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Executive summary 

This research project examines the motivations and ways in which development and 

humanitarian aid agencies are attempting to engage with the beneficiaries and communities 

with whom they work, with the specific aim of increasing Accountability towards Beneficiaries 

(―ATB‖).  

This study finds that while agencies are generally well aware of ATB and agree it is an 

important field for action, significant differences exist on the extent to which they use the 

concept of accountability to structure their commitments to beneficiaries and the ways in 

which they provide aid. Factors that may help to explain these differences include the type 

and area of aid delivery, the organization‘s institutional and philosophical underpinnings, 

linguistic tradition and cultural background, and finally, membership in accountability/quality 

initiatives. In spite of these differences, most agencies have implemented some ATB 

mechanisms which try to improve transparency and information sharing, participation, 

collection of feedback, complaints handling and response, and monitoring and evaluation of 

their projects.  

While some organizations are trialling new and innovative mechanisms, others are currently 

more concerned with interpreting the accountability concept in a way that is appropriate for 

their work, and deciding how and where to best ―anchor‖ ATB within their organizations. 

Overall, agencies ranked themselves high on having participatory practices in their projects, 

but felt there was substantial room for improvement on other elements of ATB (transparency 

and information sharing, complaints handling and response, monitoring and evaluation). 

Capitalizing on lessons learned and enabling beneficiaries to influence larger programs and 

policies (i.e., beyond specific projects) are in their infancy across most organizations. 

In an attempt to critically assess the different components of ATB and its overall potential for 

increasing aid effectiveness as laid out in various international declarations, the study finds 

that ATB acts as a strong ―label‖. While this holds the potential to increase peer learning and 

improve aid agencies‘ relations with beneficiaries, donors and the general public, it also 

depoliticizes the inherently political and value judgements which underlie ATB and ignores 

the harm that can be brought about through the delivery of aid. It also thereby fails to 

address problematic constellations of the aid system such as the balance of power relations 

between different actors and the broken feedback loop between beneficiaries and donors. 

hmoshman
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1. Introduction 

―A person may cause evil to others not only by his actions but by his inaction, and in either case he is 

justly accountable to them for injury.‖ 

— John Stuart Mill 

This study set out to map and analyze existing practices of accountability to beneficiaries 

(―ATB‖) undertaken by a select number of international humanitarian and development aid 

agencies. While for the public sector, scholarly attention has been devoted to accountability 

commitments, their rationales and forms, this is less so the case for the development and 

humanitarian contexts1. Even though some organizations or networks publish materials or 

self-assessments on ATB practices2, little independent academic research has been carried 

out mapping and critically assessing the ATB mechanisms put in place by aid agencies, 

looking at the ways in which past experiences influence institutional learning and hence the 

development of new projects or the modification of existing ones. 

This research on "Formal systems of constant dialogue with host societies in humanitarian 

projects" was undertaken as part of a seminar in the Master‘s in Development Studies 

program at the Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies in Geneva, in the 

autumn term of 2011. This project was carried out on behalf of Médecins sans Frontières 

(MSF). 

Formal systems of constant dialogue may in practical terms best be captured by the concept 

of ATB (cf. section 2 Research Questions and Conceptual Clarification and also section 5.2 

A critical look at the research questions). Although the ways in which they are defined and 

implemented across organizations differ, the ideas of accountability and ATB have, with few 

exceptions, become extremely popular in the discourse of aid agencies over the past two 

decades for various reasons, such as the growing pressure to make aid more effective from 

donors and the general public, including the media. 

This pressure stems at least partially from reports of wasted or diverted money and abuse of 

power by aid workers – thus forming a basis for calls for aid agencies to be more answerable 

not only to those who provide their resources, but also to those whom they claim to serve. 

This idea was crystallized in the Paris Declaration (2005) as well as the OECD‘s Principles 

for Good International Engagement in Fragile States and Situations (2007). These set the 

stage for a paradigm shift which moved from conceiving of disaster-affected populations and 

poor communities in general as helpless victims to viewing them as having the right to 

                                                           
1
 Cf. e.g. Jordan & van Tuijl (2006) who present various types of NGO accountability and dedicate a section to ATB under the 

title of ―Innovations: Expanding the Accountability Frontier‖. 
2
 By this, we refer to the materials provided by HAP and ALNAP but also the Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response, 

the Inter Agency Working Group of the Emergency Capacity Building Project, etc. 
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participate in decisions that affect their lives, including the kind of assistance they receive. 

These discourses also posited that the acceptance and support of local stakeholders is 

critical to the quality and relevance of aid delivered. 

Thus, although we initially focused on identifying and documenting the ―concrete‖ ATB tools 

that aid agencies had developed, it became increasingly clear that such processes cannot be 

examined or understood in isolation from certain other features of the organization, including 

its areas of work, its philosophical underpinnings, and historical approaches to working with 

various stakeholders. This ―contextual‖ information is especially relevant from the point of 

view of an organization such as MSF that has traditionally adopted a sceptical stance 

towards formalized ATB mechanisms and processes3, especially those that risk imposing a 

―one size fits all‖ approach to humanitarian assistance. 

The research project at a glance 

Partner Organization: Médecins sans Frontières 

Project Title: Formal Systems of Constant Dialogue with Host Societies in Humanitarian 
Projects 

Research Question: What are the concrete ATB mechanisms that aid organizations have 
implemented, and how are these perceived to affect the relations between the organizations 
and their beneficiaries, in terms of the power imbalance, project design and implementation? 

Time frame: October – December 2011 

Methods: Interviews with eleven humanitarian and development organizations 

 

For these reasons, our research design focused on understanding how and why 

organizations had incorporated ATB into their organizational cultures and practices, including 

how they collected and used feedback from ATB mechanisms and processes, as well as how 

they perceived these tools as influencing the power imbalance between aid workers and host 

communities. Secondly, we looked at the concrete mechanisms they use, and how they 

selected and evaluated these. Thirdly, we  wanted to understand what agencies had learned 

from their past experiences with ATB, how these ―lessons learned‖ were institutionalized 

within organizations and how they had affected the organization‘s ways of working.   

Our applied research on ATB mechanisms must be viewed in the context of a large variety of 

efforts by aid agencies individually, as well as inter-agency endeavours and learning 

networks that have tried to create an overview of good practices regarding aid effectiveness 

as laid out in the Principles of Good Humanitarian Donorship (2003), the Paris Declaration 

(2005) and the Accra Agenda for Action (2007). However, since we are mainly interested in 

understanding agencies‘ latest thinking on ATB and in rendering a descriptive overview of 

ATB mechanisms that are currently being or will be implemented, our research is mainly 

forward-looking and our approach was thus oriented towards interviews rather than an 

                                                           
3
 See for example http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?id=2977 

http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?id=2977


 
 

5 

exhaustive literature review. This is especially appropriate given that our preliminary 

literature review revealed that most work-to-date on ATB has focused on a small number of 

organizations (the ―pioneers‖ of ATB) with very similar traits, thus potentially neglecting 

alternative approaches4. 

The next chapter presents our research questions and the framework we applied in carrying 

out our study. In the methodology section (3) we present the list of organizations we have 

interviewed, how we selected them and the questions we asked them. In section 4, we 

present the results obtained from our interviews and discuss them in a manner guided by the 

tables we created to present the different organizations‘ perspectives ―at a glance‖ (Annex 1). 

In the final chapter, we elaborate on these findings and include additional materials from 

other organizations, academic literature and our own reflections about the topic in its broader 

context, before concluding with a synthesis of our key findings and most pertinent reflections. 

  

                                                           
4
 Most available information on ATB explicitly labeled as such is from organizations that have a long experience with it such as 

Action Aid (cf. Okwaare & Chapman, 2006), Tearfund (see for example, 
http://www.google.com/cse?cx=002503473335972040492%3Atznmrnfynrk&q=tearfund&sa=Search#gsc.tab=0&gsc.q=tearfund
&gsc.page=1  and http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09614524.2010.508113), Islamic Relief, World Vision, Save the 
Children, CARE and Oxfam. We wanted to hear the opinions of some of these organizations on ATB and its implications, but 
also contacted other organizations that do not have as much publicly accessible information specifically labeled as ATB, to hear 
their views on the concept. 

http://www.google.com/cse?cx=002503473335972040492%3Atznmrnfynrk&q=tearfund&sa=Search#gsc.tab=0&gsc.q=tearfund&gsc.page=1
http://www.google.com/cse?cx=002503473335972040492%3Atznmrnfynrk&q=tearfund&sa=Search#gsc.tab=0&gsc.q=tearfund&gsc.page=1
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09614524.2010.508113
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2. Research Questions and Conceptual Clarification  

Our main research question, which guided our work, can be phrased as follows: 

What are the concrete ATB mechanisms that aid organizations have implemented, and how 

are these perceived to affect the relations between the organizations and their beneficiaries, 

in terms of the power imbalance, project design and implementation? 

To better structure our research and to address as many of the numerous dimensions of 

ATB as possible, we also found it useful to break down the main research question into the 

following components (for which the answers can be found in section 4. Presentation of the 

Findings): 

A) On ATB mechanisms 

RQ 1 Which agencies have concrete ATB mechanisms in place that resonate with a 

formal institutional policy? What are these mechanisms and according to which 

criteria are they put in place?  

RQ 2 How do aid agencies perceive these mechanisms to address the power 

imbalance between them and their beneficiaries?  

B) On lessons learned from the ATB mechanisms 

RQ 3 What are the lessons learned by the respective agencies regarding those 

mechanisms? 

RQ 4 In what way do these lessons learned influence the design, implementation 

and/or evaluation of new or existing projects? 

