where the results were negotiated with members of
the affected communities were projects that partnered with local civil society groups. In both
CARE’s Eye to the Future project in Gaza and Christian Aid’s Pakistan Flood Relief program,
local project partners were involved in feedback workshops where results were presented,
analyzed and agreed upon. In the case of Christian Aid, the partners participated in a meeting on
the last day of the evaluation and recommendations were negotiated. The CARE evaluation in
Gaza used the Most Significant Change approach where representatives from CBOs worked with
CARE staff to read, discuss and select the stories they believed best represented the change the
project had brought. Even in these two evaluations the involvement of partner organizations did
not extend to including beneficiaries. Given local CBOs are situated within the target
communities, the involvement of these organizations brings the results closer to the beneficiary
communities, but still does not involve beneficiaries directly in negotiating the results.
In the other evaluations there was no evidence the evaluation itself involved the
negotiation or analysis of the results with the beneficiaries, although some of the evaluators did
acknowledge the possibility the NGO had undertaken this process afterwards. None particularly
expected this to have taken place though, beyond possibly the presenting of findings in some
form to the community.
When asked to reflect on evaluations in general in a humanitarian context, evaluators
believed very few NGOs had negotiated the results with the affected communities. In fact, there
was a general belief that results were rarely even presented to the community.
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“It's not impossible, I've done it with some organizations before but my general feeling is
it is an added task which if you are clear about that that is the purpose then you generally
do it but if it's not written on the instructions, it tends not to be done. So that's my
perception, that I doubt very much that the results of this evaluation are fed back in any
way to communities, it's possible that I might be doing people an injustice but that would
be my guess.”
Two evaluators also highlighted the fact reports were generally not translated into the
language of the beneficiaries. The HAP benchmark on information sharing requires information
be shared in languages and formats affected populations can access and summaries of
evaluations should be provided. The INGO statements and policies on accountability and
evaluation also make commitments to presenting information to affected communities. For
example, NRC’s accountability statement refers to how NRC is working to make information
more accessible and visible for beneficiaries (Norwegian Refugee Council, 2014), and Christian
Aid’s accountability framework requires summaries of evaluation reports are made available to
poor and marginalized communities (Christian Aid, 2012). However, the belief of interviewees
was this was not taking place in these evaluations, and rarely takes place at all within the sector.
If evaluators are not presenting results to the local community are they involved in
presenting the results to the other stakeholders? Eight of the TORs included a requirement to
give a debriefing in the field prior to the end of the consultancy, and a further three also specified
a presentation be given to headquarters staff at the end of the evaluation. Only five of the reports
provide details about how the results were presented to stakeholders at the end of the evaluation,
but interviews with the evaluators and NGO staff provided more information. A common
strategy was a debriefing on the last day of the evaluation with staff at the country office that
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may or may not include the field staff involved in the program implementation. Many evaluators
also alluded to informal debriefings with field staff as the evaluation developed. CARE’s
evaluation in Sahel is the only evaluation that describes a large scale learning workshop that
included senior management from the three evaluated countries, the emergency department, and
various European and North American CARE funding offices.
The inclusion of other stakeholders is much more limited, with the exception of direct
implementing partners such as CBOs and local NGOs. Three of the TORs (DRC’s, NRC’s and
Support to Life’s) refer to the inclusion of other stakeholders in a debriefing session. The
language used suggests beneficiaries were not the stakeholders in mind when the TOR was
written. For example, DRC’s TOR requires the evaluator “present a Draft Evaluation Report
(2nd draft report) to DRC, ECHO and other stakeholders in workshop to facilitate sharing of
evaluation results with a view to incorporate inputs from project stakeholders in the final draft.”
The DRC TOR is the only one that explicitly mentions that donors, in this case ECHO, will be
included in the presentation of findings. Other TORs simply refer to “key stakeholders” or
“internal and external stakeholders.” The vague language in the TOR means beneficiaries are not
explicitly excluded, but the responses of the interview participants highlighted in this section
indicate beneficiaries were not present at the feedback meetings.
From reviewing the reports and interviewing evaluators and NGO staff, it is clear
external evaluators’ involvement in the evaluation process ends after a debrief session with staff
members and integration of feedback from that session into the final report. There was very little
evidence evaluators are asked to support the NGO in translating the findings into action.
Although all the reports contain recommendations for future programming, in most cases these
are left with the NGO to translate into action without the support of the evaluator.
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Evaluation Criteria
The DAC/OECD criteria were the most common set of criteria used in the evaluations. In
the sample of evaluations the 5 development criteria and the 7 emergency response criteria were
used, although a number of evaluations used additional criteria. The exception to this is the
Oxfam evaluations. Both the South Sudan evaluation using the Global Humanitarian Indicator
Tool and the evaluation of Emergency Food Security and Livelihoods program relied very little
on the DAC criteria. In both Oxfam’s evaluations, timeliness (a key element of appropriateness)
was an additional criterion; in the Food Security and Livelihoods evaluation impact features
were an added criterion; and in the South Sudan evaluation coverage is an additional criterion.
Table 4 summarizes the criteria used in each of the evaluations. To be included, the
criteria had to be explicitly included in the evaluation reports.
Evaluators and NGO staff identified the DAC criteria as providing a structure for
evaluations that supported comparison among evaluations and gave a common language or
standard for evaluations to be judged by:
“I think it is useful, it gives us a common language and a common frame of reference”
“the idea of the DAC criteria is to give some standards to evaluations and that's why
people just them.”
Those that considered the DAC framework as supporting accountability and believed the
accountability the DAC criteria provided was an upward accountability to donors: “I think the
accountability to the donors is definitely through the DAC criteria because that's just the donor's
way of comparing one operation to another let's say. And that's why the DAC criteria are there.”
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Evaluation Relevance/
Appropriateness

NRC
DRC
STC
CA
ACF
OxfamUrban
OxfamS.Sudan
CARESahel
CAREGaza
STL

X
X
X
X
X
X

Connectedness

Coherence

X

Impact

Efficiency

Effectiveness

X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

Coverage

Sustainability

X

b

X

X

X
X

Other

X
X

X

X

a

Accountability

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
Xc
X

X
X
X

Xd

X

X

Oxfam’s GHIT includes timeliness which is a part of ALNAP’s definition of appropriateness but does not feature the other elements
of appropriateness.
b
Oxfam’s GHIT includes a focus on “one-program” approach which seeks to assess the inter-connectedness of Oxfam’s humanitarian
response and development programs.
c
ACF’s criterion of beneficiary participation is considered synonymous with downward accountability based on the definition given
within the criterion.
d
CARE Sahel and Save the Children evaluations included accountability to affected populations as indicators within the more
traditional DAC criteria (STC within relevance and CARE within efficiency)
a

Table 4. Criteria used in evaluations.
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However it is interesting to note both the interview participants and a review of the
evaluation reports and supporting documents highlights most agencies and evaluators are
defining relevance in line with the definition in the emergency response document. This defined
relevance as: “Relevance is concerned with assessing whether the project is in line with local
needs and priorities (as well as donor policy).” (ALNAP, 2006, p. 22) This definition is more inline with the notion of downward accountability, as taking responsibility for acting in accordance
with the needs and wishes of the target community rather than the original DAC definition of
relevance that focuses more on whether the project achieved the goals of the project.
Save the Children’s evaluation specifically identifies this definition in the report and
CARE International’s Sahel report instructs readers to refer to the ALNAP document that defines
relevance in a humanitarian context. NRC’s evaluation relies on NRC’s definition of relevance:
“When measuring relevance one checks whether the objectives, project design and activities are
consistent with the humanitarian and protection needs and the situation in general” (Norwegian
Refugee Council, 2005, p. 7). This definition focuses on the needs within the local context rather
than policy goals of NRC or a donor.
Support to Life’s evaluation does not define relevance but the questions in the TOR
situate relevance within community need. Only one of the questions refers to the identification of
clear objectives and the others focus on beneficiary need and local context:
“Relevance and Appropriateness


Were the assessments undertaken appropriate for the identification of real needs?



Was sufficient attention given to the identification of clear objectives and
activities?
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Was the assistance appropriate in relation to the customs and practices of the
affected population?



Was the transfer modality the most appropriate to meet beneficiary needs?



Was the transfer modality the most relevant to the context (host community
interaction, market conditions, availability of food, supply chain, risks, gender
consideration, seasonal factors, etc.)?” (Kugu & Oksak, 2013, p. 39)

The section on relevance in the report also focuses on how well the project responded to
community needs, how the project adapted to community feedback and how involved the
community was through project participation.
The TOR in the DRC evaluation defines relevance as “To what extent has the project
intervention conformed to the needs and priorities of target groups, and the policies of DRC and
the European Commission?” (HERALD Consultants, 2012, p. 47). However the evaluation itself
focused more on identifying whether the project met the preferences of the beneficiaries:
“The relevance and appropriateness of the project (wet feeding project) were assessed
based on; beneficiaries’ perception on conformity of the food served at the wet feeding
centers to the local food culture, utilization, dependency, dignity and respect” (HERALD
Consultants, 2012, p. 15)
“The relevance and appropriateness of the project (cash transfer project) was examined
by considering its contribution in debt reduction, cash usage and preference especially
when compared with other options.” (HERALD Consultants, 2012, p. 23)
The interpretation of relevance in Christian Aid’s evaluation was closest to the more
traditional development definition. Within the criterion of quality and relevance, the evaluation
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answered questions about whether the project met the aims of the funding appeal, the quality of
the work, how timely the intervention was, the capacity of local partners, and how well gender
considerations were mainstreamed into the programming. Christian Aid covered beneficiary
needs to some extent in the downward accountability criterion, which includes focusing on how
beneficiary needs were assessed and how they were able to alter building designs to fit their
particular needs.
The effects of the downward accountability movement can be seen in the inclusion of
downward accountability in project implementation as an additional criterion. This partly
conforms to the HAP Benchmark 6.3 requiring NGOs to include the assessment of delivering on
their accountability framework. Although none of the evaluations systematically compared the
program against the accountability framework of the organization, the inclusion of downward
accountability as a criterion or indicator within a criterion does demonstrate this concept is
considered important in program implementation. Christian Aid and both Oxfam evaluations
included downward accountability as a stand-alone criterion. ACF included “the level of
beneficiary communication during the response and to what extent beneficiaries and local
communities are involved in the design and implementation of ACF operations” as one of the
key areas in the scope of the evaluation. This can be interpreted as including many of the
elements of downward accountability NGOs include in project implementation. The Save the
Children evaluation included the assessment of downward accountability in the project
implementation as an evaluation question as part of the relevance criterion, and the Care Sahel
evaluation more implicitly included downward accountability in program implementation within
the efficiency criterion.

105

These findings suggest NGOs see evaluation as a means to assess the extent to which
implementation teams are ensuring downward accountability mechanisms operate within their
projects. By including downward accountability as a standard criterion or question in an
evaluation NGOs signal evaluation is seen as a means to mainstream downward accountability
within country offices. The actual level of downward accountability in the projects or programs
was given mixed reviews in the evaluation reports. Christian Aid’s and ACF’s broadly judged
the projects to have approached downward accountability effectively:
“Overall there was evidence of a good level of men and women ‘being heard… Access to
information was high… A complaint and response mechanisms were facilitated by all
partners for the affected people to give feedback on the services.” (Morgan et al., 2013,
pp. 20&21)
However, many evaluations reports identified weaknesses in downward accountability in
the project as well as more generally in the monitoring and evaluation procedures suggesting
despite the increased attention not all NGOs have not yet become successful in instilling a
cultural of downward accountability within their implementation teams. This is reflected in Save
the Children’s report:
“While more will be presented on SC’s M&E systems and tools later in this report, it is
important to state that there are currently no formal structures or mechanisms in place for
SC and target groups to share, reflect upon, analyze, and make joint decisions on program
strategies and results. SC staff state that they do share program results with the target
groups during visits and meetings, which is good. SC does undertake routine needs and
situation assessments, which is also good. However, the consultant did get the impression
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that the data collected is very much viewed as “SC’s” by both SC staff and the target
groups.” (Karlsen, 2012, p. 9)
On a more specific issue, Oxfam’s evaluation of urban programs in Kenya, Haiti and
Gaza noted in Nairobi, “There was a complaints mechanism for the programme, but this was not
in practice very formal or elaborate. During the targeting process, the opportunity to complain
was not formalised, and was available in practice only through the community health workers
(CHWs) and partner staff who had been involved in the targeting. This meant that most people
were very unlikely to complain.” (Macauslan & Phelps, 2012, p. 70)
There is evidence NGOs are utilizing evaluation as a mechanism to assess downward
accountability, even if that accountability is not being fully provided in the project.