For this applied research project, we have used the analytical framework established by our 

partner organization MSF, using the concept of ATB and definitions they suggested to us as 

a starting point. The accountability definition proposed to us by MSF (to use as a working 

definition) is drawn from the Merriam-Webster dictionary: ―An obligation or willingness to 

accept responsibility or to account for one‘s actions‖; in this case towards the beneficiaries of 

humanitarian or development action.5 

As the concept of ATB suggests, we will use the term ―beneficiaries‖ to refer to the recipients 

of aid. We are conscious that the choice of the term suggests a certain configuration of 

power relations between the aid organization and those to whom it provides services. 

However, we will use this term throughout this report for the sake of consistency and clarity 

                                                           
5
 Project Brief, MSF, Fall 2011 Applied Research Seminar. 
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rather than introducing the different labels used by different organizations (cf. section 5.4.2 

The many ―faces‖ of power imbalance). 

The ―power imbalance‖ referred to in the research questions is the one that is assumed to 

exist between the providers and recipients of aid, whereby the former is alleged to have all 

the decision-making power and control and the latter is left with little choice but to ―receive‖ 

the assistance. This is especially relevant in the medical field, where patients have 

historically had little say in their own treatment. ATB has been conceived of as one way of 

reducing this imbalance through giving beneficiaries a means to participate, provide 

feedback (including complaints), and receive a response and redress in the case of 

wrongdoing. 

The terms ―host society‖ and ―host community‖ are used interchangeably to refer to the entire 

group of people affected by a humanitarian crisis or a ―lack of development‖ (any of whom 

may eventually benefit from the organization‘s services), rather than only the immediate 

beneficiaries of aid. For example, in the case of refugee camps, while those living within the 

camps are clearly the beneficiaries of aid, the people who were already living there (before 

the camps were set up) would be part of the ―host society‖. 

As defined with MSF, we view a ―system‖ as ―formal‖ if there is an institutionalized policy that 

specifically addresses constant dialogue. We consider as ―constant dialogue‖ all 

communicative acts in which aid organizations try to regularly engage with the beneficiaries 

and larger communities, even if these are one-sided. The focus is on humanitarian action but 

since the distinction between humanitarian and development projects is not always clear and 

because agencies that have in the past specialized in one or the other type of work are 

increasingly engaging both, the views of organizations that are predominantly active in 

development work are also included. Of course, the chance of cross-sectorial learning is 

higher in this case, as is the risk of drawing conclusions that are inapplicable to certain types 

or areas of work.  

We made a distinction between ―feedback from ATB mechanisms‖ and ―lessons learned on 

ATB‖ to understand a) how agencies collected and internally shared feedback from 

beneficiaries, and b) what their past experiences have taught them in terms of what does and 

does not work in terms of ATB tools and processes.  

―Concrete ATB mechanisms‖ for us are what the organizations themselves identified as 

concrete actions, methods or tools to engage the beneficiaries and host communities in order 

to be accountable to them. More specifically, they include those practices that are actually 

implemented by the organization at the project level, specifically to improve ATB. It is 

important to note here that we were not in a position to actually evaluate the ―effectiveness‖ 
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of any of these mechanisms since we did not have the opportunity to conduct fieldwork and 

talk to the beneficiaries themselves nor even to staff based at the project level. Therefore, 

the mechanisms discussed in this report are those that the organizations self-reported as 

being effective, based on their own perceptions and definitions of effectiveness (cf. Sections 

4.1.2 The accountability concept with respect to beneficiaries and section 4.3.3 Determinants 

of ATB effectiveness). 

It should be emphasized that we assumed this conceptual framework only to help us in 

structuring our report in a coherent manner and did not expect that the organizations 

contacted would or should share our definitions. Therefore, we implicitly accepted their 

definitions of ―accountability‖, ―efficiency‖ of the mechanisms, etc. which allowed us to take 

into account a variety of research findings, even those that would not have fit with ―our‖ 

working definitions. We also specifically included in our research findings the varying 

definitions of accountability (towards beneficiaries) and their perceptions of the ATB idea in 

general to highlight common themes and divergences on these aspects. 
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3. Methodology 

The findings of this report are mainly based on the interviews we conducted with 11 

humanitarian and development aid organizations, including a review of their websites and 

policy documents in relation to ATB. For the discussion, we included academic literature and 

other policy documents as well as our own reflections.  

This section describes our approach to selecting the organizations that we contacted, 

researched and interviewed. We then describe the objectives and design of the interviews in 

further detail and finally explain how we structured the discussion in which we analyse our 

research findings and other reflections. 

It should be noted that the information gathered through the interviews is the opinion of one or 

sometimes two individuals from the organizations we interviewed. When there is no direct 

quotation of a particular official document, the information provided in the Annex and the 

subsequent boxes is not to be interpreted as institutional standpoints. To a certain extent, our 

interview findings do indeed reflect the respective organizational culture but we want to 

emphasize that especially on the issues of ATB perception, self-assessment of ATB 

performance, power imbalance and lessons learned, interviewing other individuals would have 

likely resulted in different findings. Interviewees‘ unique experiences at the headquarters / field 

levels, their professional backgrounds and training, as well as the level of optimism / 

pessimism in their outlooks on ATB and the effectiveness of aid in general undoubtedly 

influenced their perspectives on ATB.  

3.1 Selection of the organizations 

The first step in the research was to select the organizations that we would contact to find out 

more about their perspectives, policies and mechanisms related to ATB and to distil a list of 

the 10-20 most relevant organizations for our research purposes. 

Criterion 1: Areas of work and ways of implementation 

After establishing a list of approximately 200 of the most well-known development and 

humanitarian aid agencies, we retained only those on our list that had a publicly accessible 

institutional policy on ATB on their websites and other available materials. This left about 30 

organizations, which were then filtered according to: ease of accessibility (i.e., if they had an 

office in Europe), direct implementation of projects (rather than through partners), and 

similarity to MSF in their main fields of assistance (medical care and relief). 

Criterion 2: Membership in accountability initiatives 

Among the remaining organisations, we found a vast majority were members of the HAP-I 

(Humanitarian Accountability Partnership) (cf. Section 4.1.7 Perspective on accountability 

initiatives and commitments). Despite them having different membership statuses (certified 

members vs. full members), we tried to avoid bias by explicitly including NGOs and IOs that 
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are not HAP members, accepting that their mandate may differ from MSF‘s or that their 

implementation of projects is largely done through partners. 

Criterion 3: Linguistic and cultural diversity 

We also found a majority of the selected organizations to be centred or founded in an 

Anglophone environment. Again, in order to avoid bias, we specifically aimed at including 

some major Francophone and German-speaking organizations even though they may not 

have explicitly mentioned ATB commitments on their websites. When meeting with them, we 

tried to discern the reasons for the lack of ―accountability discourse‖ on their publicly 

accessible materials. We also made sure to include both faith-based and secular 

organizations (cf. Section 5.3.2 Linguistic differences and membership in accountability 

initiatives). 

Criterion 4: Type of organization 

In addition to NGOs, we chose to contact several UN and multilateral organizations, with our 

criteria of selection being mention of ATB mechanisms on their website, similarity and 

relevance to MSF‘s mandate, and linguistic diversity.  

Eventually, we decided to aim at conducting 9 to 10 interviews and contacted 19 

organizations (with the expectation that we would not get responses from all). For the 

organizations contact, we reviewed available policy briefs and other communications to 

understand what concrete ATB mechanisms currently exist or are being developed. 

We subsequently contacted a representative from each organization to arrange for an 

interview. If the organization had an office in Geneva, we contacted this branch to allow for a 

personal interview. If this was not the case, we contacted the person most clearly 

responsible for the organization‘s accountability policies. We had also initially considered 

contacting field staff of selected organizations to better understand the actual implementation 

of ATB policies; unfortunately, we were unable to do this due to time constraints. While most 

of our contacts seemed to have reliable information on what happens in the field both from 

direct communication with field staff and also their own experiences; but we recommend 

further studies to be conducted in this field of research to give room and more centrally 

include the perspectives of field staff, especially since their roles have been described as 

essential for any ATB process (cf. Section 4.3 Lessons learned).   

Out of the 19 NGOs, UN agencies and multilateral organizations we contacted to request an 

interview, we were able to actually carry out interviews with 11 (cf. Table 1). There were eight 

that we were not able to conduct interviews with either because we did not receive a 
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response from them, because of scheduling difficulties or trouble in identifying the ―right‖ 

person within the organization to speak with. 

Interviewed Contacted but not interviewed  

1. CARE 
2. Danish Refugee Council (DRC) 
3. International Committee of the Red 

Cross (ICRC) 
4. International Federation of Red Cross 

and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) 
5. Medair 
6. Médecins du Monde (MDM) 
7. Oxfam International 
8. Terre des Hommes (TDH) 
9. Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)  
10. United Nations Children's Fund 

(UNICEF) 

1. Act Alliance 
2. Caritas International 
3. Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 

Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) 
4. Handicap International 
5. Islamic Relief 
6. Tearfund 
7. World Health Organization (WHO) 

11. Humanitarian Accountability 
Partnership International (HAP) 

8. Groupe Urgence Réhabilitation 

Développement (URD)  

Table 1 List of organizations contacted 

The individuals interviewed in each organization had different positions and worked in 

different departments across the organizations; out of the 11 interviewees, four were working 

in clearly defined accountability roles (e.g., Accountability Programme Performance & 

Accountability Team, Program Quality and Accountability Coordinator), five were part of 

monitoring and evaluation departments and the other three were considered as the 

organizational experts / focal points on accountability without having this explicitly included in 

their titles (cf. section 5.5.1 ATB- an institutional or individual responsibility?). Several of our 

contacts were heads of departments, units and rarely, of the organizations themselves.  

Some of the organizations that we contacted (included the ones we did not interview) also 

initially had difficulty in identifying the best staff member for us to talk to. This variety of 

actors and their positions already revealed some inconsistency in the understanding of ATB 

within and across organizations. 

We were in email exchange with one of the agencies for three weeks trying to locate the right 

person to interview about ―formal systems of constant dialogue with host societies‖. While 

there was obvious interest from the organization to participate in our research, rephrasing our 

request, including an explanation of the ATB concept and hinting at its M&E component did 

not help to identify the right person to talk to. While this should not be overestimated and 

might be linked to the availabilities of specific persons in that very timeframe, we still think it is 

significant enough of an issue that we discuss in further detail later on (cf. Section 5.9.1 ATB 

as a (powerful) label): while some organizations readily adapt this ―label‖ of accountability to 

either describe or even organize their work, others cannot (or do not wish to) disaggregate it 

from their documents, departments, working modalities and procedures. 
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Apart from our interest in the concrete ATB practices and lessons learned from aid agencies 

themselves, we also wanted to gain a broader understanding of the debates and discourses 

around the ATB concept and ways in which the idea had been interpreted and ―formalized‖. 

For these reasons, we also considered accountability initiatives in our research (cf. Table 2). 

We chose to contact HAP specifically because many of the organizations covered by our 

research were HAP members, and because the HAP International secretariat is based in 

Geneva, thereby making them more easily accessible to us. URD was also contacted to gain 

further insight on the non-Anglophone perspective on accountability and ATB. Due to 

scheduling challenges with URD, we were only able to carry out an interview with HAP.  

Accountability 
initiatives 

Founded Main Goals Network 

ALNAP 

Active Learning 
Network for 
Accountability and 
Performance in 
Humanitarian Action  

1997  Create a collective response by the 
humanitarian sector 

 Improve humanitarian performance: 
increase learning and accountability 

 Share lessons 

 An inter-agency 
learning initiative 

 Active learning 
membership network 

 

HAP-I 

HAP-International: 
Humanitarian 
Accountability 
Partnership 

2003  Develop principles of ATB through 
research, consultation, and collaboration 

 Communicate, advocate, and report on 
principles of accountability  

 Support members by providing training 
and advice  

 Monitor and report on implementation of 
HAP International's principles of ATB 

 Formal partnership of 
member agencies  

 Common commitment 
to compliance 
monitoring and 
accreditation 

 

People in Aid 

 
1995  Improve organisational effectiveness 

within the humanitarian and development 
sector  

 Advocating, supporting and recognising 
good practice in the management of 
people 

 People In Aid offers 
free spaces or 
―Networks‖ for the 
members  

 Network includes: WIKI 
– Resources – Blogs – 
Forum  

SPHERE  

Sphere Project: the 
Humanitarian Charter 
and Minimum 
Standards in Disaster 
Response 

1997  Define standards to respond to the plight 
of people affected by disasters 

 Creation of guidelines (commonly 
referred to as the Sphere Handbook)  

 An inter-agency 
humanitarian standards 
development initiative 
 

URD 

Groupe URD: Urgence 
– réhabilitation - 
développement 

1993  Research, evaluation and training 
institute  

 Area of expertise: humanitarian action 
and post-crisis reconstruction 
 

 Work is aimed at 
humanitarian operators, 
donors, international 
and national 
institutions, UN 
agencies and NGOs 

Table 2 Overview of Accountability and Quality Initiatives 

3.2 Design and format of the interviews 

The length of all of the interviews was generally 45 minutes to an hour and conducted in 

person if possible, or over the phone or skype in other cases, with follow-up clarifications 

done over email. All of the interviews were conducted within four weeks (26 October – 17 

November 2011) and, where possible, by two members of the research team. 

The interviews were designed in a semi-directed manner with some measure of structure in 

order to accomplish our research objectives, but also to allow space for new elements to 
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emerge as participants expressed their own opinions and perceptions. We constructed an 

interview template (Figure 1) which was then modified for each interview based on the 

information already known about the organization and its ATB practices, as well as on 

―lessons learned‖ from preceding interviews as our own understandings of ATB evolved. 

Structure of the interviews 

The interviews generally began by inquiring about the role of the interviewee, his/her specific 

department and the understanding of the accountability and ATB concepts within the agency 

to gain insight on how ATB has been institutionalized internally. The majority of the interview 

was then dedicated to four key themes – concrete dialogue mechanisms, collection and use 

of feedback, perception of change in power imbalance or other ―soft goals‖ for ATB, and 

lessons learned – which approximately correspond to our four research questions. Figure 1 

illustrates the key themes and sub-themes we addressed in the interviews. 

 

Figure 1 Interview themes 

Through the questions on the concrete dialogue mechanisms, we aimed to address the 

definitions and perceptions of ATB and accountability within the organization. We also tried 

to obtain some examples of these concrete mechanisms, their design, the criteria according 

Concrete Dialogue Mechanisms 

•ATB (term, meaning) 

•Mechanisms identified by the 
organisation  (design, criteria) 

•Most / least effective mechanisms 

•Development of these mechanisms  

•Need for these mechanisms 

Feedback 

•How is feedback collected and shared?  

•Locally VS Headquarters  

•Feedback from beneficiaries  

•Feedback from host communities 

•Feedback from field staff 

•How does it influence projects, programs 
and policies? (implementation, design) 

Perception of Accountability and 
ATB 

•Understanding of accountability 
within the organization? 

•Institutionalization? 

•When / why did ATB become 
important internally? 

Power Imbalance 

•What power discrepancies exist between 
staff, beneficiaries and host communities? 

•Does ATB reduce the power imbalance? 

•Accountability towards beneficiaries vs. 
donors 

•Choice of the mechanisms influenced by this 
dimension? (process and tools) 

Lessons Learned 

•Integration of the lessons learned in 
the organization? 

•Lessons learned (positive, negative) 

•Evolution of the mechanisms 

•Next steps for organization (and 
challenges) 



 
 

14 

to which their effectiveness was judged, the ways in which they developed, and the driving 

factors behind their creation. 

Secondly, through addressing the topic of feedback we tried to understand how this was 

collected through various mechanisms, and at which levels this information was collected 

and eventually shared (e.g., project/program, local/regional/national). We also enquired 

about the roles of the beneficiaries and larger host communities in the feedback processes 

as well as staff involvement.  

Thirdly, we tried to address the issue of the power imbalance between aid agency staff and 

the beneficiaries. Specifically, we aimed at understanding the perception of the organization 

on this power imbalance and if, how and which ATB mechanisms influenced this. 

Finally, the lessons learned section of our interviews addressed questions around Monitoring 

and Evaluation (M&E) of these ATB concrete mechanisms, how these lessons learned were 

extracted, disseminated and institutionalized, and whether they actually influenced the 

design of new projects. Lastly, we tried to understand the next priorities and perceived 

challenges for the organizations in terms of ATB. 

Use and disclosure of information collected in the interviews 

To encourage interviewees to speak openly without fear of recrimination from their own 

organizations, but at the same time to share as much of this information as possible to 

encourage learning across organizations, we adopted a policy of what may best be termed 

―partial disclosure‖. This means that we do not name the individuals whom we interviewed, 

nor do we directly quote anything they said. What is found on each organization within this 

report is based on the information we collected from the interviews, as well as what can be 

found in publicly accessible documents such as accountability policies, case studies, 

handbooks and other such items, mostly available online (cf. Accountability related 

documents column in the Annex). Where we do include quotes, these are from such 

documents. We also gave each interviewee the opportunity to double-check and verify the 

information on his/her organization in the Annex to ensure that we were representing each 

agency in a fair and accurate manner.  

To better illustrate our research findings, some of the information from the Annex is used as 

mini ―case studies‖ in the body of the text6. The boxes and information given therein should 

however be read in the wider context of the organization‘s ATB approach (cf. Annex) and not 

                                                           
6
 The one organization which is cited in these ―mini case studies‖ but is not included in the Annex is HAP. We chose not to 

include them in the Annex because interview with them, although still addressing the same key themes, was from a different 
perspective than with the aid agencies. This information was thus not easily includable in the categories we had created to 
display the information collected on the aid agencies. Another reason they were not included is because the focus of our 
research was on the ATB mechanisms used by aid agencies themselves (rather than those recommended by accountability 
initiatives). 
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be quoted or used out of context nor understood as some sort of official institutional 

statement. 

3.3 Framework for Research Findings 

We subsequently combined the information from the interview notes with our preceding 

research (based on organizational documents related to ATB that were publicly available) 

into three tables (see Annex 1). The construction of these tables reflects the way we chose to 

break down the numerous elements of accountability and ATB that we came across in the 

research process. This format also enabled us to compare these elements across the 

different organizations, identify common themes as well as key differences, and ultimately 

answer our research questions. 

These tables are respectively titled accountability styles, concrete mechanisms, and lessons 

learned, with the rows representing the organizations we interviewed and the columns 

representing the various subthemes / components of our research findings. 