Analysis
The first question to address is who are the evaluations providing accountability to? This
obviously comes with a caveat that not all the evaluations provided accountability, although
publishing the reports provides a very basic level of accountability. The data suggest there are a
number of groups who are the recipients of accountability: the INGO itself, donors, the public in
the donor countries, and affected communities.
INGOs
Evaluators and NGO staff most commonly identified the evaluations as providing
accountability to the NGO itself. This is something not explicitly stated in the reports but came
from the impressions of the evaluators and NGO staff and from interpretations of the language
used in the reports. Internal accountability has many forms, i.e. accountability to staff,
accountability to an organization’s values and missions, accountability from implementers to
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management and vice versa, and from field offices to head offices and vice versa. The
accountability identified by the interview participants and in the reports was mainly general
organizational accountability to the organization’s mission and values, and accountability from
field offices to headquarters.
“I think in terms of this evaluation, a major focus was (the NGO) holding itself
accountable to its own mission and policies.”
“So on paper it’s accountability maybe to the organization itself to its own standards”
“Country to HQ, yes probably a far stronger accountability, that's where the key
conversations are happening and that's where the management response is obviously
monitored”
Donors
There is evidence in the reports and from the interviews NGOs see evaluation as serving
an accountability purpose to donors. DRC’s report states as a purpose of the evaluation: “The
evaluation was intended to provide information and an opportunity for learning and
accountability purposes, for the donor but importantly also for the rights holders at community
level” (HERALD Consultants, 2012, p. 5). In some reports the concept of accountability to
donors can be seen in assessing the extent to which the project met the goals and objectives set
out in the project proposal. For example, the Save the Children evaluation’s purpose was, “… to
assess the degree to which the ‘Programme’ met the objectives as outlined in the project
proposals/log frame, with particular emphasis on appropriateness, timeliness, efficiency and
effectiveness of the interventions carried out.” (Save the Children, 2012, p. 1) The objective of
CARE’s Gaza evaluation was “… to assess whether the set targets and anticipated outcomes of
E2FII were achieved, and to determine the mitigating factors that may have impacted on these
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results.” (Shah, 2013, p. v) The CARE report is the only one to include reference to donors
when justifying the methodology: “An added benefit of MSC is it provides detailed, specific and
clear stories of success that donors increasingly value.” (Shah, 2013, p. XXIX (annexes) )
Interviewees concurred the evaluations were often considered to have a donor
accountability component to them. This seemed to be a side-effect of the evaluation, that the
evaluation fulfilled an accountability function to donors in addition to the main purpose of the
evaluation. “[The evaluation] was commissioned by the headquarters not by the local office, so
the headquarters came at it from the sort of point of view of can we learn something the country
that we can learn elsewhere and they probably had to do an evaluation anyway for accountability
purposes to their donor I imagine so you know, two birds with one stone.” Even if the thrust of
the evaluation is not accountability in general or specifically accountability to donors, NGOs
recognize the reports have a useful function of demonstrating accountability to donors. The
reports can be used to demonstrate to donors that the NGO has implemented what it contracted to
do, and how efficiently they were used. NGOs show they are learning from mistakes and
difficulties in a program by issuing a management response to the recommendations. So while
the main purpose of the evaluation may not have been accountability to donors, the reports still
offer an opportunity of demonstrating accountability to donors.
All of the TORs in the sampled evaluations required evaluators produce a written report.
In most cases an outline of the report sections is included in the TOR and in some cases there are
maximum page requirements. Most of the TORs also ask for a presentation of the results to field
and/or headquarter staff, with some also specifying to key stakeholders. Generally the key
stakeholders are not clearly identified but the reports would suggest beneficiaries or other
community members are not included as key stakeholders to whom the results should be
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presented. None of the TORs asks explicitly for as an end product that can be presented to
beneficiaries or the community.
When reflecting on previous evaluations one experienced evaluator said he had never or
only very rarely been asked to present findings to the community or develop a suitable reporting
format. “I remember one evaluation where we prepared comic books for the kids and it got
picked up once or twice as being this great step forward. But it obviously isn't a great step
forward as apart from that one there's only been one or two that I've ever come across where
there has even been feedback given to communities based on the findings so it’s still an outlier.”
This evaluator used an innovative and experimental approach to report to the affected
communities and this was regarded by the NGO as a useful new idea, but it is not one that has
been taken forward since by the NGO and there was no evidence of this or other innovative
approaches to reporting in the evaluation reports sampled. One of the NGO staff referred to other
recent evaluations conducted by the NGO where the evaluator was required to develop a
reporting format suitable for the affected community. This demonstrates reporting approaches
that are more inclusive and aimed at the affected population do exist, but there is currently a
limited use of them.
Public in Donor Countries
Two evaluators perceived the evaluations provided a very weak form of accountability to
the public in the country the NGO’s headquarters were based in.
“I guess potentially (accountability) to some supporter because they do make them public
documents so we can all peruse them to the extent that we want to or that we're interested
to and makes decisions about whether we're going to put our money into the pot when we
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next see them outside the shops or wherever, but fairly weak I guess. But, well I say weak
but there are not many other agencies who make these documents quite so public.”
The respondent here identifies how the evaluation could be used for accountability
purposes, but doubts this was likely and also highlights the problem of unpublished evaluation
reports within the sector. Indeed many NGOs do not publish evaluation reports at all which
ensures evaluation is not used as a mechanism for any sort of public accountability. Therefore,
the NGOs that do publish evaluation reports are engaging in greater transparency in this respect
and potentially making evidence available for accountability to taxpayers in the donor country or
NGO headquarter country should they chose to use it.
The exception to this may be the potential for watchdog organizations to use the
evaluations to provide more manageable information for the public. An example of such a
watchdog function is Charity Navigator, which rates non-profits with the goal of helping the
American public chose non-profits when they make donations. Charity Navigator currently
includes accountability and transparency to the American public as a criterion in its ranking and
will expand this in 2015 to include local community voice. Reviewing evaluation reports is part
of their methodology and so these reports could have an indirect accountability function for the
general public in America (and other countries that have comparable watchdogs) (Charity
Navigator, n.d.).
Affected Communities
There was a consensus among the interview participants that the evaluations did not
provide accountability to the affected communities. Some saw no accountability to beneficiaries
from the evaluation: “I think the idea of being accountable to the beneficiaries is not really there
let’s say. It's not a beneficiary led exercise. You know you speak to some beneficiaries during
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the course of the evaluation but mostly you are with staff and some external stakeholders.”
Others identified very limited weak version accountability: “So potentially there is some level of
accountability at a sort of community level, although it’s pretty weak considering they … may or
may not have anything fed back.”
The exception to finding no accountability to affected communities came from project
evaluations of projects implemented in partnership with local organizations such as CBOs that
were involved in the evaluation process. The most notable example was CARE’s evaluation in
Gaza in which CBOs were actively involved in negotiating the stories of change to be included
in the report. Other evaluations such as Christian Aid’s evaluation in Pakistan included elements
of involvement by local NGOs, although in many cases these were large national NGOs rather
than grass-root CBOs. How much these organizations are representative of the affected
communities would require a deeper assessment of their links to the community and local power
dynamics than this research can offer. Indeed the inclusion of these organizations poses an
interesting paradox by adding an extra organizational layer between the INGO and the intended
beneficiaries of their projects while at the same time potentially increasing the participatory
involvement of communities in the design, implementation and evaluation of the interventions as
well as improving information feedback. How this impacts the use of evaluation as a mechanism
for accountability to affected communities and intended beneficiaries may depend on actual
selection of the local partners in the first place, and how representative these organizations are of
the marginalized and vulnerable in the affected communities. Although this research did not
analyze the types of CBOs selected or how accountable they make themselves to their
communities, their involvement in the analyzing of evaluation findings illustrates one potential
strategy for using evaluation for downward accountability.
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Evaluators agreed simply being part of the data collection process in an evaluation did
not provide meaningful accountability to beneficiaries. When asked if participating in focus
groups or individual interviews about an intervention could enhance accountability to affected
communities, a few evaluators indicated this was possible to a very limited extent. Most felt
whilst the collection of beneficiary opinion in the evaluation was necessary condition for
accountability on its own this strategy did not provide accountability. Participation that is limited
to extracting data is not truly participatory, and as such does not provide accountability:
“You know, this is, you're touching upon a point which is a very important point for me
professionally is that accountability is not talking to somebody, accountability is
engaging somebody in a process, and so this was what I was coming up against
throughout my evaluation, and it's not just unique to this NGO, across the board is that
when you ask people about participation in the program is that they say, "yeah, yeah, they
come to the trainings, yeah, we asked them" and for me that's not participation. That's just
extractive, and when only extracting information from this target group, you're not
engaging them as decisions makers in their own sort of futures and their future
engagement in the program, so no I don't think that by me extracting information from
the focus groups that that was in anyway creating any kind of accountability. It was just
one more outside coming in and asking them for questions and them not knowing where
this information is going so I would say no.”
Evaluation Approaches and Methodologies
In order to determine if evaluations fostering downward accountability used particular
specific evaluation approaches and methodologies, the evaluation reports were analyzed using
Alkin and Christie’s (2004) evaluation theory tree. This analysis indicated there was not one
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common approach to evaluation used. Some of the evaluations could be placed within specific
approaches, even if most did not explicitly identify an approach in the report. Some were
explicitly identified as democratic evaluation, real time evaluation or utilization focused
evaluation. Five of the evaluations had strong elements of more than one approach, but Alkin
and Christie’s (2004) evaluation theory tree is still a useful tool for characterizing these
evaluations. Alkin and Christie observe many evaluation theorists might reside on more than one
branch, so too some of the approaches used in the sampled evaluations could fit into multiple
branches.
None of the evaluation reports make explicit reference to the approach of a particular
evaluation theorist. The methodology sections of the reports included varying degrees of detail.
For example, the CARE evaluation in Gaza gives a detailed description of the most significant
change approach and its relevance to this evaluation, and NRC’s evaluation report outlines
process tracing in detail, but did not specify an evaluation theory. Indeed the only reference in
the supporting documentation is ACF’s referral to Michael Q. Patton’s Utilization Focused
Evaluation approach. Identifying approaches is therefore mainly an interpretive process relying
on language used in the reports and description of techniques in both the reports and the
interviews.
Table 5 highlights the best fit on an evaluation theory branch for each evaluation, based
primarily on the methodology used and explicit statements about evaluation in the TORs and
evaluation reports. The most populated branch is the use branch, followed by the methods branch
and lastly the values branch. The reasons for placing each evaluation on a particular branch is
described below, but in summary, the use branch is the most populated because of the focus on
providing information to either the country office or the headquarters. The purpose of the
114

evaluations was to change the behaviour of the organization or partner organizations in some
way either through program improvement or program replication. These evaluations primarily
responded to the needs of intended primary users within the organizations. In the methods branch
evaluations use was secondary feature that had at least some impact on the evaluation. There are
widely different approaches in the evaluations within the methods branch but they do focus on
demonstrating validity through the methodological approach. The values branch is the least
populated. Although some of the evaluations on the other branches call on the evaluator to make
value judgments on whether program elements were good or not, the use of valuing in the
evaluations was generally limited. There was extremely limited focus on ensuring other
stakeholders were involved in the evaluation process, reflecting the values of participation,
democracy, and empowerment.
Some evaluation theorists Alkin and Christie have placed on the use branch would fit
comfortably on the values branch. This is particularly evident with theorists who focus on the
social justice, democratic involvement and empowerment dimensions of the evaluation. As such
the work of Fetterman or the transformative participatory evaluation version of Cousin’s and
Whitmore’s participatory approach would be at home on the values branch. What is striking in
the evaluations in this study is those on the use branch do not draw on these approaches. So the
values branch is not strongly represented in the sample and the notions of democratic
involvement and empowerment through evaluations are missing.
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Evaluation

Type of Crisis

NRC-Uganda

Post Conflict Recovery

DRC-Somalia

Ongoing conflict &
Famine
Natural Disaster (Floods)

Methods

CARE -Gaza

Long term
occupation/Conflict

Valuing

CARE-the
Sahel

Recurrent
Drought/Malnutrition

Use

Support to
Life-Turkey

Refugee Crisis-Fleeing
Conflict

Use

Christian AidPakistan

Oxfam-South
Sudan

Multiple-Low level
conflict, post conflict,
and food insecurity
Oxfam-Kenya, Urban Food Security
Gaza & Haiti
ACFNatural Disaster
Philippines
(Typhoon)

Evaluation
Theory Tree
Branch(es)
Methods

Use

Methods

Methods

Reasoning

Methodology

Uses processing tracing to test the theory of the
intervention.
Main objective asks evaluation to assess the
performance of the project.
Appreciative learning approach focuses on
learning lessons. Recommendations are a focal
point of report.
Uses MSC to place a value on the intervention.
Stakeholders play a role in selection of MSC
stories.
The TOR clearly identifies the users of the
report and these stakeholders were included in
reflections workshop.
Appreciative learning approach focuses on
learning lessons. Considered RTE for
improving ongoing work.
The evaluator places a value on each of
Oxfam’s 10 global humanitarian indicators.