 

Categories 
(tables) 

1) Accountability Styles 2) Concrete mechanisms 3) Lessons learned 

Subthemes 
(columns) 

Institutionalization of ATB 

Organizational definition of 
accountability 

Perception of ATB  

Engagement with larger host 
communities  

Self-Assessment of ATB 
performance 

Collection and use of feedback   

Membership in accountability 
initiatives  

ATB-related documents (links) 

Examples grouped 
according to: 

 Information sharing / 
transparency 

 Participation, including 
gathering of feedback  

 Monitoring and Evaluation 

 Specific complaints 
mechanisms 

 Staff training/ Other 

Lessons learned 
 
Determinants of ATB 
Effectiveness 
 
Power Imbalance as 
rationale for ATB 
 
Challenges 
regarding ATB 
 
Next steps for the 
organization 
 

Table 3 Guide to reading the Annex - categories of information on ATB 

 

Although found in annex form, these tables contain comprehensive, verified information on 

each organization that we interviewed and are thus a central part of our research that will be 

regularly referred to throughout the body of this report. 
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3.4 Framework for Discussion and Analysis 

While the section 4 of the report mainly summarizes the information collected through our 

interviews and the ATB-related documents of these organizations, the Discussion and 

Analysis section (5) represents our personal reflections and analysis on the critical points 

related to ATB that were raised during our research. In that chapter, we try to give a critical, 

in-depth perspective on what we saw as the key issues related to ATB that warrant 

consideration by each aid and donor agency. For this section, we took into account a number 

of additional sources, including: 

 Accountability Frameworks, Websites, Annual Reports etc. of organizations that we 

did not interview 

 Inter-agency reports, private blogs, news articles on related topics 

 Journal articles and academic literature on the topic of ATB 

 Interview with Tobias Denskus, Researcher at the Institute of Development Studies, 

Sussex 
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4. Presentation of the Findings 

4.1 Accountability Styles 

4.1.1 Institutionalization of ATB and underlying rationale 

Most of the agencies covered by our research view accountability (in a general sense) as 

long having been part of their organizational cultures and ways of working. However, 

accountability specifically towards beneficiaries appears to have become an important issue 

only since the mid-2000s, likely triggered by the West Africa sex scandal7. Several agencies 

also said that it was only over the last three to five years that the topic had gained important 

presence within the organization and in debates on the international level.  

While many saw this growing attention to ATB as flowing naturally from their ―raison d‘être‖ 

(e.g., to assist disaster-affected populations or to help those living in poverty) and thereby 

fundamental to program quality; others identified the concept as being donor-driven as part 

of larger transparency, participation and evaluation/results-based management agendas. 

Almost all of the organizations covered by our research have developed frameworks or 

policies specifically addressing ATB (cf. Section 4.1.8 Accountability-related documents), and 

many have also joined one or more ―independent‖ accountability improvement/ Quality 

initiative such as HAP or ALNAP (cf. Section 4.1.7 Perspective on accountability initiatives 

and commitments). Some have tried to further institutionalize ATB through creating 

accountability officer roles or entire departments, while others have tried to integrate it into 

existing departments and processes (e.g., M&E, Code of Conduct). 

While the ICRC has always been implicitly concerned with accountability to beneficiaries as a 

part of its mandate, distinct responsibilities in this regard were not given to specific units but 

rather seen as part of individual staff‘s responsibilities across the organization. The first time a 

department was given responsibility for accountability was in the mid-1990s and this was a 

result of the initiative of one specific person. Since the mid-2000s, the issue has been 

emphasized both internally and by donors, with ATB gaining significant presence within the 

institution over the last couple of years. 

4.1.2 The accountability concept with respect to beneficiaries  

From our interviews it was clear that there is no one shared definition of either accountability 

in general or ATB specifically used by all or even most of the organizations. This is in spite of 

the establishment of various external accountability initiatives to provide guidance on these 

concepts. Instead, each organization uses its own definition – and even these are not always 

well-understood or agreed upon internally. 

In spite of this, some common features exist amongst the varying definitions. Most 

organizations agree that ATB is comprised of the following components: transparency and 

                                                           
7
 Cf. Coleman, 2002: http://www.worldpress.org/Africa/509.cfm  

http://www.worldpress.org/Africa/509.cfm
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information sharing, participation of communities with whom they work, and feedback and 

complaints handling. A few emphasized that these components are not ―either/or‖ elements 

but must be taken into consideration all together since they reinforce and build upon each 

other. Most also believed that ATB would increase the relevance, quality and impact of their 

programs as well as fulfil the ethical responsibilities towards those whom they try to assist. 

The varying definitions of accountability used by the organizations covered in our research 

seem to reflect the different approaches they have taken both to understand and achieve 

accountability. Many have approached accountability through tools and processes based on 

its different components (e.g., participation, transparency, feedback). Other have also 

modified their definitions of accountability based on the intended audience(s) (e.g., donors, 

beneficiaries, partners) while a few have used a common definition of accountability towards 

all stakeholders. Even fewer have avoided the accountability ―label‖ altogether by viewing it 

as something inherent in their mandate and work. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the non-HAP members expressed slightly greater levels of 

scepticism and uncertainty towards the idea of ATB, and as a result did not always have an 

institutionalized definition of the concept. It was also mentioned by some of the non-

Anglophone organizations that the concept did not have a clear translation into other 

languages, including French (cf. Section 5.3 Organizational features motivating differing 

views of ATB).  

―The DRC wishes to be accountable to those we try to help. We seek to achieve this by 

involving them through information, participation and a complaints-handling procedure.‖ (DRC 

Humanitarian Accountability Framework) 

The ICRC, at this point, has no institutional definition of ATB in place. 

"Accountability is defined by UNHCR as a commitment to deliver results for populations of 

concern within a framework of respect, transparency, agreed feasibility, trust, delegated 

authority, and available resources. Correspondingly, UNHCR's aim is to build a modern 

system of accountability that is sufficiently robust and comprehensive to respond to the 

different accountability requirements expected of today's international multilateral 

organizations." (Türk & Eyster, 2010) 

4.1.3 Perception of ATB 

Most of the organizations interviewed believed in the concept of accountability and viewed 

ATB as something that was obviously useful to apply and improve, with few expressing 

scepticism in this respect. There was consensus that ATB is not limited to specific 

mechanisms or actions that are clearly defined or labelled as such.  



 
 

19 

In this vein, there were two levels at which most organizations thought about ATB: firstly, at 

the organizational / institutional level, whereby ATB is seen as the organization's approach to 

how it interacts with and serves its populations. In this sense, ATB is seen as inherent in 

processes such as the participatory design of projects, information sharing, and M&E. 

Secondly, ATB was seen at the individual level, in which it is the responsibility of each staff 

member, and in particular field staff who are directly interacting with beneficiaries and also 

management who provide organizational leadership (cf. Section 5.5.1 ATB – an institutional 

or individual responsibility?).  

Interestingly, opinions were split on whether the ATB concept originates from the 

development or humanitarian worlds. While some viewed it as coming from the development 

sector, which has long prized the values of participation and transparency, others saw it as 

stemming from the humanitarian enterprise, where media attention on the abuse of power by 

aid workers has been highly damaging to aid agencies. Some also acknowledged that the 

issue is highly donor-driven while others insist that it has been embedded, either explicitly 

(under the accountability label) or implicitly, in their organization‘s mandate and approach for 

a long time (cf. Section 5.3.1 Humanitarian and development contexts in contrast).  

CARE had planned to revise its Humanitarian Accountability Framework after a one year pilot 

phase. Feedback from the field showed that staff also found it relevant for development 

projects. CARE is now drawing up a broader Accountability Framework for both contexts. 

The push towards first financial transparency and then later ATB within the ICRC has been 

driven by donors. 

HAP believes that aid agencies need an accountability framework for several reasons, one 

being to respond to donors‘ increasing demands for quality and transparency. Donors 

themselves should implement such a framework in order to better understand how their funds 

are being used. 

Different levels of priority have been given to ATB. A few organizations have well-defined 

ATB guidelines and processes, have allocated funding, and created staff positions for this. 

Most are in the process of creating and trialling various processes and mechanisms to 

improve ATB (but often with no or very little funding), and also either creating or refining their 

accountability frameworks and guidelines as they learn about what works and what does not. 

A few view the concept as having no greater priority than other organizational functions, such 

as human resources, finance, etc. These features are highly reflective of the importance that 

organizations place on ATB to carry out their work.  

Most organizations also agreed that ATB is not something that they are or could be 

responsible for on their own – rather, other stakeholders and especially local implementing 
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partners, have a key role to play in fulfilling the organizations‘ ATB commitments. For this 

reason, they must be included in the development of new mechanisms or tools, and given 

the appropriate support (e.g., training, funding) to implement them. 

On a related note, the development of tools and concise indicators to actually measure 

accountability, especially as defined by beneficiaries themselves, seems to be in its infancy 

across almost all of the organizations. 

For CARE, the drive for ATB did not come initially from donors: all CARE country offices 

already had ATB issues on their agenda when the concept became popular with them.  

ATB is thought of as a behavior and an attitude by MDM, which promotes the participation and 

influence of beneficiaries in the programs that are intended to assist them. ATB is indeed a 

key thread in all of MDM's work, but just one among others such as human resources, 

communications, financial transparency, etc.  

4.1.4 Self-Assessment of ATB performance  

When asked how well they viewed their own organizations at actually acting in a way that 

was accountable to beneficiaries, most felt that they were doing a moderately good job, 

especially in terms of staff attitudes and intentions, as well as the degree to which existing 

―everyday‖ practices take into account the interests of beneficiaries. 

However, all of them acknowledged that their organizations could significantly improve their 

practices in terms of ATB. Although most assessed themselves as being good at involving 

beneficiaries in project design through participation, almost all admitted to being much 

weaker at transparency, information sharing, collecting feedback (including involving 

beneficiaries in M&E) and especially at encouraging and processing complaints. 