Process Tracing

Tests theory of change from urban
interventions
Use
Explicitly aimed at utilization by senior
management at field and country office, and
HQ level.
Save the
Refugee Crisis-Fleeing
Use
Aimed at use by STC at program improvement.
ChildrenConflict
The TOR does ask the evaluator to place value
Liberia
on the program, but use is more important.
Table 5. Classification of evaluations on Alkin and Christie’s evaluation theory tree.

Cross Sectional
Descriptive
Appreciative
Inquiry
Most Significant
Change
Qualitative
methods
Appreciative
Inquiry
Desk Review

Testing of theory
of change
Real-time
evaluation
Mixed
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Use
One of the recent major criticisms leveled at EHA is that evaluations simply were not
used (Cosgrove & Buchanan-Smith, 2014) and the emphasis on use-oriented evaluations
suggests NGOs have responded to that criticism. Use was usually directed towards
organizational learning rather than empowerment of marginalized groups or cross-organizational
learning. Responses from evaluators and NGO staff and the language used in the report suggest
NGOs used the reports to provide some level of accountability to donors. In other words, NGOs
were deliberately making themselves accountable to donors rather than donors holding NGOs to
account, but some interviewees saw no evidence of donors actually using the evaluations. In this
case, the reports provide evidence for accountability should the donors, as the main power
holder, chose to use them.
Interviews with the evaluators and NGO staff gave a clear impression the primary
intended users were country offices and headquarters.
“I think in this respect that is was for (the NGO) themselves. They were having a few
issues at times with the intervention that they were making and I think it is always good
for any organization to have a third party, and independent third party to come in and
draw up some like win-win recommendations of how to improve things.”
“I think that the final evaluation was primarily an internal learning exercise not only for
the country office, for the program staff, for the country office as well as for (the NGO)
as an institution.”
Whether the main purpose of the evaluation was lesson learning or accountability, the
evaluators and NGO staff generally identified the main users of the evaluation as being the NGO
itself. Particularly with accountability focused evaluations, other users such as donors, the
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general public and beneficiaries were mentioned. However, even with accountability focused
evaluations, the accountability was often seen as being from the field to headquarters. It is
difficult to identify the use approach with regard to the involvement of other stakeholders
because they had little involvement in the evaluation and there was no concerted strategy within
the evaluation to ensure these stakeholders used it.
Within the use branch, there are frequent elements of Patton’s early approach focused on
identifying intended primary users and working closely with them on the design, data collection
and results interpretation. It is also possible to identify some of Cousins and Whitmore’s ideas
about organizational learning through the practical participatory evaluation (P-PE) approach in
the evaluations. The involvement of staff in supporting the development of the evaluation,
working on the collection of data, and analyzing and using the results shows elements of P-PE.
Many of the interviewees identified the close collaboration with headquarter, field staff,
and buy-in from field staff, although the highest level of involvement came from INGO staff.
Key internal stakeholders (staff) were identified prior to the evaluation and influential in
designing the TOR and evaluation questions, consulting with the evaluation, supporting the data
collection process and helping to interpret and negotiate the results. One of the recurring claims
in the interviews with evaluators was ownership of the evaluations by the NGO staff would help
support evaluation use in the future.
“the evaluation department had a kind of sense of ownership of it and therefore tried to
take it to internal stakeholders as a product that they had confidence in”
“the debrief helped the ownership and helped identify or at least bring to everyone's
attention issues around, which I thought was glaring”
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The level and location of ownership varied. Some of the evaluators felt there was genuine
buy-in to the need and purpose of the evaluation by the field staff and the country office and
others felt headquarters were more invested in the results than the field staff. This has
implications for the expected use of the evaluation. In general one can surmise ownership of the
evaluation at the field level has the potential for more immediate program and project
improvements, while evaluations which are primarily utilized by headquarters have more
potential to impact global policy of the NGO.
One particular section of the use branch was missing from the sample. There was little
evidence of use being conceptualized as being important for empowerment or social justice with
beneficiaries being the main users of the evaluations. The idea of transformative participatory
evaluation (T-PE) or of Patton’s later ideas of utilization focused approach supporting the
empowerment of recipients and the support of social justice (Patton, 1997) are not present, nor is
there any indication Fetterman’s empowerment approach (1994) is being used by the
humanitarian sector.
It was notable from both the reports and the interviews that in the most immediate
emergencies, which face bigger logistical constraints, there was less involvement of the field
staff in the evaluation because of the time constraints placed upon them, particularly at the
design stage. Save the Children’s report explicitly identifies a limitation of the study because of
the “stipulation in the consultant’s terms of reference that the evaluation fieldwork should not
interfere with emergency relief activities.” Another evaluator concurred with this idea: “… [at]
the field level they have so much other stuff to get on with that they probably don't have much
time to spend on it. They understand—everyone understands—the need for it. No one says I'm
not bothered with that I don't want to do that, that's a waste of my time. Everyone can see the
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need for it but you know it’s hard to get people to sit down and you end up talking all day and
then someone finally gets back at 6 or 7 o'clock and you can see they have been working since 8
o'clock in the morning and then the evaluator says oh can we just talk for an hour.” This
evaluator identifies a major constraint to the participatory inclusion of staff members when the
evaluation is being conducted during an emergency. The evaluator suggested field staff often
accept the need for an evaluation but making time to be involved is a different matter. This
provides evidence that based on field realities, evaluators will adapt to target users who are most
in a position to utilize findings during the challenge of an immediate emergency.
Surprisingly given the focus in the evaluation purposes on use, only 2 of the 10
evaluations explicitly list the users of the report. It is however possible to interpret who intended
users were in other evaluations from the language used, particularly in the TORs and stated
purposes. The TOR for the ACF evaluation clearly identifies staff from ACF as target users, both
at the country and HQ level. This is consistent with the stated users in ACF’s evaluation policy
(ACF International, 2011).
The intended users in three of the evaluations can be interpreted from statements in the
report about the evaluation’s purpose or intended use. The TOR for the CARE Sahel evaluation
includes a paragraph on use of results in the desired methodology section. This mainly identifies
CARE’s global and national staff and offices as the intended users although there is a nod to
accountability to the general public by stating the report will be publically available on CARE’s
website. Through the interpretation of the inception report (the only evaluation to publish the
inception report) it is clear the evaluators also recognized CARE staff as the main users. The
Christian Aid and Support to Life evaluations do not explicitly identify users but the TORs
identify to whom the results are to be presented. The Support to Life TOR states: “For the
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communication of results, an official report of the evaluation will be prepared and presented.
This report focusing on practical recommendations will provide lessons to STL project staff and
senior management for improvements in the continuation of STL’s response related to the Syria
crisis.”
Methods
The evaluations placed on the methods branch are distinct from each other in approaches
but are placed on this branch because they rely on methodological rigor to make the case for a
valid evaluation. The more neo-positivist side of the methods branch was not present in the
sample. None of the evaluations included in this study used experimental or quasi experimental
designs. The use of experimental and quasi-experimental designs in EHA is extremely limited
(Cosgrove & Buchanan-Smith, 2014). The difficulty and ethical constraints of identifying
control groups combined with the limited amount of baseline data INGOs collect, and the fact
most INGO staff and many evaluators are not specialized in the techniques used in experimental
and quasi-experimental design explain this absence (Cosgrove & Buchanan-Smith, 2014).
During general discussion about the practice of EHA rather than a sampled evaluation, one
INGO staff member described a case where a donor had asked for control groups to be included
in an evaluation but the INGO had argued it was impractical.
A small number of evaluations used statistical analysis as part of the evidence building
process, but only one of the evaluations presents any finding in statistical language. The CARE
evaluation in Gaza used regression analysis on pre-collected data from the project and a stress
tolerance survey to identify areas of impact. This analysis was used to support the evidence of
various themes of impact that developed from the stories of change. Limitations of the statistical
data were described in the report: “the survey was an experimental instrument, without any
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exploratory factor analysis done to see if these various statements fit together in terms of internal
validity and reliability.” The report also noted a respondent bias problem that children might
deliberately score poorly on a pre-intervention test because of a fear that if they scored well they
would not be included in the program. In this evaluation, the statistical analysis is not the main
driver of analysis, which comes primarily from the analysis of stories of change.
Two evaluations used detailed surveys as a major source of evidence. The NRC
evaluation team contracted IPSOS Uganda, a polling firm, to support the quantitative data
collection process and blended the findings into the qualitative analysis. Random sampling was
used, but the lack of a control group and baseline data are raised as limitations of the evaluation.
The DRC evaluation implemented two surveys. One used a convenience sample of the attendees
at the food distribution point when the evaluation team was present. The other used random
sampling but the evaluation team had to double the sample frame because of the difficulties of
finding respondents. The data itself is presented in the format an opinion poll would be presented
in a newspaper rather than how an academic paper might present its findings. There was no
discussion of statistical significance, t-scores, factor analysis, and so on in either of the reports.
The use of IPSOS by NRC, and some of the language used in the DRC report (for example,
about data cleaning) suggests the evaluation teams in both of these evaluations had the necessary
statistical knowledge to discuss their findings in more technical language, but chose not to do so.
One explanation is this was partly recognition of the audience the reports were aimed at; that of
NGO staff and possibly donors who may have limited statistical training.
Two evaluations on the methods branch placed a strong emphasis on testing intervention
theories, and as such most closely align with a theory-driven evaluation approach (Chen, 2005).
In both cases a key purpose of the evaluation was the generation of knowledge for use in other
122