Furthermore, with almost all organizations, and especially the larger and more decentralized 

ones, there is an uneven level of understanding and awareness of ATB, with implementation 

of ATB processes and tools varying by region and even from project to project within the 

same region. Although most organizations emphasized the importance of top management‘s 

leadership in building a culture of accountability, it appears that most organizations, 

especially the larger ones, have several ―organizational cultures‖ (implying different attitudes 

towards ATB) which vary from office to office. Thus, assessing their performance of ATB at 

the larger organizational level is a complex issue, as is improvement in this respect. 

Almost all the organizations could cite some ―very good practices‖ put in place in some of its 

projects. However, they also expressed confusion over how these practices could be 

encouraged, institutionalized and used in other settings. Learning from experiences from all 

the different projects in an organization‘s portfolio, as well as learning from other 
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organizations, was identified as a source for improvement of ATB, but how this would be 

done was left to be resolved. 

For all of these reasons, some of the larger decentralized organizations have developed 

basic ATB standards to be used in all projects, and which can also serve as a baseline for 

assessment. However, these standards are generally left quite flexible and open to 

interpretation to avoid imposing top-down structures that may not ―fit‖ different contexts.   

The unevenness in awareness and implementation of ATB processes also differs based on 

the type of intervention: generally, organizations assessed themselves as having stronger 

ATB processes in place in longer-term, development project settings as compared to those 

where they intervened as a response to humanitarian crisis.  

The DRC is revising its complaints handling system in order to ensure that it is non-

threatening and guarantees the safety of the complainants. 

The IFRC is reasonably pleased with its M&E process and the framework of lessons learning.  

Medair feels they are accountable to beneficiaries in their practices even though specific 

processes may not carry the ATB label on them. However, Medair acknowledges that there is 

room for improvement and that other agencies may have better records in implementing ATB. 

UNICEF‘s ATB practices vary by region and local implementing partners, especially the 

implementation of complaints mechanisms. Examples of very good ATB practice can be seen 

in some of UNICEF's programs but these are not illustrative of all programs or regions of work. 

4.1.5 Engagement with larger host communities 

It was often unclear if and how agencies tried to proactively engage the host community 

beyond the immediate / direct beneficiaries of aid. Several have policies or guidelines which 

either mandate or encourage them to do so, especially for the purpose of identifying those 

that are most vulnerable and in need of assistance. However, engaging in dialogue with the 

larger community is not a high priority for all organizations and/or programs within their ATB 

commitments. While many claim to be accountable to all stakeholders, engaging the host 

community aside from direct beneficiaries does not seem to be a key issue in their reflections 

about ATB. 

Here again, the distinction between humanitarian and development programs becomes 

important: such engagement of communities seems to be both more feasible and necessary 

for project ―success‖ in the development sector than in humanitarian settings. In the latter 

situation especially, such engagement with larger communities may actually be detrimental 

by exposing beneficiaries to risk due to the local security situation. It is also not seen as 

necessary for some programs that are highly targeted towards certain beneficiaries (e.g., 
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emergency food or shelter distribution) or when host communities and beneficiaries coincide 

(e.g., in awareness programs when all members of the community are the intended 

audience).  

However, this is not to say that considering larger communities is less important in 

humanitarian emergencies – most organizations agreed that some level of community 

engagement is needed to identify and deliver aid to those who most need it. In doing this, as 

most organizations also agreed, the wider community should at least be informed of the 

criteria according to which assistance is provided and to whom. In humanitarian contexts it 

might not always be feasible to elaborate these in consultation with the communities, but this 

is certainly an issue the organizations are aware of (cf. Sections 5.2.2 ―Host communities‖ 

versus beneficiaries and 5.3.1 Humanitarian and development contexts in contrast). 

According to CARE, all ATB tools must target larger host communities. The organization must 

be accountable to those who receive aid and those who do not, at least by being transparent 

and establishing clear criteria through consultation on which these decisions are based. 

Engaging the larger community is thought to be done well in Medair's longer-term 

reconstruction projects, where even those who are not direct beneficiaries of Medair's work 

are aware of the organization, what it does and how it can be contacted.  

With Oxfam‘s three step accountability process, talking to members of the wider community is 

emphasized as a really valid source of information and opinions. In this process, communities 

are asked their views and judgements of the performance of Oxfam and partners in 

responding to community needs. These questions are asked in focus group discussions, key 

informant interviews and involve both people who have participated in the project and people 

who have not. Data generated can then be compared, with men's and women's impressions 

disaggregated. Senior managers are also asked for their views on how well Oxfam is doing. 

Thus, over the course of a week, conversations are held with staff and partners, then partners 

only and lastly, the community. At the end of the week, joint planning takes place with Oxfam 

and partners on what is done well regarding the project and what could be improved. 

4.1.6 Collection and use of feedback 

The primary way in which organizations collect feedback in a formal way is through M&E 

processes, which vary widely across and within organizations and are mostly not carried out 

from a purely ATB perspective. There are differing degrees of beneficiary involvement, with a 

number of organizations trialling processes that enable beneficiaries to carry out M&E 

themselves or at least have a very high degree of involvement in them. Some are also 

experimenting with real-time collection of feedback, for example through text messaging 

systems (cf. Section 4.2 Concrete mechanisms). 
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The most common mechanism to collect feedback from the community seems to be informal 

and non-documented interactions with field staff. This is why, when collected, feedback is 

usually not distributed to all stakeholders (e.g., staff, partners, beneficiaries, headquarters, 

donors) or at least not in an easily accessible and systematic manner. More specifically, 

most organizations and especially the larger ones, agreed that the majority of feedback 

collected stays at the local or at most, the national level, thus potentially influencing specific 

projects. Such information, perhaps due to fear of withdrawal of funding or recrimination from 

headquarters, is not often shared fully with the higher levels of the organizations, therefore 

rarely influencing larger programs or policies. Some organizations are actively trying to 

encourage beneficiary feedback to be shared beyond the local or country level to regional 

and headquarters levels. 

Feedback on the effectiveness of ATB mechanisms or processes themselves is rarely 

collected. However, several of the organizations interviewed currently or in the past have 

used external agencies to carry out part of and/or validate their M&E processes as a way to 

strengthen them. 

CARE has specific tools for the gathering of accountability related feedback and lessons 

learned at the project level, e.g. the "Rapid Accountability Review" and "After Action Review". 

All feedback is collected at the country office level. CARE is in the process of setting up a 

system to have this feedback move beyond country level to monitor the types of complaints 

along with the reports, to follow up on decisions taken at other policy levels, and to extend 

control to leadership. 

DRC has an internal planning, reporting and evaluation framework for country programmes. 

The annual reviews include a check of the accountability performance and complaints receipt. 

The main part of this review consists of lessons learned. Also, a meta-evaluation of all of 

these (and external) evaluations is discussed in the annual meeting of field directors. 

"In order to consolidate its institutional memory, bringing together and sharing what it learns 

through its successes and failures, TDH has placed strategic priority on the progressive 

implementation of a system of capitalization on several levels: 1) Capitalization by project 

cycle: created by field teams on one or more experiences related to a project. 2) Thematic 

capitalization: through a system of resource personnel specialised in the priority intervention 

areas defined in the Foundation‘s strategic plan." (TDH website)  

Complaints made to UNHCR are managed using a computer-based inspection handling 

system that tracks all complaints globally. Weekly analysis is run on this, which has revealed 

that most complaints should be dealt with at the country level.  
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4.1.7 Perspective on accountability initiatives and commitments 

Four of the ten aid agencies interviewed are members of HAP, six participate in ALNAP, all 

of them except the two UN agencies have signed the Code of Conduct for the International 

Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOSs) in 

Disaster Relief and two are board members of the Sphere Project (Humanitarian Charter and 

Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response) and the INGO accountability charter. The 

other accountability initiatives that were singled out by one or more of the other organization 

are: People in Aid, Emergency Capacity Building Project and the Steering Committee for 

Humanitarian Response (SCHR).  

Generally, UN organizations may not be HAP members but they are engaged towards HAP 

standards. Also, the vast majority of organizations say they ―follow the Sphere standards‖ 

which is however not subject to revision or control by Sphere or any other organization. 

The organizations that participate in external accountability initiatives such as HAP use these 

to structure their organizational accountability commitments and frameworks to different 

degrees. This ranges from general alignment with the principles to using the standards as a 

framework on which to build their accountability commitments. A few non-members also use 

some of the material made available by these initiatives as reference material for their staff. 

The DRC improves its accountability framework and mechanisms by the Corrective Action 

Requests made via the HAP reviews of their projects. 

MDM uses accountability related documents from other organizations, among others those 

produced by HAP, since there is no need to re-invent materials if good ones already exist. 

HAP itself feels that its standards can be used for a structured review of an organization‘s 

operations, and also to inspire staff as a way in which the organization is re-committing to its 

mandate of truly serving those in need. 

The organizations who participated in none or fewer of the external accountability 

commitments were aware of the existence of such initiatives but generally did not have the 

intention of engaging in them. Three main reasons for such a stance were identified: 1) they 

do not see the need to engage in (yet another) quality initiative as they feel they are already 

doing accountable work and have the means to improve it themselves; 2) they need an 

accountability framework that is "tailored" to their work; and/or 3) fear of ―opening themselves 

up‖ to criticism from those who do not understand the complexities of their work. There was 

also some scepticism towards membership in such initiatives being used to attract funding or 

as something that is ―fashionable‖ at the moment in the development and humanitarian 

communities but does not substantially go beyond mere ―labelling‖ of certain practices.  
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4.1.8 Accountability-related documents 

Only two out of the interviewed organizations have accountability frameworks labelled as 

such. Both of those are ―Humanitarian Accountability Frameworks‖ (DRC, CARE). One 

organization has a Policy note on humanitarian accountability (Oxfam). One other 

organization is in the process of drawing up an Accountability Framework (IFRC); and two 

organizations utilize an Accountability Work Plan/ Improvement Plan (Medair, DRC). 

There are three organizations out of the ones we interviewed that at this point in time neither 

had a specific policy document dealing with accountability/ATB nor intended to compile one 

in the near future (ICRC, MDM, TDH). These are all ―Francophone organizations‖ who clearly 

claimed that accountability was integrated in their usual practices and therefore did not need 

to be detailed in a separate policy. The remaining organizations have a variety of documents 

which together form their accountability commitments. These documents are mostly 

Strategies (ICRC, IFRC), Value and Mission Statements, Evaluation Frameworks (ICRC, 

IFRC, UNICEF), internal Codes of Conduct (DRC, UNHCR), Strategic Plans (UNICEF), or 

specific documents such as the Core Commitments to Children (CCCs), Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW) for UNICEF and the Age, Gender and Diversity Mainstreaming (AGDM) 

Framework for the UNHCR. 

Most organizations have also either produced case studies, guidelines on specific 

accountability topics or handbooks (for internal use or public access) to present best 

practices and share lessons learned. Some of these include: 

 Emergency Toolkit and Accountability Wiki by CARE and a specific ―Forward 

Accountability Framework‖ by one CARE office 

 Complaints Management Handbook by DRC 

 A best practice project evaluation on Beneficiary Communication by the IFRC 

 Several case studies on best practices by Medair 

 Guidelines for one of its accountability tools, the Social Audit, by TDH 

 Diverse case studies and guidelines produced by one of UNHCR‘s branches 

 A guide to M&E and numerous case studies and project evaluations by UNICEF 

Other accountability related documents include external evaluations that were done, most 

notably by HAP (accessible on the HAP website) or accessible on the organizations‘ 

websites (DRC, IFRC, UNICEF, UNHCR). 
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As a general observation it can be stated that the UN agencies and HAP members seem to 

produce a larger number of accountability related documents, or at least ones that are 

accessible to a wider public. In contrast, the ―francophone organizations‖ (cf. 5.3.2 Linguistic 

differences and membership in accountability initiatives) tend use project evaluations for their 

own internal reflection and therefore are not usually made publicly available. 

4.2 Concrete mechanisms 

This section addresses our first research question.  

 Research Question 1: Which agencies have concrete ATB mechanisms in place that 

resonate with a formal institutional policy? What are these mechanisms and 

according to which criteria are they designed and put in place? 

From the interviews we conducted as well as the examination of policy documents of other 

humanitarian and development organizations, it appears that most if not all of these 

organizations are well aware of the accountability discourse and give special consideration to 

beneficiaries, and thus ATB (whether in a conscious or unconscious way) in their operations. 

While some organizations have specific accountability frameworks or policy documents, 

others build their accountability commitments by combining varied documents such as their 

Strategies or Mission Statements, Evaluation Frameworks, and a general participatory 

approach that they see as part of the organizational cultures. 

We will now present and discuss the list of concrete ATB mechanisms we encountered in the 

course of our research and next, turn to addressing the criteria used in their design and 

implementation.   

4.2.1 ATB components 

We have identified a number of basic mechanisms that seem to be used in all of the 

organizations‘ practices and grouped them into five categories. These categories reflect the 

objectives which the concrete mechanisms aim to achieve. These are approximately the 

same as the basic components of accountability, as identified by the different organizations: 

for example, transparency is both a component of most accountability definitions and also an 

aim of several ATB mechanisms (cf. Section 4.1.2 the accountability concept with respect to 

beneficiaries). For the purposes of our analysis, we have adopted our own classification 

which tries to mediate between some very broad and other very specific lists of ATB 

components. These include: 
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1. Transparency and information sharing 

o Display and distribution of general written information about the organization and the 

work it does, at project level. 

o Dissemination of specific project information (such as decision making processes, 

project planning, timetables, assessments‘ findings, etc.) and on the beneficiaries‘ 

entitlements, through a written or verbal form, and either in regular intervals or in an 

ad hoc manner. 

o Information delivered personally by field officers and aid workers either in one-to-one 

communications, smaller groups or community level gatherings. 

2. Participation of beneficiaries and engaging in dialogue with host communities, including the 

collection of feedback  

o Field officers engage individually with beneficiaries to obtain feedback and enquire 

about their satisfaction with the project. 

o Engagement of the host community in project planning, design, implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation through different meeting arrangements, mostly at the 

group or community level. 

3. Complaints handling and response 

o Treatment of complaints as a particular form of feedback that requires specific types 

of handling and response. 

4. Specific monitoring and evaluation functions 

o Participatory approach to M&E with different degrees of beneficiary involvement. 

5. Various other tools related to staff training or organizational practices
8
 

This classification aims at giving the reader one possible guidance on how to group them 

together according to the purposes which the mechanisms serve. Since we identified such a 

large number of concrete mechanisms (cf. Annex 1, table 2), we have grouped them 

according to what we identified as the most relevant recurring functions they seek to provide. 

Readers who already have a deeper understanding of ATB may just as well apply their 

categories to group the available mechanisms, all of which are listed in Annex 1, table 2. For 

example, some organizations may wish to distinguish between participation and feedback 

while others group them together. Some regard complaints mechanisms as a sub-category 

of feedback while others consider them distinct from other feedback mechanisms.  

In this classification, we have tried to integrate all the criteria proposed by the different 

organizations9 but have grouped them in a manner we consider useful for the purposes of 

our research and the presentation of the findings: each concrete mechanism identified in our 

research corresponds to at least one of the five afore-mentioned categories. We have further 

identified nine broad types of ―standard‖ concrete ATB mechanisms, which may be found in 

                                                           
8
 Contrary to our initial expectations, we found no organization to have explicit mediation mechanisms in place under the ATB 

label. This may be one sign that agencies are still unwilling to substantially hand over power to beneficiaries. 
9
 Cf. the Common Humanitarian Accountability Framework for IWG Agencies (Bhattacharjee, 2007), pp. 4, 12-13ff. 
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almost all organizations covered by our research and assigned them to the five categories 

proposed above (Section 4.2.2 Standard ATB mechanisms). Annex 1, table 2 provides a 

detailed listing of specific ATB mechanisms used by each organization in our research. 

4.2.2 Standard ATB mechanisms 

Table 4 below gives an overview of the ATB mechanisms commonly used by most 

organizations covered in our research and groups them according to the five components 

described in the preceding section 4.2.1 ATB components10. 

Examples of Concrete Mechanisms 
Information 
sharing / 
Transparency 

Participation, 
including 
gathering 
feedback 

Specific 
complaints 
mechanism 

Monitoring/ 
evaluation 

Staff training 
component or 
other 

1) Noticeboards or posters set up in field 

offices or project sites providing information 
about the organization, its accountability 
commitments and beneficiary's entitlements x    

 

2) Distribution of brochures and leaflets in 

local languages to partners and beneficiaries x    
 

3) Beneficiary needs assessments through 
individual household visits or surveys to 

gather information and assess other needs 
and priorities x x (x) (x) 

 

4) One on one discussions and ad hoc  
group gatherings of specific vulnerable 

groups (e.g., women) to provide information, 
encourage feedback or even collect 
complaints x x x  

 

5) Inaugural and regular follow-up community 
meetings (in most cases in local languages 

and sometimes with a variety of visual tools) 
to provide information, allow for input from 
the community and sometimes also to 
collect feedback and complaints x x (x) (x) 

 

6) Focus groups  x x (x) (x)  

7) Creation of beneficiary or community 
committees x x   

 

8) Complaints mechanism, usually through 

complaints boxes and including complaints 
monitoring and response  x x  

 

9) Different types of project evaluations    x  

Table 4 Standard ATB mechanisms 

Different organizations use different names to refer to these mechanisms internally. We have 

chosen the wording that seems to be the most widely used by the different organizations. It 

should be highlighted that for analytical purposes, the mechanisms may be grouped 

according to the components of ATB that they best correspond to, as described above, but 

that in their real application, these tools take into account information sharing, transparency, 

participatory involvement, feedback, evaluation, etc. to different extents depending on the 

goals of the organization and the context of the project. 

                                                           
10

 (x) indicates secondary or corrolary purposes of ATB mechanisms. 
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It is also important to note that while some mechanisms such as complaints boxes serve a 

very specific purpose, others such as focus groups may alternatively be used for information 

provision, participatory design, monitoring activities and/or the collection of feedback, 

sometimes including complaints. For this reason, we have tried to group such mechanisms 

based on their primary uses and also identified their secondary purposes if applicable. 

4.2.3 Other ATB mechanisms 

Annex 1 gives an overview of ATB mechanisms used by the organizations in our research 

that go beyond the basic mechanisms presented above or that differ in important ways from 

them. These different mechanisms may be grouped in the following way: 

Some organizations use other ways than the traditional print poster or noticeboard format 

and draw on advertisement space in traditional media such as newspapers or radio to 

disseminate information about their work, the organization itself and how to contact them. 

 IFRC, Medair, MDM 

New technologies seem to be gaining attention within several organizations for purposes of 

ATB, especially mobile phones and text messaging applications to disseminate information, 

as well as free phone hotlines or call centres also to answer information requests as well as 

collecting feedback and complaints. 

 Hotlines: CARE, IFRC, Medair, Oxfam 

 Text messages/ mobile phone: DRC, IFRC, UNICEF 

Several organizations emphasize the involvement of other stakeholders aside from 

beneficiaries or affected communities in their ATB efforts, especially implementing partners 

or local authorities. In practice, this ranges from providing training to partner organizations to 

proactively including them in evaluating ATB and the design of new or improved ATB 

mechanisms. 