programs around the world. It is perhaps surprising there was not more testing of theories of
change and program theories in the evaluations, since evaluations based on theories of change
are frequently discussed, particularly as some donors have moved from the traditional logic
model approach to a theory of change approach (Cosgrove & Buchanan-Smith, 2014).
Two of the evaluations relied on an approach similar to the discrepancy model approach
of Malcolm Provus. This approach relies on program managers or organizations deciding on
objectives and standards for measurement, and the role of the evaluator is to identify
discrepancies between the standards and the actual performance (Mathison, 2005). Oxfam’s
South Sudan program evaluation relies on this approach. The evaluation used a standardized
protocol that Oxfam has set for its global humanitarian indicator tool (GHIT) evaluations. The
GHIT has been developed to facilitate comparisons among countries and involves a desk based
review of key project documents, secondary information and skype conversations with country
office staff that allows the evaluator to give a score on a four point scale for 12 quality standards.
This was the only evaluation that used a standardized protocol. It is the only evaluation in the
sample where the requirement for a TOR was waived because the GHIT itself and information
available about the GHIT provide a framework similar to a TOR. TORs for other evaluations
using the GHIT are available and demonstrate a standardized approach for all Oxfam evaluations
using this methodology. It is also the only evaluation that did not include field visits. Oxfam
developed the benchmarks, the quality indicators, and the evidence that should be used to make
the judgment. The role of the evaluator was to identify how the Oxfam program is doing based
on the standards that have been set by Oxfam’s headquarters using the evidence and indicators as
a guide. Oxfam developed the GHIT,
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“As part of a wider organisational undertaking to better capture and communicate the
effectiveness of its work, Oxfam developed an evaluative method to assess the quality of
targeted humanitarian responses. This method uses a global humanitarian indicator tool
which is intended to enable Oxfam GB to estimate how many disaster-affected men and
women globally have received humanitarian aid that meets establishes standards for
excellence. Equally importantly, it enables Oxfam GB to identify the areas of
comparative weakness on a global scale that require institutional attention and resources
for improvement.” (Featherstone, 2012, p. II)
Oxfam is using a standardized tool to provide both rigor and comparability to their
evaluation. The focus on producing a methodologically valid evaluation reflected in the
statement is a key focus of theorists within the methods branch (Alkin, 2011). The last sentence
above also shows attention to the need to learn and make changes as a result of the evaluation,
which is one of the important steps in the discrepancy model (Mathison, 2005).
The DRC evaluation relies on elements of the discrepancy model. The main objective of
the evaluation was “to conduct an end of project evaluation based on the overall performances
against the principle objectives.” (HERALD Consultants, 2012, p. 5) The report focused on how
the project performed against objectives set in the project proposal and includes a summary table
of achievements against the principal objectives. The evaluation was hard to place on a particular
branch because it appears want to fulfil many different functions.
“The evaluation was intended to provide information and an opportunity for learning and
accountability purposes, for the donor but importantly also for the rights holders at
community level. It was expected to generate relevant findings, lessons, and
recommendations which will be shared with DRC, partners and local stakeholders. The
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evaluation results were expected to be used to guide and inform future programming
regarding a continued programming of wet food and cash transfer project in southern
Somalia. The evaluation was also to assess the performance of the project against key
parameters including the project’s relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability,
timelines of activity implementation, and its strengths and weaknesses. This information
was to be shared with key DRC stakeholders; current donors as well as potential donors
and non-governmental and governmental actors.” (HERALD Consultants, 2012, p. 5)
Within this stated evaluation purpose there is a claim it will provide accountability to
donors, partners and beneficiaries, and it will also generate lessons and recommendations for
DRC, partners and local stakeholders, and the information will be shared with donors, potential
donors, non-government and government actors. There is therefore a focus on ensuring the
evaluation is utilized by a wide-variety of stakeholders. However, because of the stated principle
objective, and the comparison of discrepancy between objectives set in the proposal (presumably
by program managers and other DRC staff) and actual performance, the evaluation was judged to
use the discrepancy model and sit on the methods branch.
There is evidence within the evaluations also of the real-world approach advocated by
Rugh, Bamberger and Mabry (2012), an approach developed specifically for evaluators working
in international development and humanitarian relief. It recognizes field realities evaluators often
face: being called in late in a project, having to work on a limited budget, and where necessary
data such as baseline surveys are not available. The approach also recognizes evaluators cope
with political pressures from a number of different stakeholders. Although the final step of the
approach focuses on helping clients to use the findings, the foundation of the approach is that a
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sound methodological approach will ensure the evaluation’s findings are valid even given the
constraints imposed upon it. The approach therefore sits on the methods branch.
Although none of the evaluations apply this approach step by step, some evaluations rely
in part on this approach, particularly in the early steps of the process that focus on the
constraints. Save the Children’s evaluation has a number of constraints including lack of baseline
data, pressure from the INGO to “not interfere with emergency relief activities” (Karlsen, 2012,
p. 5), a TOR requiring answers to 26 evaluation questions spread across 7 criteria and an
additional requirement for recommendations on 11 topics by one evaluator in 21 days work. The
evaluation does not follow the real world evaluation model exclusively. It relies more on a
program theory approach but elements of the real-world model are seen in how the evaluator
deals with the constraints. Scaling back the evaluation scope is illustrated in the report, from the
26 questions and 11 topics for recommendations to only 10 questions and the recommendations
are based on topics addressed in the questions rather than additional topics included in the TOR.
The consolidation of the questions comes from compressing some of the initial questions
together and dropping ones that might be difficult to address in the limited time available. For
example, the questions for the effectiveness criterion in the TOR included questions about how
well the project met international response standards and how well it mainstreamed gender and
environmental concerns into delivery, and these were not included in the evaluation. The TOR
also had the following two questions: “To what extent were the intended outputs and results
achieved in relation to targets set in the project proposal/logical framework” and “How effective
and appropriate was the project approach?” In the evaluation itself, this was compressed to “How
effective was the project approach to achieving the intended outputs and results?” (Karlsen,
2012, p. 13).
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The Save the Children evaluation is an example of one that draws on elements from
different branches. The methods branch is represented by the elements of the real world
approach identified above. The final designation of the evaluation was on the use branch though
because the recommendations are very clearly directed at utilization by the country and field
offices for the purpose of program improvement, such as “separate admin/finance/HR functions
at the sub-office level” and “build up New Yourpea sub-office” (Karlsen, 2012, pp. 24–25). This
finding is supported by the large scale of Save the Children staff in the evaluation, which is
demonstrated in the annexes by the lists of staff interviewed. The evaluation did not define a
program theory model though and this contributed significantly to positioning it on the use rather
than methods branch.
Valuing
The valuing branch is the least represented of the three branches, and only one of the
evaluations sits on the valuing branch. This was CARE International’s evaluation in Gaza that
used most significant change as its methodology.
Most significant change can be identified as an example of the participatory, possibly
democratic approaches to evaluation. In some sense, the evaluation can be understood within the
framework of MacDonald’s (MacDonald & Kushner, 2005) work on democratic evaluation
where the evaluator supports the valuing of the project by a variety of different stakeholders and
ensures the evaluation communicates differing opinions with a particular emphasis on hearing
the voice of the most marginalized. In the case of this evaluation, the role of the affected
community in valuing the project is limited by time constraints that meant only CARE staff and
CBO leaders were involved in choosing the stories of change. Ideally this approach would have
participants involved in that decision as well, but in this evaluation they were represented by the
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CBOs rather than having direct voice. That said, this evaluation still sits within the valuing
branch.
There are elements of the valuing branch in evaluations that sit on the other branches, but
it is not the most significant element of the approach. Participation occurs mainly through the
inclusion of beneficiary and community voices in the data collection stage. Value-orientated
evaluators, particularly constructivists, concentrate on including diverse participant voices in an
evaluation (Alkin, 2011). With the exception of Oxfam’s evaluation of its South Sudan program,
all the evaluations included beneficiaries only by collecting data through focus groups,
community meetings and interviews. Many of the TORs placed strong emphasis on the need to
ensure beneficiaries and other community members were consulted for their opinions in the
evaluation, but this alone is not enough to qualify as a valuing approach. The involvement of
community members is mainly an extractive process where they are only asked for data to
answer specific questions. While the beneficiaries or communities may give responses to answer
specific questions, the role of analyzing this data and determining the value of the program falls
to either the evaluator or the INGO (i.e. the evaluator produces his/her findings and the INGO
decides what these mean).
Additionally some of the evaluations place a stronger focus on whether the intervention
met the needs of the affected communities than on whether the project achieved pre-determined
goals laid out in a project proposal or log-frame. The Support to Life evaluation can be
interpreted as defining the DAC criteria of relevance and appropriateness as what was relevant
and appropriate to the needs of beneficiary populations and not the goals and objectives of either
the donor or the initial program, and the evaluation questions for effectiveness ask how effect
Support to Life was in delivering on those needs. This allowed the evaluation to address the
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needs and position of the most vulnerable and powerless group, the Syrian refugees, rather than
more powerful groups such as the NGO or donors. The evaluation therefore has strong links to
House’s idea of justice as a key criterion for evaluations (1980, 2014). Despite this, the
evaluation still sits on the use branch because of its strong focus on use by Support to Life senior
management and staff. In total, 5 of the evaluations identify relevance from the intended
beneficiary perspective, 2 identify relevance as being focused both on beneficiary needs and
donor or organizational goals, and 1 identifies relevance as whether the project met the goals of
the funding drive. Two others, both of the Oxfam evaluations do not include relevance as a
criterion. There is therefore evidence NGOs evaluators are identifying relevance through the lens
of the affected community needs rather donor or NGO goals.
In general though there is little evidence valuing approaches are being utilized in current
EHA practice. Although elements of ideas that values-based evaluators focus on are present in
some evaluations, the strong focus is on methods or utilization. Only CARE International’s
evaluation in Gaza relies heavily on an approach that fits within the valuing branch. As with the
use branch, with the exception of the evaluations that asked local civil society partners to be
involved in analyzing findings, the ideas of democratic participation and community
empowerment through evaluation are missing from this sample.
Who Benefits From Current Evaluation Practice?
The final sub-question of the research looked at who is benefitting from current
evaluation and accountability practices, particularly focusing on whether affected communities
benefit. One of the limitations of this research is that it did not empirically assess the impact and
use of the evaluation. Most of the evaluators interviewed have only informal impressions of how
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the evaluation had been used. Even the participants who were INGO staff had limited knowledge
of the use and impact of the evaluation.
One question asked of the interview participants was, “Who do you think benefitted from
the evaluation?” The participants recognized this was a subjective question and the answers were
often speculative. “That’s the million dollar question,” one participant responded, identifying
both the difficulty in answering that question and the importance of the question to INGOs,
communities and the utility of the evaluation. The general belief of the interviewees was the
INGOs themselves were benefitting the most from the evaluations. Within this perspective, there
were differing opinions as to whether the benefits were mainly being seen by headquarters or
country offices. Indirectly some participants felt affected communities were also benefitting.
Additionally, some evaluators felt national level partners often benefitted, usually this was local
civil society partners but national governments were also highlighted as potential beneficiaries of
the evaluations.
INGOs
The perception INGOs themselves benefitted the most from the evaluations is
understandable since the evaluations focused on lesson learning and internal accountability. The
conclusion the majority of the evaluations sit on the use branch of the evaluation theory tree
supports this idea. One respondent from an INGO’s headquarters said “ultimately the purpose of
our evaluations for me is continuous learning and improvement of our programs and I think that
is what most people in our programs want, we want it to be useful. To improve the way that we
do our work and that is both at the project level and the organizational level”.
Although this response suggests NGO headquarters staff hope the evaluations are useful
both at the field level and the headquarter level, there was disagreement amongst the evaluators
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interviewed as to which level of the NGO the evaluations are useful. Some identified both
headquarters and field offices whilst others specifically identified one or the other. One evaluator
believed the operations staff in country benefitted from the evaluation whilst noting “I contacted
(the headquarters) after the report was completed and submitted to ask so what did you guys do
now and I never heard anything back.” On the other hand another evaluator stated “I would
imagine the people in the countries to some extent shrug their shoulders… I wonder if it's much
around organizational learning and potentially if there is some sort of donor spin on this
…potentially some of the donors might find it interesting, but it might be more a kind of
headquarters temperature check.”
Donors
The direct influence of donors on the evaluations sampled was low. Although some
evaluations were identified as fulfilling a requirement of accountability to donors, there was no
evidence donors were actively involved in the design of evaluations. Interview participants
suggested there was limited follow-up by donors from evaluation results. One NGO staff
member suggested donor involvement was primarily in bigger strategic evaluations of entire
programs.
However, the evaluations do provide evidence that might facilitate accountability for
donors, should they to choose to use the reports for this purpose. This provides greater
accountability to donors than the affected communities who appear to be often denied access to
the information at all. One should remember evaluations are only one of many documents that
will be sent to donors. Regularly reports (usually quarterly), final reports and financial audits
also complement the documentation that can be used for accountability.
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Local Institutions
Local institutions were also identified by some respondents as having benefitted from the
evaluations. Two participants identified the national government (or a particular department of
government) as an entity benefitting from the evaluation: “the evaluation was supposed to also
have a role in helping the Government structure their future programs.” And from the same
evaluator: “I think we were able to contribute to the Government program as well, and I think
that may have longer term benefits if that sticks around.” This occurred in projects where a
handover of operations to the government was on-going or imminent and in projects/programs
where the focus of work was transitioning from a humanitarian relief approach to a development
approach.
Evaluations that involved local civil society groups provided the highest level of
community representation. Some of the evaluators and NGO staff believed that often the main
benefactor of the evaluation were the CBOs and local NGOs as the evaluation gave them the
opportunity to reflect on their work and also to hold the INGO to account for their management
of the project. One interviewee described how a meeting with local organizations allowed for the
leaders of the organizations to question some of the actions of the INGO but also to identify the
gains they had made for their community, consider important issues, and reflect on how to
sustain the changes as the level of INGO support changed.
Affected Communities
Benefit to the affected communities was seen as much more indirect. A number of
respondents identified the potential for affected communities to benefit from improvements to
programs as a result of organizational learning by the NGO. One respondent identified the
situation as “indirectly they would, because if the systems improve, if the operations improve,
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therefore the beneficiary support improves. So it’s more or less A+B=C situation.” And another
stated those who would benefit would be “people involved in the next disaster by a slow and
hopefully uphill improvements in how we do these things.” ‘Hope’ or ‘may’ were words used by
3 of participants when considering benefit to affected populations. This suggests a much less
tangible benefit than those identified for the INGOs. All but one of the respondents who
mentioned beneficiaries or the local community in their response saw the benefit as coming
through the mechanism of program improvement. One respondent highlighted the ability to
reflect on how the project has changed them as being of benefit to the project’s beneficiaries.
None of the respondents highlighted increased accountability, a knowledge gain that might help
the community influence future projects, or the empowerment of the under-represented as being
a mechanism by how the communities and beneficiaries benefitted from the evaluation.
There is some evidence in the evaluation reports to support the idea that affected
communities benefit indirectly from the evaluations. There are references to the implementation
of recommendations from previous evaluations, mid-term reviews and feedback from
monitoring, suggesting INGOs used previous evaluative work to make programmatic changes.
These changes were acknowledged and assessed in more recent evaluations. The Christian Aid
evaluation included an assessment of how well Christian Aid and their partners have
implemented recommendations from previous evaluations as an indicator within the efficiency,
impact and effectiveness criteria of the evaluation. The assessment includes identifying how well
suggestions that arose from community feedback had been incorporated into current practices;
for example: “At partner level, good examples of lessons learned being incorporated into
successive phases of house-building, for example Muslim Hands’ iteration of house layout
between different phases to reflect residents’ preferences” (Morgan et al., 2013, p. 14). This
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demonstrates the formative process of learning from the previous evaluation included
understanding affected community concerns and responding to them. Another example of this is
in the CARE Gaza evaluation which notes the changes made to programming as a result of a
mid-term evaluation. “In response, however, to concerns noted in the E2FI midterm evaluation
that graduates of the program may experience an “impact drop”, CARE WBG included in the
E2FII design a six-month long “Graduate Club” to reinforce key skills and strengthen key
outcomes from the program.” (Shah, 2013, p.20)
Not all evaluations considered previous evaluation recommendations and there are
examples of those where management systems were not in place to effectively utilize evaluation
learnings. CARE International’s evaluation in the Sahel was critical of the M&E system within
the different country offices, arguing both that it reduced opportunities to improve service to
beneficiaries through learning in Chad and criticizing the quality of a previous evaluation in
Niger:
“CARE Chad’s M&E system was not well-developed. This inhibited CARE Chad’s
ability to account more fully to donors, and its own learning on how to improve the
quality and impact of its work to better assist beneficiaries” (Gubbels & Bousquet, 2013,
p. 22)
“CARE Niger’s own evaluation report for the CT project does not mention the sample
size nor the methodology used to reach its findings.” (Gubbels & Bousquet, 2013, p. 28)
This not only questions whether beneficiaries are benefitting indirectly, but also how
broad the finding that INGOs are benefitting from evaluations is.
A majority of the evaluations included downward accountability as a criterion or
indicator within a criterion as part of the evaluation. It could be argued beneficiaries benefit
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indirectly from this as it allows organizations to hold field offices accountable for implementing
these practices in the field. If, as argued in previous research, downward accountability
mechanisms are beneficial to affected populations (Featherstone, 2013), then including
downward accountability as a regular criterion in evaluations will help ensure these practices are
carried out at a field level. As such an indirect benefit can be traced through this part of the
evaluation, although no evaluations systematically evaluated the NGO’s compliance with their
accountability framework, as required by HAP benchmark 6.3.
Conclusion
The findings therefore suggest INGOs and local civil society partners of the INGOs are
benefitting the most from current evaluation practice. What benefit there was for beneficiaries
and affected communities is more indirect, coming through INGOs improving their operations as
a result of evaluations and increasingly pressuring field staff to focus on downward
accountability mechanisms by including downward accountability as a criterion in the
evaluation. The benefit to donors is less clear but may come from the continuation of evaluation
practices that have benefitted them in the past. The discussion section will address this further
and analyze the implications of these findings.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications

There has been considerable discussion in the last decade and a half about downward
accountability in humanitarian relief, the findings from this study suggest in practice such
accountability is quite limited. The review of evaluation policies and accountability statements of
the INGOs show at a policy level INGOs support the idea of using evaluation as mechanism to
provide accountability to affected populations. However, I found for the most part affected
community involvement in evaluations was only at the data collection stage. Communities are
not involved in setting the scope of the evaluation and in most cases not included in analyzing
and interpreting findings. Even access to information, a basic level of accountability, appears to
be denied to communities, as the results of the analysis are not shared with them. Instead INGOs
privilege internal lesson learning and benefits to the affected population from evaluation come
indirectly from program improvement. The opportunity to influence decisions that affect the
community is not provided by current EHA practice and so does little to alter the power
imbalances within the humanitarian community.
How Are INGOs Operating in Humanitarian Relief Contexts Using Evaluations as a
Mechanism to Provide and/or Assess Accountability to Affected Communities?
My research found there was limited use of evaluation to provide accountability to
affected communities. Accountability provided to affected communities through INGO
evaluation practices comes indirectly from program improvement and lesson learning. My
research found no substantial evidence of accountability from information sharing, participation
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and the opportunity to influence decisions. Accountability to intended beneficiaries during
project implementation was assessed in 60% of the evaluations.
Accountability Through Lesson Learning and Program Improvement
A weak form of accountability is being provided by lesson learning and program
improvement. For example, benchmark 6 of HAP’s Standard in Accountability and Quality
Management focuses on learning and continual improvement (HAP International, 2010a). There
was evidence this benchmark was partially being achieved. The evaluators and NGO staff
interviewed believed many of the evaluations contributed to the improvement of programs, a
perception based on informal feedback rather than formally tracking the use of the evaluation.
Nine out of ten evaluations included a learning component as part of the evaluation purpose,
suggesting INGOs view evaluation as a mechanism for this kind of accountability. This
interpretation is reinforced by the analysis of the implementation of previous evaluation findings
suggesting many NGOs take responsibility for improving programs based on recommendations
of evaluations. Lloyd, Blagescu, and Casas (2005) argue learning is the key connector between
evaluation and accountability. Learning allows an organization to feed key information into its
activities and ensure program improvement. They also argue broad based accountability should
allow multiple stakeholders to influence decisions and this comes through participation in the
learning process. Learning in an evaluation does not however offer accountability if stakeholders
affected by the INGOs actions are not involved in the process. The INGOs in this study did not
foster a participatory approach to learning and this weakens the accountability offered through
the evaluations. Focusing on learning to provide accountability without ensuring input for
multiple stakeholders covers only one element of accountability though, and because it does not
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allow communities the opportunity to significantly influence decisions made about them, it is a
very passive, weak version of accountability.
Accountability Through Information Sharing and Participation
Accountability to affected communities through the sharing of information was not
present in most of the evaluations. Wenar (2006) has argued accountability is not just about
being responsible but being seen to be responsible and this is missing from the evaluations
sampled. Humanitarian aid providers retain control of the information shared with affected
communities and despite attempts to improve communication through accountability initiatives,
affected communities still feel uninformed about basic elements of projects (Anderson, Brown,
& Jean, 2012).The organization may be accountable to its mission but if the community is not
presented with the results of the evaluations, it is hard to argue organizations are being
accountable to them.
There was no evidence of evaluations using a more active, participatory approach to
accountability. Sharing information is an important element of accountability but without the
opportunity to use this information to influence decision making the accountability is limited.
The stakeholder approach to accountability relies on participation at all stages to allow affected
communities to have meaningful input into decision making (Lloyd, 2005). This more active
version of accountability would have the community either meaningfully using the information
or participating in the making the evaluation judgment. The research found no participation of
communities in setting the scope of the evaluation and very little in analyzing and negotiating the
results. The idea communities could use information to influence decisions that affected them
was not present in the selected sample. It could be argued consulting beneficiaries and other
community members during the data collection stage allows individuals to influence future
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decisions, but this is a very weak influence. The influence the affected community has is
extremely limited because they are excluded from discussing what questions should be asked in
the first place, and not participating in analyzing what the responses mean. This is consistent
with evaluation approaches within the NPM framework that limits beneficiary and community
involvement and thus opportunity to set evaluation standards, identify what is good and analyze
what the findings mean (Norris & Kushner, 2007). Control is in the hands of senior managers
and evaluation becomes a more technocratic endeavour than a democratic empowerment
exercise (Chouinard, 2013). Power is not transferred and the opportunity to influence decisions is
lost.
While accountability can occur without participation, participation enhances the
meaningfulness of downward accountability. In his discussion of accountability mechanisms,
Ebrahim (2003) argues participation allows the tool of evaluation to be used for downward
accountability. Participation moves accountability from a passive version where affected
populations are recipients of information about a program to an active version where
communities’ leverage is increased by systematic participation holding NGOs to account by
deciding what to evaluate and what the results of an evaluation mean (Ebrahim, 2003).
Participation allows accountability to become more than just access to information but provides
the means to influence decision making (Blagescu et al., 2005). My findings suggest EHA
evaluations are currently not being used as a mechanism for even the passive form of
accountability, as there is little evidence of feedback to the communities.
The lack of participation means opportunities for affected communities to hold INGOs to
account are limited. The distinction between holding oneself accountable and being held to
account is important. Learning involves the INGO making itself accountable to communities
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through program improvement. Participation provides both the opportunity for communities to
hold INGOs to account by valuing and judging their actions and ensures learning incorporates
their views in a meaningful manner (Blagescu et al., 2005). This gives communities the
opportunities to be involved in something which has the power to make significant differences to
their lives. Under the current humanitarian structure, affected communities have very little power
to influence decision making as beneficiaries are often viewed by humanitarian agencies as
passive recipients of aid (Cosgrove & Buchanan-Smith, 2014). Active participation in the
project cycle at the design, implementation and assessment stages would help to redress some of
these power imbalances by ensuring communities have a say in decisions that are made about
them (Anderson et al., 2012; Featherstone, 2013).
Evaluation plays a critical role in the project cycle through judging the success of
programs and improving program delivery, and it is particularly important for the community
when interventions are on-going. The longer-term delivery of programs is more common
because emergencies and disasters are becoming more protracted and the lines between
development and humanitarian relief are increasingly blurred (Tamminga, 2011). So while a
project may be ending, giving an evaluation a summative purpose, the delivery of programs may
be on-going, giving the evaluation a formative purpose. With this scenario the active
involvement of communities of holding NGOs to account rather than the passive receiving of
information from evaluations the NGO choses to give them, becomes more important for
influencing decisions that affect the community. This emphasizes forward looking accountability
rather than just an final project activity (Lloyd, 2005). Even if the project is coming to an end
and the INGO is leaving the project location, the community’s involvement in the evaluation has
longer term benefits such as building evaluative capacity and having information to mobilize for
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advocacy purposes with government officials and other NGOs. INGOs did not support the
reduction of power imbalances by not using evaluation as a mechanism for accountability and
the limited opportunities for influencing decisions are reduced further if communities are not
involved in the design and use of evaluations.
Civil Society Involvement
The research found the evaluations with the highest level of accountability to affected
communities were those involving local civil society partners in the evaluations. In these
examples the involvement of these partners helped the feedback cycle of results to the affected
community, and enhanced the democratic process by asking them to analyze what value to place
on particular results, what important lessons should be learned, and how this matters moving
forward. Ownership of the evaluation results is enhanced by being involved in at least some of
the stages of the evaluation (Shula & Cousins, 1997; Green, 1988).
The selection of groups representative of the marginalized in society rather than
entrenched local interests is an important consideration when working with local partners and
empowerment or social justice oriented evaluation assumes responsibility for ensuring the most
marginalized voices are heard (House, 1980; Segone & Bamberger, 2011). The selection of local
partners was not analyzed in the evaluations and so it is difficult to definitively comment on this
issue, but the findings suggest accountability to affected populations can be improved through
the inclusion of local partners. Even these evaluations were not truly participatory as they did not
include community members from all sections of society, but did provide more representation
than the other evaluations in the sample.
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Assessing Downward Accountability in Project Implementation
To some extent evaluations are being used as mechanisms to assess downward
accountability to affected populations. While only Oxfam’s evaluations significantly diverged
from the DAC criteria, Oxfam and two other INGOs included downward accountability or its
equivalent as a separate criterion. Research included in the 2009 HAP report found “only 13% of
the evaluations were explicitly considering accountability to intended beneficiaries and local
communities” (HAP International, 2009, p. 16). The 2010 report found this number had risen to
60%. However this number is skewed by the inclusion of 17 Inter-Agency Standing Committee
(IASC) commissioned studies which ‘almost all’ considered accountability to intended
beneficiaries (HAP International, 2010b, p. 57). Whilst it is positive that an influential agency is
assessing accountability, the inclusion of so many evaluation reports commission by one agency
in the sample affects the findings significantly. If ISAC evaluations were removed from the
sample, the figure is closer to 40%. Sixty percent of my sample considered accountability to
affected populations. With ACF included, 40% had a separate criterion for downward
accountability. Another 20% built downward accountability into the DAC criteria; one in
relevance and one in efficiency. This research and the findings in the HAP reports are not
directly comparable but they do contribute to the conclusion there has been a gradual
improvement in the use of evaluation as a mechanism to assess downward accountability.
However none of the evaluations used the standards of an accountability initiative to
systematically assess downward accountability. None of the evaluations for example took HAP’s
benchmarks to analyze whether the project was compliant with them, and no other standards
were comprehensively assessed either. Therefore evaluation is not being used as a mechanism to
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systematically assess INGO performance against set standards of initiatives. Instead assessment
is based on elements of accountability considered important by the INGO or project staff.
Policy vs. Practice
The lack of evidence of assessment against accountability initiatives and the failure of
INGOs to adhere to their policies on participation at every stage of the evaluation cycle shows a
disconnect between policy rhetoric and field practices. There has been an explosion of
accountability initiatives in the sector (Alexander, 2013; Everett & Friesen, 2010; Mitchell &
Knox-Clarke, 2011) and this can create confusion and disillusionment for field staff who are
overwhelmed with requests to prove accountability (Mitchell & Knox-Clarke, 2011). In my
research the evaluation closest to complying with policy requirements of the INGO was ACF’s
in the Philippines. ACF’s evaluation policy makes no attempt to argue evaluations should be
participatory or that potential users include affected communities. The policy requires a UFE
approach focused on working with primary users (decision-makers) within ACF. The evaluation
therefore met the requirements of the policy because the guidelines do not require beneficiary
involvement in the evaluation. The other agencies’ evaluation policies are much broader and
inclusive. The evidence in my research shows policy requirements for community inclusion are
not being followed.
The Listening Project identified increased levels of mistrust and feelings of being
disrespected when power holders espouse an ideal at a policy level but are perceived to ignore
these ideals on the ground (Anderson et al., 2012). By not following their own policies INGOs
are signaling participation in the evaluation is not significant to them. To be useful to potential
users, an evaluation has to be credible (Patton, 2009), and the credibility of an evaluation can be
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undermined when the INGO’s policies on participation are ignored. The potential for mistrust
within the community seems high.
The Findings As a Whole
There are many other uses of an evaluation than just the provision of accountability to
affected populations. The evaluations in this sample do have utility and seem to in general meet
the purposes laid out in the TOR and draw logical conclusions from the evidence collected. The
reports answer the evaluation questions and there was informal evidence from the interview
participants that they were useful to the INGOs. Not all evaluations should be aimed at providing
downward accountability directly and other approaches are at times more appropriate. There are
many other purposes an INGO may prioritize in a particular evaluation such as testing
intervention theories for transference to other locations. Nor is the use of evaluations for upward
accountability wrong. Being accountable to government and individual donors large and small is
important to the integrity of the aid sector. Additionally, the logistics of certain crises mean using
the evaluation as a mechanism for downward accountability is not always relevant.
The sum of the whole findings from this study is more important than assessment of each
individual evaluation. Even with the multiple uses of evaluation, one would expect some
evaluations in this sample would focus on downward accountability, involve beneficiaries at
more than just the data collection stage, and provide opportunities for communities to influence
decisions being made about them. None of the evaluations included communities in designing
them and only when there is CBO involvement was there any local representation in analyzing
the results of the evaluation. This suggests the opportunity for evaluation to directly provide
downward accountability is not being taken by INGOs. In each evaluation there may have been a
good reason for the approach, but the sum of the whole findings show INGOs are missing or
144