 CARE, Medair, OXFAM, TDH, UNICEF, UNHCR 

A number of organizations are trying to increase the level of beneficiary participation in their 

M&E and information sharing processes. Some organizations train beneficiaries to provide 

information to the community (especially to groups that are especially vulnerable or hard to 

reach), sometimes beneficiaries are even asked to themselves collect data and/or conduct 

surveys and assessments (cf. Section 5.6.3 Other ATB components: feedback, including 

complaints mechanisms and M&E).  

 CARE, UNICEF, UNHCR 
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Several organizations have prioritized research, self-evaluation and documentation of 

specific aspects of their ATB practices such as engagement with particularly vulnerable 

groups or working with local implementing partners. Some organizations have developed 

―customized‖ tools to encompass several or all of the components of ATB; however, most of 

them up to now have only been trialled in smaller scale pilot projects. 

CARE‘s Community Scorecard Toolkit 

ICRC‘s Integration Course for Staff 

Oxfam‘s 3 step process 

TDH‘s Sphinx software and Social Audit 

UNICEF‘s Communication for Development (C4D) program 

4.2.4 Implementation criteria 

Given the diversity of organizations which we interviewed and their various sizes, mandates, 

regions of work and projects, the criteria for implementation of specific ATB mechanisms or 

processes varies greatly. However, some common principles seem to be applied by most 

organizations in this respect that may be worded as questions. Mechanisms that would have 

affirmative answers to all or most of these questions are more likely to be implemented (cf. 

Annex 1, see also: section 4.3 Lessons Learned; ideally these implementation criteria 

coincide with the determinants of ATB effectiveness as described in section 4.3.3): 

 Does the mechanism make sense in the specific cultural context of the project? Have local 

languages and values been taken into account? 

 Have stakeholders been consulted on the design of the mechanism, including those who are 

marginalized or especially vulnerable? Are the ones who are consulted truly representative of 

different social groups?  

 Does the mechanism appear to be safe and non-threatening to the beneficiaries? 

 Is the mechanism really safe and not putting any involved person at risk? 

 Is the mechanism accessible to all intended beneficiaries, even the most vulnerable groups 

and those who are hardest to reach? 

 Does the mechanism resonate with existing ATB standards or guidelines of the organization? 

 Are staff aware of and trained on this mechanism and hence able to implement it in the 

intended way? 

 Is there enough local capacity in terms of staff time and available funding for implementation 

of the mechanism, as well as ongoing monitoring?  

 Is the mechanism linked with an M&E process so that lessons learned may be extracted? 

This is a non-exhaustive listing of implementation criteria; some agencies may have stricter 

and more detailed criteria of effectiveness such as including systems of controls and 

sanctions linked to these mechanisms while others implement concrete ATB mechanisms 

more on a basis of trial-and-error.  
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4.3 Lessons learned 

4.3.1 Perspectives on the Power Imbalance 

Three out of the interviewed organizations explicitly mentioned the existence of a power 

imbalance between aid workers and beneficiaries in their documents and also stated it as 

one of the main rationales for furthering their ATB processes. While the interviewees 

themselves rarely raised this topic, all of them, when prompted, acknowledged the existence 

of this imbalance. Most thought it was an inherent feature of the aid system and not 

something that could easily be changed; only a few mentioned ATB tools as a way to 

diminish this imbalance. 

The organizations that did not use the ―asymmetry of power‖ concept to reflect on ATB 

instead used other concepts such as trust, dignity, honesty and respect to describe the ―soft 

goals‖ (i.e., those not specifically related to improving program quality) that they hoped to 

achieve through their ATB efforts. 

 Research Question 2: How do aid agencies perceive these mechanisms to address 

the power imbalance between them and their beneficiaries?  

As a response to our second research question, we can conclude that overall, 

organizations seem to be confident that ATB practices, while perhaps not substantially 

diminishing the power imbalance between aid agencies and beneficiaries, could help to 

reduce mistrust and miscommunication between these parties, as well as making it more 

likely that affected individuals and communities are treated with dignity.  

MDM knows that this power imbalance exists and sees it as even a double asymmetry of a) 

Northern organizations vs. Southern beneficiaries and b) health staff vs. patients. MDM does 

not use the ATB concept to analyze these asymmetries. Awareness of this issue is already a 

first step, even if it does not mean that responses may be found.  

―[I]t is recognized that UNHCR's work often puts its staff in positions of power in relation to its 

beneficiaries. Staff have an obligation not to abuse this power‘.‖ (UNHCR Code of Conduct) 

4.3.2 What are the Lessons Learned? 

 Research Question 3: What are the lessons learned by the respective agencies 

regarding those mechanisms? 

This section addresses our third research question. Across the diverse experiences of the 

organizations covered by our research in terms of designing, implementing and evaluating 

ATB practices, several ―lessons learned‖ emerge as common themes:  
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1) Many of the most ―genuine‖ examples of ATB are the result of individual efforts and 

attitudes of staff. Thus, staff selection, awareness and (training of their) competencies 

are critically important. 

2) All ATB mechanisms and processes should be adapted to local contexts and culture. 

Investing time and other resources up-front in fully understanding the needs and fears 

of the beneficiaries and host communities before and during the design and 

implementation of such mechanisms is therefore fundamental. 

3) Since relationships based on trust are essential for ATB, long-term development 

projects tend to be settings in which it is relatively easier to integrate ATB into the 

practices as compared to humanitarian interventions. 

4) Related to the crucial importance of individual staff, the role of leadership (both at the 

headquarters and regional levels) and the embedding of accountability commitments 

in job descriptions were emphasized as important elements in creating a culture of 

accountability.  

5) The creation of an internal complaints mechanisms or the designation of specific 

Accountability Focal Points are examples of the adaptation of internal structures 

which may help to foster this culture of accountability. 

6) Some organizations realized how accountable practices were already vested in their 

general work routines and thus purposely chose not to designate ATB to a specific 

individual or department so it would not appear as being a ―new initiative‖ or restricted 

to the activities of that specific department. 

The lessons learned have also contributed to the development of new ATB mechanisms. 

Some organizations report having good experiences with and now trust in the use of real-

time feedback technology (especially mobile phones) in certain contexts (cf. Section 4.2.3 

Other ATB mechanisms). 

Other lessons learned led to the development of easily understandable guidance materials 

for staff or the revisiting of organizational practices such as institutional learning or evaluation 

processes, aimed at increasing ATB. This was explicitly mentioned only by certain 

organizations but we suspect they are likely to apply to more. 

CARE has developed an Accountability Wiki (a "minimal set of current best practice examples 

of policies and tools") as a toolkit for country offices to select methods for ATB including 

lessons learned. 

For MEDAIR, staff designated to be accountability focal points (both at the headquarters and 

at the project levels) have been key in collecting feedback from beneficiaries and 

disseminating best practices and lessons learned. At the project level, they are especially 

useful so that beneficiaries know where they can obtain information and raise concerns.  
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UNHCR‘s local implementing partners sometimes use refugee populations themselves in 

providing services for the refugee camps. In these cases, the refugees involved in service 

delivery are to be trained on UNHCR's code of conduct.  

Some of the lessons learned and other important insights from their experiences with ATB 

which were emphasized by interviewees refer either to particularly effective and worthwhile 

ATB tools, or to some problematic issues that were yet to be resolved. We have summarized 

these in the next two sections on effectiveness and challenges. 

4.3.3 Determinants of ATB effectiveness 

Some prerequisites seem to exist to ensure that ATB tools will work as intended. All 

organizations agree that staff awareness, attitudes and skills (e.g., facilitation, knowing what 

the right questions are and how to ask them) are essential for this. Trust between 

beneficiaries and aid workers is crucial for the process to even begin (cf. section 4.3.1 

Perspectives on the Power Imbalance) as well as safety considerations: all mechanisms 

must prove to neither actually be nor appear threatening. There was consensus that even the 

simplest mechanisms can be highly effective if these prerequisites are present, and similarly, 

the most ―cutting edge‖ ones can fail without these factors. 

Even though all organizations had their own definitions of ―effectiveness‖, several features 

were suggested by most of the interviewees as making certain ATB mechanisms more 

effective than others. These included: 

1) Level of adaptation to the specific culture and context of the project, including its 

―translation‖ into local languages and values. 

2) Reaching the most marginalized groups in the community, which includes 

accessibility for all ages, gender and social groups. 

3) Actual use by the beneficiaries. While this may seem obvious, interviewees agreed 

that especially complaints mechanisms which are put in place and not used do not 

necessarily indicate an absence of problems, but more often some type of obstacle in 

accessing or exercising them (cf. Section 5.6.3 Other ATB components: feedback, 

including complaints mechanisms and M&E).  

4) For some organizations, effectiveness of certain ATB mechanisms was measured by 

a change in behaviour of the beneficiaries in response to a piece of information that 

was shared or a method of participation being offered. 

Most organizations agree that in order to create such mechanisms (even ones that are not 

necessarily labelled as ATB mechanisms), these should be designed by the beneficiaries 

themselves or at least in close consultation with them. Practice should hence always be as 

participatory as possible (cf. Section 5.6.1 Participation as an ―end-all‖ answer). Also, 
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mechanisms were perceived as being more effective if they are clearly integrated into 

existing processes and work routines, rather than as an ―add on‖.  

For MDM, effective mechanisms take into account the specific context and culture and really 

give beneficiaries a voice. 

For TDH, the design of effective ATB mechanisms must be based on a long-term view and try 

to reach the most marginalized / vulnerable among the beneficiaries. The mechanisms must 

also be adapted to the culture and context - this is primordial to any project. One must take 

into account the local habits, such as existing civic activism or whether or not the current 

situation is a chronic crisis. 