avoiding an opportunity for communities to hold them to account. Within the aid sector, there are
limited opportunities for affected communities to hold INGOs to account and to have an
influence over decisions that are made about them. Evaluation can provide one of those
opportunities and if the practice of EHA is not allowing this, then it is a missed opportunity from
a narrow field of possibilities.
Where Does Power Lie?
The common accountability approach, where there was one, was the production of
evidence those in power could use should they wish to, whether this was INGOs, either the
country office or headquarters, or donors. One of the interview participants alluded to the idea
that current practice of accountability in the humanitarian world focuses more on providing
evidence power holders can use if they want to, than actually undertaking the active process of
doing an evaluation with stakeholders, including the NGO and the project’s beneficiaries. “It’s a
kind of gesture of accountability. Its providing a source of evidence that could be used should the
power brokers choose to have a process of self-reflection and ultimately a sense of accountability
for something they had a role in.”
This raises the question of how power affects the practice of evaluation. House (1980)
argued the role of the evaluator is to help reduce power imbalances by ensuring the voice of the
marginalized is given most weight in an evaluation. He argued those who do not hold power are
unlikely to have the views represented in deliberations of evaluation results and so an evaluator
needs to address this imbalance by ensuring weight is given to the experiences of the powerless.
The policy statements of four of the INGOs identify accountability as a means of reducing power
imbalances, and the evaluation policies of the INGOs include statements identifying evaluation
as providing downward accountability. Accountability to affected communities necessarily
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involves the ceding of a certain amount of power because it allows the communities to influence
decisions (Blagescu et al., 2005). The traditional understanding of power within the humanitarian
system is donors hold the highest level of power followed by big INGOs and host governments,
small INGOs and finally local civil society groups and affected communities holding the least
amount of power (Collaborative Learning Projects, 2010; Darcy, 2013; HAP International,
2010b). So for evaluation to redress existing power imbalances, the voice of affected
communities must be included.
I found little evidence to suggest current practice of EHA is altering the traditional
balance of power. The main power imbalances my research was able to look at were between the
affected communities and the INGOs. INGOs control the evaluation scope, questions, access to
intended beneficiaries and community members, and dissemination of findings making the
approach more bureaucratic (where the INGO is substituted for a government agency) than
democratic (MacDonald & Kushner, 2005). In the bureaucratic approach, knowledge stays in the
hands of the power-holders and is not disseminated to or shared with the marginalized. In most
of the evaluations beneficiaries did not have the opportunity to control the direction of the
evaluation or the use of the results. Even in the cases where local civil society groups were
involved, the INGO still controlled the development of the evaluation and only through
invitation were partners involved. It is hard to conclude the evaluations helped reduce power
imbalances in the sector. This leads back to the conclusion that current practice of EHA
evaluation does not give affected communities influence over decisions made about them nor
recourse to action or sanctioning for bad performance.
Donors are perceived to hold the most amount of power in the humanitarian world
(Collaborative Learning Projects, 2010; Darcy, 2013; HAP International, 2010b) and this
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assumption explains many INGO practices. Actual donor involvement in the evaluations was
low. Donor power comes from INGOs operating within a structure designed by donors and the
desire for a product that can be useful to donors. The style of report production (Rugh &
Bamberger, 2009), the use of DAC criteria (Chianca, 2008) and the evaluations in the sample
that focus on analyzing performance against goals set out in a proposal (Feinstein & Beck, 2006)
are all influenced by the desire of INGOs to maintain good relationships with the donor.
There is also a power differential between the INGO and the evaluator, and this is
important for understanding how evaluations are practiced. In the sampled evaluations, the
evaluator’s range of approaches is constrained by the pre-determined limits of the evaluation.
The option of a truly participatory approach seems typically forestalled because the INGO have
already decided on the scope of the evaluation, the criteria for assessment and in many cases the
questions that can be asked. The ownership of the evaluation results also lie with the INGO.
Although INGOs do publish the results, they have control over how, where and when they are
shared.
What Particular Evaluation Approaches Are Being Used With Which Forms of
Accountability in Humanitarian Relief Work?
A goal of the research was to analyze what evaluation approaches are being used with
particular forms of accountability. The answer to this question is limited by the findings showing
very little accountability to affected communities and what accountability there is comes through
learning and program improvement. As there is a fairly consistent approach to accountability,
instead I analyzed what approaches are currently being used and identified what is missing from
these approaches. The key missing element of the evaluations was the participation of affected

147

communities at stages other than during data collection. The lack of participation means
approaches favouring community empowerment and democratic involvement were not used.
The analysis illustrates five of the evaluations should sit on the use branch, four on the
methods branch and one on the values branch, based on Alkin & Christie’s (2004) evaluation
theory tree. Additionally, a number of evaluations on the methods branch had secondary
elements of use. The lack of participation of affected communities meant the empowerment or
democratic approaches within the use branch and approaches focused on valuing were missing
from the sample. The theorists who could be associated with the evaluations on the use branch
are those who identify use by the organization as primary. The theorists identified include
Patton’s early work on utilization and Cousins and Whitmore’s P-PE approach. By excluding
affected communities from meaningful participation, the evaluations on the use branch did not
include work focused on empowerment and community use such as Cousins and Whitmore’s TPE approach or Fetterman’s empowerment approach.
These findings can be understood when considering the conclusion that the type of
accountability to affected communities offered by current EHA practices is a limited, indirect
version of accountability via lesson learning. Had a broader version of accountability that
included affected populations having access to information and actively participating in judging
the project had been found in the research, then one would expect to see more evaluation
approaches focused on empowerment and democratic valuing. If this were the scenario more
evaluations would have been on the values branch, and the approaches employed in the
evaluations on the use branch would have drawn more on ideas of empowerment.
The power imbalances between the INGO and the evaluator help explain these missing
elements. The control of the INGOs in setting the scope and often questions for the evaluation,
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how the results are disseminated, and the limited timeframes for the evaluations push the
evaluations into the methods and use branch and away from the valuing branch, and
empowerment sub-branch of use. Evaluation practice in this scenario becomes focused on
traditional hierarchical notions of accountability (Edwards & Hulme, 1996) and the technocratic
ideals of NPM (Chouinard, 2013). This has the effect of narrowing the field of potential users.
To maximize use, a potential user needs to feel invested in the evaluation (Patton, 2009), and by
excluding communities from meaningful participation in the evaluation the field of potential
primary users narrows to INGO staff and donors. In the absence of a structure allowing or
encouraging evaluators to be more inclusive and participatory, the evaluations focus most on
methodological rigour and ensuring use by the INGO.
The missing elements in the evaluations are instructive in understanding the control and
direction of current EHA practice. The INGO focus on internal lesson learning privileges
working primarily with staff as stakeholders and producing methodologically rigorous
evaluations that can be shared globally. The missing elements of full and democratic
participation contribute to reducing the use of evaluation to provide accountability to affected
populations.
Structural Problems
Why has this happened? NGOs have policies that favour downward accountability and it
is reasonable to assume both NGO staff and evaluators do care about providing the best possible
service to affected communities. Policy talk has also focused on enhancing humanitarian
accountability, and yet INGOs seem to be missing the opportunity to use evaluation to enhance
this goal. Structural problems probably account for a lot of these difficulties.
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Time. One of these structural problems is time, a recurring problem in EHA (Polastro,
2011).The time available to do the evaluation is limited and so in most cases involves a very
restricted amount of field observation and data collection. Not all of the evaluations specified
schedules but from those that did, we see an average time available for the evaluations was 15-20
days and of that time usually a third, but not more than half, was spent in the field including
travel days. This limits exposure to communities and beneficiaries. In many cases the evaluation
team consists of more than one individual thus expanding the total days available, but with the
exception of NRC’s evaluation in Northern Uganda none of the evaluations had a large team:
one had a team of 3 people, four had a team of 2, and four had only one evaluator. INGO staff
were often involved in supporting data collection as well but whilst possibly increasing the
efficiency of data collection, this does not increase the evaluators’ exposure to communities.
One of the reasons for time constraints in evaluation is budgetary, and limited budgets
reduce the impact of evaluations (Twersky & Arbreton, 2014). EHA is not unique and suffers
from the same budget constraints as evaluation in other sectors (Bamberger, Rugh, & Mabry,
2012). However, time constraints do not just occur because of budget limitations. Planning also
impacts the time allocations in an evaluation. Participation requires a different approach to
planning and utilization of time. The traditional model of desk based planning followed by a
short period of field data collection followed by writing and briefing headquarters on the results
is not appropriate for a participatory evaluation approach. Polastro (2011), citing examples from
Mozambique and Pakistan, argues good planning can significantly contribute to increasing time
spent with beneficiaries in RTEs. This approach requires a reallocation of time from other tasks.
It requires INGOs to facilitate evaluators spending more of the contracted time in the field,
which would mean more of the planning stage is spent with beneficiaries. An alternative to the
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evaluator taking this role would be ensuring project staff are invested in developing questions
with the community. Particularly in a fast-moving, complex emergency ensuring there is a staff
member with the necessary experience and training to undertake this task can be difficult.
Research of field staff has shown resistance to new initiatives because they feel overwhelmed by
multiple requests from senior management along with the pressures of implementing program
activities (Anderson et al., 2012; Beattie, 2011)
My findings show evaluators are precluded from employing truly participatory
approaches by the time allocated to them in the evaluation and the expected schedules for using
that time. Even the evaluation that offered the most participatory approach, CARE’s evaluation
in Gaza, still had a very limited timeframe which reduced the community participation in the
selection panels to the local CBOs. Most significant change (MSC) ideally would include a
selection panel of the beneficiaries themselves but time did not permit this, nor did the timeframe
allow for participation in the development of the evaluation questions. Unless INGOs rethink
how they plan evaluations and refine their expectations for the use of external evaluator’s time,
the current time budgets allocated to evaluations will continue to be inadequate for ensuring
participatory approaches.
Where evaluations sit within the project cycle. The small amount of time available for
the evaluations suggests INGOs are not prioritizing evaluations within their projects. The
evaluations appear to be seen as distinct from the rest of the project cycle. This reduces the
opportunity for evaluations to influence decisions about the operations within a country (Hallam,
2011) which weakens the potential for accountability to the affected communities. Most of the
evaluations were conducted in situations where there was potential for formative learning,
whether it was for an on-going project or learning for future programming in the country. Even
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the evaluations that required a summative judgment on the project asked for formative learning
from the evaluation as well. Only one evaluation was conducted by an evaluator who had been
involved earlier in the project in an evaluative capacity; in this case the same evaluator had also
conducted the mid-term evaluation. Another was conducted by an evaluator who had evaluated
the country program a number of years earlier. The evaluators are not involved in supporting the
design of the project or the development of the M&E system but are coming in for a short period
of time to conduct an evaluation that is independent of any previous evaluator involvement.
Building partnerships between evaluators and organizations can support participatory evaluations
by helping stakeholder commitment to evaluations (Mathison, 1994). Genuine participation from
community members would also help build a trusting relationship between the community and
the evaluator, therefore increasing acceptance and ultimately the accountability of the evaluation.
This approach allows organizations to benefit from the relationship without the cost of a
permanent, developmental focused external evaluation. It prevents the loss of independence
donors value so highly that may occur if the evaluation becomes purely internal (Mathison,
1994). Building relationships does require a genuine commitment to reflective learning and
genuine participation of affected communities to provide the accountability envisioned by Lloyd,
Blagescu and Casas (2005). Without this the INGO can be guilty of building the cozy insider
relationships identified by Perouse de Montclos (2012).
A number of evaluators had evaluated programs of the INGO in other countries but only
one had been involved in the particular project at an earlier date. Instead many of the evaluators
face the real world evaluation issues identified by Bamberger, Rugh and Mabry (2012). They are
called in late in a project to conduct an evaluation under time pressure where they had not set up
the M&E system. The pressure to both fit as much as possible into a proposal and for project
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staff to implement as many activities as possible contributes to the feeling of evaluation as a
stand-alone activity, rather than one built into the entire project-cycle. This reduces the
opportunities to build relationships with community members and so diminishes the possibility
to the community contributing to the formative learning elements of the evaluation. This
mitigates the opportunity for the community to influence future programming.
Understanding participation. Another barrier evaluators face is the understanding of
participation and how it facilitates accountability. Aid recipients do not see their input in
‘participatory approaches’ making any difference in decisions that affected them (Anderson et
al., 2012). Four of the TORs refer to participation at the same time as presenting pre-determined
evaluation questions defined without any community input, giving a limited time-frame to
complete the evaluation and thus interact with the community, and requiring a product that is not
accessible to the community. Save the Children’s TOR asks for “Consultations/interviews with a
sample of beneficiaries (including children) to ensure meaningful participation of beneficiaries in
the evaluation.” (Save the Children, 2012, p. 4). This evaluation schedule gave enough time for
six days of field visits for data collection. It is hard to argue this actually allows for ‘meaningful
participation’, a point the evaluator agreed with as she was critical of the “lack of investment in
systems and tools for promoting a higher degree of stakeholder engagement in program design,
monitoring and evaluation” (Karlsen, 2012, p. 9) and further arguing the M&E data is
‘extractive’ and “the active participation of beneficiaries and stakeholders in the project
management cycle is still on an “as needed” basis.” (Karlsen, 2012, pp. 9&10).
Evaluators employing a narrow reading of participation would consider collecting data
from beneficiaries to be a participatory approach (Cullen & Coryn, 2011). Other evaluators
would focus on the participation of management and decision makers. Evaluators using a P-PE
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approach would fit into this category (Cousins & Whitmore, 1998). The more empowerment
focused participation described in the Save the Children manual (O’Neill, 2012) though is of the
type envisaged in T-PE (Cousins & Whitmore, 1998), democratic evaluation (MacDonald &
Kushner, 2005) or deliberative democratic evaluation (House, 2005). This evaluation frames
participation as inclusive and continuous for all groups throughout the evaluation, but Karlsen
(2012) identifies this type of participation as being missing from Save the Children’s M&E
system in Liberia. The same was true of the approaches used by most evaluators in this sample.
Even the inclusion of beneficiaries in data collection has not been guaranteed in EHA
practice in the past (Cosgrove & Buchanan-Smith, 2014; HAP International, 2008). In 2003,
52% of evaluations assessed in ALNAP’s Review of Humanitarian Action were judged to be
poor in the consultation and participation of beneficiaries. In 2010, HAP’s annual report found
78% of the sampled evaluations interviewed beneficiaries (HAP International, 2010b). This
research found 90% of the evaluations consulted beneficiaries to some degree. The findings are
not directly comparable as ALNAP’s review looked at participation as well as consultation.
Participation in this research was found to be far less present than consultation. Similarly the
sample for the HAP annual report includes UN agencies, IASC, and donor evaluations as well as
INGOs. However this fits in the narrative of beneficiary consultation in evaluations slowly
improving. This may be a necessary first step on the road to improving the use of evaluation as a
mechanism for downward accountability. The improvement in interviewing beneficiaries does
suggest progress, although in a limited way. It is still a very token form of participation
(Ebrahim, 2003) and not one which provides meaningful opportunity for influencing decisions
about the program.

154

Evaluation products. A further constraint the TORs place on the evaluators is the type
of product they are asked to produce. Basic advice to evaluators in reporting is to consider the
needs of the stakeholders (Alkin, 2011; Torres, 2005). Evaluation TORs that request just a report
in English, French or Spanish suggest the INGO is only considering the needs of senior
managers, headquarters and donors (Rugh & Bamberger, 2009). All the TORs ask for a final
written report and six of TORs detailed the headings the report should be structured around. By
contrast, none of the TORs ask for the production of material that could be used to present the
findings to the local communities and none ask the evaluator to involve the community in
developing innovative a culturally appropriate presentation, which would be a sign the results are
available in an appropriate format (Segone & Bamberger, 2011). As noted by one evaluator who
in a previous evaluation designed comic strips to present the findings to the community,
strategies for presenting the results in a more accessible format than a dense report in English are
available but by and large they are not used. TORs require written reports from the evaluators
and the time available for producing them is limited, which no doubt seriously limits
opportunities to produce other reporting formats a community might find accessible.
Here again the historical power structures of the humanitarian world play a part. INGOs
want a product that can be shared for accountability purposes, even if the evaluation’s main
focus is not accountability, and the common belief is donors want a structured report in English,
Spanish or French. A report in English, Spanish or French is seen as a good product to have, as it
increases opportunities for learning within an organization and cross-organizational learning.
However it comes at the expense of the production of material suitable and useful for affected
communities, and even the translation of a report is rare and the budget available is often cited as
a reason for this (Rugh & Bamberger, 2009). None of the interview participants were aware of
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the evaluation reports being translated. Translating the report into the local language would
increase its utility for local civil society organizations and other literate local stakeholders who
might be able to access it.
The interview participants could not be fully sure how the results had been used after the
contract had finished because control was in the hands of the INGO. However, the common
belief was the results had not been shared in any meaningful manner. Just asking evaluators to
produce more material appropriate to the local context, would probably mean the utilization of
the evaluation by the community would be higher even if the evaluator did not lead the feedback
process as it would provide over worked field staff with a readily available tool or strategy to
use. As it is, in most evaluations, evaluators are asked to provide a traditional report
conceptualized when evaluations were very clearly aimed at accountability to donors.
Moving beyond the immediate effects this has on the affected community, the
requirement of writing an evaluation report in a Westernized reporting format in English, French
or Spanish along with the lack of any empowerment element within the practice of EHA, does
not contribute to the development of an indigenous evaluation community in the affected
countries. In my sample there is a noticeable Westernized cadre of evaluators. Most are either
originally from or currently based in Western countries. The aid world in general privileges
French and Spanish, and particularly English (Grey, 2013; Taylor-Leech, 2013). Senior staff in
country offices are usually required to speak and write a Western language. The requirement to
produce evaluation reports in formal styles may be a barrier to entry for local evaluators. This
reduces the long-term possibilities to build evaluative capacity in local communities and
ultimately to de-colonize aid. Globally there are increasing numbers of evaluators working in
their indigenous contexts who may be well positioned to provide a bridge for meaningful,
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participatory evaluations. For example, the African Evaluation Association (AfrEA), now in
existence for about a decade, promotes “made in Africa evaluation.” Another example is the
International Organization for Cooperation in Evaluation’s (IOCE) “Peer-to-Peer program”,
launched in 2013, aims to strengthen local capacity. 32 national and 6 regional voluntary
professional organizations participated in this scheme (IOCE, 2014).
Methodologies. Despite these structural constraints, there was evidence evaluators can
influence the evaluation in a way that makes a difference. The CARE’s evaluation in Gaza shows
evaluator’s can persuade INGOs of the effectiveness in using more innovative methodologies to
provide more participatory evaluations that offer accountability to affected populations. The
evaluation demonstrates it is possible to produce work donors value as well as providing
information to the community. Use of MSC stories is not suggested in the TOR and indeed the
objective of the evaluation was “to assess whether the set targets and anticipated results of the
project implementation during the two year of the project life were achieved” (Shah, 2013, p.
xxxiv (annexes)), but the methodology used focused on assessing unintended as well as intended
results. MSC has been used as a methodology which strengthens both learning and downward
accountability through participation (Davies & Dart, 2005). It includes the voice of the affected
communities to understand what actually happened in a program rather than focusing on predetermined objectives, and improves the feedback mechanism through consultation on the
selected stories of change (Shah, 2014).
In CARE International’s evaluation, the stories of change were translated into Arabic and
a brochure of the stories was a product of the evaluation for future use by the CBOs. The English
version of the brochure is included in the report at appendix A (Shah, 2013). This complimented
the more traditional evaluation report to be shared with donors. In this example, the product still
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requires literacy to be able to utilize the brochure but since the literacy rate of the population
over 15 in Gaza and the West Bank in 2012 was 96% the production of written material in the
local language is much more appropriate here than it would be in CARE’s Sahel evaluation
where the literacy rate in Chad was 37% (The World Bank, 2014). The stories of change written
in Arabic may not be used by the local community, but at least the opportunity for them to do so
exists because they have access to the information.
This was the only evaluation to use a methodology involving the community in both
collecting and analyzing data. The context of the evaluation matters. It was conducted in a
location where access to the beneficiaries was possible, where time is not taken by travel and at
the time security constraints did not affect the evaluation. It is a project those who identify
humanitarian relief in the more traditional sense of the immediate saving lives and relief of
suffering would consider to be a development project. These characteristics may have given the
evaluator more flexibility than evaluations in the other contexts. The MSC technique requires
organizational buy-in because it involves field staff coordination with CBOs and beneficiaries.
When TORs stress the importance of not interfering with field operations the use of such
innovative approaches may be discouraged. The INGO purpose for doing the evaluation, the
control over the design and the limited exposure of the evaluators and NGO staff to these
methods probably explain why only one evaluation used a methodology that including the
community in both data collection and analyzing the results.
Evaluators did affect the evaluations through prioritizing of particular questions or what
was important in the relevance criterion. The evaluator in Save the Children’s evaluation had to
reduce the number of questions included in the TOR because of time considerations and chose to
include questions focused more on beneficiary need and opinion in the TOR rather than
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questions that looked at global standards or indicators. The evaluators in DRC’s evaluation did
not focus on the relevance of the project to the policies of DRC and its donor as stated in the
TOR but on the opinions of beneficiaries on the appropriateness of the service provided.
While these interventions may make a small contribution to improving the consideration
of affected community concerns, they do not alter the big picture of limited participation and the
lack of accountability to affected populations. The choice of methodology can also only do so
much. It cannot alter the lack of community consultation in the design of the evaluation if the
questions have already been decided and when the timeframe is so constrained.
The DAC criteria. The continued dominance of the DAC criteria also creates structural
barriers to using the evaluation to provide accountability to affected communities. Since the
initial design of the development criteria in the early 1990s and the adaptation for complex
emergencies in the late 1990s there have not been official updates of the criteria. Beck,
Ramalingham and Cosgrove (2009) argue the DAC criteria reflect the weaknesses in the
humanitarian sector identified by the international community at the time they were developed.
The criteria may therefore exclude topics that have gained more recent importance within the
sector. For example, if the DAC criteria were re-written today they would include accountability
as a criterion (Cosgrove et al., 2009). Resilience is another concept that has become increasingly
important as it provides a link between humanitarian aid and development work (Kindra, 2013;
Tamminga, 2011) and potentially would replace connectedness and sustainability. The lack of
change may reflect the mammoth bureaucratic effort to create them in the first place and a belief
they remain a huge step forward from previous approaches (Chianca, 2008).The criteria still
have a strong influence on evaluation policies and were used as a structure for many of the
evaluation reports in this sample.
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In ALNAP’s RTE guide, Beck, Ramalingham and Cosgrove (2009) offer alternatives to
the DAC criteria, including using a quality/accountability initiative, evaluating against an ideal
type, and evaluating a specific issue. My research found most INGOs are not doing this,
preferring to use the DAC criteria, with perhaps the addition of one or two organization specific
criteria. The use of the DAC criteria for organizing an evaluation is not necessarily problematic
but the over-reliance on them may stifle other innovative approaches (Kaplan, 2014). One effect
of relying on the DAC criteria, can be to dilute findings on downward accountability because of
confusion over which criterion this concept fits into (HAP International, 2009). Some INGOs are
partially changing this by including downward accountability as a criterion and this probably has
some impact on INGOs take greater responsibility for accountability within projects. However it
is not universally applied by INGOs. Perhaps given the dominance of the DAC criteria within the
sector, updating them to include a separate criterion for downward accountability would have
considerable impact on both evaluation practice and project implementation. Oxfam was the only
organization that really moved away from the DAC criteria and has included accountability in its
evaluations.
The dominance of the DAC criteria within the humanitarian community suggest that
traditional sources of power remain with donors more than other stakeholders. One of the
arguments for using the DAC criteria is they provide uniformity among evaluations and allow
comparisons between interventions (ACF International, 2011; Cosgrove et al., 2009). This idea
privileges learning at a global level rather than the community level. The use of the DAC criteria
alone does not preclude participatory methods or approaches that focus on accountability through
empowerment and democratic involvement. The automatic use of them though can stifle
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possibilities for using different approaches or encouraging innovation to tackle new concerns that
have arisen in the sector since the DAC criteria were first devised.
Who Is Benefitting?
The final sub-question of the research asked who is benefitting from current evaluation
practices in EHA. INGOs were the main beneficiaries of current practice identified by the
interview participants but local civil society partners also benefitted. Donors were considered to
benefit because of the production of evidence they could use for accountability purposes, should
they chose to do so. The benefit to affected communities was much less direct. The benefits
identified came through the improvement of programs rather than a direct benefit of being able
to influence decisions that are made about them.
INGOs
The interview participations had differing views on where the main ownership of the
evaluation lay within the INGO. This has implications for the use of the evaluation and
ultimately who benefits as stakeholders who feels ownership in the evaluation will be more
likely to use it (Patton, 2009). There will be a more direct impact on project implementation
when ownership is felt at the country or project level than if the ownership is more keenly felt by
the headquarters. Ownership of the evaluation by headquarters will be more likely to have a
policy level impact and increase the potential for diffusion of intervention strategies and
approaches to other country programs. When analyzing the location of ownership against the
classification of evaluations on the evaluation theory tree we can conclude the methods
evaluation approaches are the evaluations where ownership appears to rest more at headquarters.
Most of the evaluations classified within the use and value branches appeared to have a higher
level of ownership at the country office level. This is not surprising. With the exception of
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Oxfam’s South Sudan evaluation, the evaluations were conducted where the intervention takes
place. This ensures staff members who participated in the evaluation were much more likely to
be from the country office. It is therefore easier for the evaluator to focus on utilization if those
expected to use the evaluation were present to participate. This is not the case for those
evaluations owned more by headquarters, leading to approaches more suitable to the methods
branch. Who benefits within the INGO depends on who feels ownership of the evaluation and
the findings from my research find the benefits to be split between headquarters and country
offices.
Affected Communities
The benefit affected communities gain from current evaluation practice will be
interpreted differently depending on one’s perspective on organizational learning, the purpose of
evaluation and the humanitarian sector in general. If one assumes organizational learning comes
from participatory reflection of key internal staff members, then current practice may be
delivering benefits to affected communities. By engaging in reflection and developing actionable
outputs, evaluations offer the opportunity for INGOs to learn from experiences and improve their
program delivery which ultimately benefits affected populations. This conclusion would require
greater research to trace the effect of evaluations on the performance of INGOs at a local and
global level. Many INGOs identify learning from past performance as being a key element of
being accountability. Taking responsibility for past actions and ensuring learning feeds into
future decisions and helps ensure an organization is accountable. This idea also guides one of
HAP’s six benchmarks on accountability.
I would argue evaluation can offer more than this. It can be an opportunity for
community empowerment, social justice, and the re-aligning of power imbalances by giving
162

marginalized populations a genuine voice in decision making and program improvement
(MacDonald & Kushner, 2005; McGee & Gaventa, 2011). The benefit to affected populations
from current practice is weak because INGOs are missing or avoiding the opportunities
evaluation offers. Current practice includes the voice of the affected community at only one
stage of the evaluation and therefore democratic involvement is by and large missing. Limited
participation in the evaluation process reduces ability of affected communities to hold INGOs to
account (Blagescu et al., 2005). Throughout a project cycle there are only limited opportunities
for affected communities to actively influence decisions that impact them. Participation does not
necessarily provide accountability and accountability can be provided without participation.
However, given the contexts the projects were delivered in and the large power imbalances in the
system, participation offers the most direct means of providing accountability (Blagescu et al.,
2005). Participatory approaches to project design, to ongoing monitoring and through complaints
mechanisms offer windows of opportunity for communities to influence decisions. Evaluation is
another window of opportunity and current practice appears to be closing off this opportunity for
this most part. Taking away this opportunity reduces the number of potential moments for
influence and this impacts the level of accountability given to affected communities.
The evaluation profession and the humanitarian sector have the tools available to use
evaluations to provide accountability to affected communities (Cullen & Coryn, 2011).
Considerable work has been done in both the humanitarian relief and international development
sectors on developing participatory tools designed to improve the influence of local communities
on decisions that affect them. For example, CARE International was able to use MSC to increase
the involvement of CBOs in the democratic process of assessing a project’s performance. This
evaluation provided opportunities for both upward and downward accountability, even if in this
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case the benefits and accountability are to the CBO more than the affected population in general.
The evaluation providing opportunities for the CBOs to hold CARE to account, and to learn
about the impact of their work and the opinions of their communities but still provided CARE
with a product that could be used for donor accountability. The tools therefore exist to allow
communities to use evaluations as an opportunity to hold INGOs to account for their actions, and
strengthen their influence in the decision making process. My findings suggest these tools are
currently not being utilized to any large extent.
Concluding Thoughts
The challenge for the evaluation community moving forward is how to ensure
evaluations provide utility to INGOs in program improvement while ensuring affected
communities have the opportunity to influence decisions that affect them. The structure of the
humanitarian system is built around significant power imbalances and evaluation on its own
cannot redress these imbalances. A considerable re-think of the system is needed to level out
these differences. This would require affected communities to be genuinely engaged in decision
making processes and given the power to control projects and sanction performance. Within the
current structure, effective evaluation practice does give options for redressing the power
imbalances by a small amount. Even without the more radical idea of placing control for
commissioning and running evaluations in the hands of the affected community, employing
evaluation approaches giving the community more say in the process would greatly improve the
utility of evaluation as a downward accountability mechanism. To achieve this, INGOs need to
be more inclusive at the start and end of the evaluation. Communities need to be given genuine
opportunities to set the scope of the evaluation, analyzing data and have access to the results.
INGOs also need to create more opportunity for evaluators to engage communities and ensure
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evaluators are enabled to use innovative methodologies to achieve this. Doing this could ensure
learning opportunities from evaluations continue and INGOs are genuinely being held to account
by the people they work for.
Limitations and Future Research
Limitations
The clearest limitation to this research is that it focuses on only one accountability
mechanism. In addition to evaluations, mechanisms such as complaints systems, ongoing
feedback, reports, professional associations, and participatory steering committees are
mechanisms for different versions of accountability. The purpose of this research was to identify
how evaluation is being used as an accountability mechanism but does not address how INGOs
are using other accountability mechanisms.
A further limitation is the research could only sample evaluation reports publically
published. One of the main criticisms leveled against INGOs is the reluctance to publish
evaluation reports. The efforts of organizations such as ALNAP and HAP International has
improved this situation and certain organizations such as CARE International commit to publish
all their evaluations, but it is estimated only a fraction of evaluation reports are published and the
INGOs often only publish positive evaluation findings (Pérouse de Montclos, 2012). The
evaluations sampled may potentially have only given a partial picture of the situation in reality.
The interviews with field practitioners helped mitigate this issue to a certain extent but the
potential the sample gave a less than full picture remains.
Tracing the full design and use of the evaluations was outside of the scope of the
research. Understanding how the evaluation was designed, questions set, and the results
negotiated and disseminated to stakeholders came from an interpretation of the reports and
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discussion with NGO staff and evaluators. Many of the reports give limited information on these
issues. Particularly in the case of the discussions with external evaluators, how the findings were
used and whether they were presented to beneficiary communities was often based on informal
follow up and impressions the evaluators gathered during their consultancy. It is therefore
potentially possible the results are being shared more with the local communities than the
research found. However this limitation is mitigated to an extent by including some NGO staff as
interview participants.
I advocate strongly in the discussion section for participation of affected communities.
Participation does have limitations though. There are contexts in which participation is not
possible, and some where it can have negative effects (Hilhorst, 2002). The research was unable
to look fully at the implications of increased participation in the particular context of each
evaluation. The criticism of the limited attention to participation by INGOs is focused on the
results as a whole rather than any individual evaluation in particular.
I did not attempt to filter out evaluations from the sample based on whether I judged the
project or program to fit more within the development field than the humanitarian relief sector.
Organizations and practitioners who espouse a narrow definition of humanitarian relief would
probably take issue with the inclusion of some of the projects in this sample. I take the standpoint
that the separation between humanitarian relief and international development is narrowing.
Crises are becoming more common place, international dynamics are politicizing relief efforts,
and with the increased impact of climate change, future resilience work is going to diminish the
differences between the two sectors. I’m not making a judgment on whether this is a positive or
negative development. My standpoint is simply this is happening and so the humanitarian sector
needs to adapt to this. For this reason if the INGO who posted the evaluation on ALNAP’s site
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for humanitarian evaluations considered the work to have humanitarian elements to it, I
considered this to be a reasonable justification for inclusion in my sample.
Future Research Directions
More research is needed in three main areas; the demonstration of benefit to communities
from providing accountability through evaluation, more in-depth research into the process for
designing, analyzing and disseminating evaluations in a participatory way, and comparing
evaluation practices of organizations who publish reports with those who do not.
Limited research has been done to demonstrate accountability to affected populations is
beneficial and leads to program improvement despite this being generally accepted within the
sector (Featherstone, 2012). One of the assumptions of my research is the use of evaluation as an
accountability mechanism to affected communities is beneficial to the community. More
research demonstrating this link would support meaningful accountability through evaluation.
Field staff are considered to be ‘action-orientated’ and demonstrating a process works is likely to
be more effective in obtaining their buy-in rather than just proscribing a hypothetical concept
that has not been proved.
Research looking in a more in-depth way at the process of using participatory evaluation
approaches in humanitarian settings is needed. One potential research route is case studies
demonstrating how and if a participatory approach supports accountability to affected
populations, and increases mutual learning and the contextual features for successful
implementation in contexts where humanitarian relief takes place. This would provide INGOs
with research demonstrating how good practices in this field support their stated policy goals.
Comparative research of the INGOs who publish reports practice evaluation compared to
the practices of those who do not is needed. World Vision does not publish its evaluation reports
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but has a policy of taking evaluation findings back to the affected community with an emphasis
on the community being able to use these findings (Huddle, 2012). Research is need to identify
whether or not publishing reports frees up evaluators to use more innovative reporting
approaches relevant to affected communities, rather than the structured formal donor-style report
found in this sample. Comparing an organization that does not publish its evaluation results to
one that does would help in understanding whether the drive for greater accountability through
report publishing has actually hampered accountability to affected populations.
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