For UNICEF, effectiveness is context-specific - UNICEF needs to understand the needs of 

women and children in different contexts to be truly accountable to them.  

While HAP has a set of standards that it encourages all aid agencies to use, it does not 

advocate a ―one size fits all‖ approach. Rather, it strongly encourages agencies to consult with 

the communities on the mechanisms they believe would work best. 

4.3.4 Challenges to ATB 

The challenges that aid organizations see themselves confronted with in terms of being 

―truly‖ accountable to beneficiaries are diverse and may be grouped into three broad 

categories: conceptual, organizational and other practical challenges (with possible overlap 

between these categories). Figure 2 summarizes these challenges. 

 

Figure 2 Obstacles faced by organizations in implementing ATB 

In terms of conceptual difficulty, several organizations expressed uncertainty over the 

concrete meaning of the term ―accountability‖ and the importance of ATB within the wider 

accountability concept, as organizations feel they are already accountable. Also, the 

multitude of existing accountability and quality initiatives, commitments, standards, guidelines 

and benchmarks has led to confusion rather than clarity.  

Conceptual 
• What does ATB mean? 

• Too many standards & definitions 

Organizational 
• Pressure from donors & public 

• Institutional learning 

Practical 
• Time, funding and safety constraints 

• Staff  skills and awareness 

• Working with local partners 
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In terms of organizational challenges, several interviewees expressed concern that ATB was 

not regarded as a priority in projects and that staff at the field level sometimes lacked time 

and/or skills to satisfactorily integrate ATB in their work. This was especially the case in 

humanitarian settings, when emergency needs demand immediate attention and 

organizations work with volunteers or local staff from their own organizations or from 

implementing partners. It applied especially to the ATB tools dealing with transparency, 

feedback and complaints handling.  

Furthermore, pressure from donors and the general public sometimes hindered ATB efforts 

since such practices must develop over time and agencies need space to make mistakes 

and learn from them. Almost all organizations still struggle with the incorporation of the 

lessons learned in the field into an institutionalized learning process that will inform the 

development of new programs (cf. Section 4.3.5 Integration and use of lessons learned) 

On a more practical note, it was sometimes mentioned that funds were not sufficient to set 

up the more costly ATB mechanisms, such as fast, safe and thorough complaints handling 

and response processes. Staff also needed to be aware and trained on the Codes of 

Conduct, the organizational ATB policies and how to mainstream accountability into their 

daily work – all of which require funding and time. 

Especially for the larger and more decentralized organizations, implementation by local 

partners meant that the fulfilment of ATB was not fully under the control of the ―larger‖ 

agency – this is a significant challenge that seems to have discouraged some of these 

organizations from making specific accountability commitments. 

A more specific challenge but one that was raised several times relates to designing 

complaints mechanisms in ways that: 1) assure confidentiality and safety for the 

complainant, and 2) enable differentiation between justified and trivial complaints. 

Oxfam reports to be 'better' at the participative and M&E dimensions of ATB than the 

transparency and feedback dimensions. The SCHR peer review has revealed that it has the 

policies in place to be more accountable, as well as practical tools to offer guidance to field 

staff. However, it is not clear when ―extra special efforts‖ (i.e., ATB mechanisms beyond 

community meetings) are used, and no specific criteria exist to guide these decisions. 

For TDH, the term ATB and even accountability originate from a European way of thinking - 

therefore, it is difficult to make field staff understand and recognize its importance. TDH has 

also faced difficulties in creating mechanisms that can filter justified complaints from 

unjustified ones, which try to take unreasonable advantage of the organization‘s presence. 
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4.3.5 Integration and use of lessons learned 

 Research Question 4: In what way do these lessons learned influence the design, 

implementation and/or evaluation of new or existing projects? 

Although all of the organizations offered several lessons learned regarding ATB, there were 

differing levels to which these learnings were utilized in terms of designing, implementing 

and/or evaluating projects. While M&E processes were thought to be quite effective at 

capturing projects‘ strengths and areas for improvement in terms of ATB, and many had also 

created case studies and guidelines to disseminate ―best ATB practices‖, it was less clear 

how organizations were actually using these lessons learned in designing and implementing 

new projects, or modifying existing ones. This seemed to happen on a rather ad hoc basis 

and only when driven by certain individuals such as designated Accountability Focal Points. 

Very few examples of projects that were designed or changed based on lessons learned 

specifically on ATB were found in our research. Similarly, instances of policy or guidance 

documents related to ATB that were modified as a result of these learnings were also rare. 

In some ways, this is unsurprising given that the main lesson learned identified by almost all 

organizations was that mechanisms (and projects) must be designed to fit the local culture 

and context. Therefore, perhaps taking lessons learned from one setting and applying them 

to a project in a different context might seem contradictory to staff.  

Generally, there is at least some level of awareness regarding this lack of learning from past 

experiences, both across and within organizations. This seems to be part of a wider issue of 

how the different agencies are organized, how and how often they talk to each other (and 

which levels of the organization are doing this), as well as how communication and exchange 

function between different and potentially ―autonomous‖ units within the same organization. 

The IFRC has a sound framework on lessons learning in place. However, it is only engaging 

in ―Beneficiary Communication‖ since 2010 so the outcomes of this in the context of lessons 

learning are not yet known. 

Oxfam believes that in every region, there is at least one ―star‖ office or project that is doing 

very well in terms of ATB practices. Regional and local managers must lead the replication 

and systematization of such practices, with support from headquarters. For this reason, 

Oxfam recently brought together regional managers specifically to exchange and learn about 

best practices and challenges in terms of ATB faced by other offices. 

Within UNICEF, the research office and the knowledge management units work together to 

disseminate quarterly best practices and lessons learned throughout the whole organization 

through internal communications. Best practices are presented in a format that allows for their 

adoption and adjustment according to various contexts. 
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4.3.6 Next steps 

The future plans and next steps of the interviewed organizations in terms of ATB reflect the 

differing levels of organizational priority that have been given to ATB, as well as variations in 

the extent to which they have already reflected on and implemented various ATB tools. While 

some organizations are currently busy clarifying existing ATB policies or drafting 

Accountability Frameworks suitable for all of their activities, others are trialling different 

processes and further developing concrete tools.  

Generally, the issue of ATB seems to be gaining momentum within all of the agencies that 

we interviewed, as well in the discourse of donors and public media that we came across in 

the course of our research.  

As of November 2011: 

CARE is developing an Accountability Framework suitable for development projects based on 

its pilot Humanitarian Framework from 2010. 

DRC is looking into developing a global tracking system for complaints. 

ICRC is reviewing the Corporate Management Framework which includes Accountability 

reflections. 

TDH is improving its Sphinx software to capture beneficiary feedback and will focus on 

improving the listening capacities of its teams towards the beneficiaries.  
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5. Analysis and Discussion  

This section examines and deliberates some of the main and most thought-provoking 

elements that came up during the course of our research, including further materials and 

reflections on some of the elements of ATB practices and the broader accountability 

discourse in the international community. It is important to note here that while some of the 

issues discussed in this chapter were raised or ―hinted at‖ by some of the interviewees, a 

large portion of the material in this section actually consists of our personal reflections as well 

as issues raised by the scholarly literature on ATB and sociological work on, for instance, 

power relations. In this sense, it goes beyond the research questions that we originally posed 

to reflect on broader implications for aid agencies and their relationships with beneficiaries. 

For this exercise, it is necessary to first locate the concepts of accountability and ATB within 

the wider international development cooperation discourse. 

5.1 ATB in the context of international aid 

It is unlikely to be a coincidence that the concept of accountability with its focus on ATB was 

introduced into the humanitarian and development aid communities in the mid-2000s when 

international processes such as the signing of the Principles of Good Humanitarian 

Donorship (2003), the Paris Declaration (2005) and the Accra Agenda for Action (2007) 

dominated the international aid discourse. 

In 2005, more than 100 donor and developing-country governments, as well as regional 

development banks, international and multilateral (donor) agencies endorsed the Paris 

Declaration, aimed at improving aid effectiveness. In its principles of ―Ownership, Alignment, 

Harmonization and Managing for Results‖ it also calls for ―Mutual Accountability of donor and 

partner governments‖, ―to their citizens and parliaments for their development policies, 

strategies and performance‖ (p.1). While this accountability is mainly aimed at accountability 

and transparency about the use of funds, the Accra Agenda for Action repeats these claims 

and, in 2007, specifically calls on Civil Society Organizations to be transparent about, and 

accountable for, the assistance they are supposed to be providing. 

Accountability of donors, governments and NGOs thus become an important part of 

assessing aid effectiveness. This is exemplified especially in the 2007 Principles for Good 

International Engagement in Fragile States and Situations. This document begins by stating 

that ―a durable exit from poverty and insecurity for the world‘s most fragile states will need to 

be driven by their own leadership and people.‖ (p.1). Accountability hence forms part of an 

important reflexive shift / movement in the international donor and aid community towards 

more critically assessing their own involvement and shifting a certain degree of autonomy 

and decision making power back to the recipient countries and populations. 
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Remarkably, principles 1, 6, 7 and 9 for Good International Engagement in Fragile States 

and Situations correspond almost exactly to the lessons learned by the organizations that we 

have interviewed, and were identified by them as important points to take into consideration 

when engaging in ATB. These principles are as follows: 

1. Take context as the starting point.  

6. Promote non-discrimination as a basis for inclusive and stable societies.  

7. Align with local priorities in different ways in different contexts.  

9. Act fast … but stay engaged long enough to give success a chance. 

To a lesser extent, Principle 8 (―agree on practical coordination mechanisms between 

international actors‖) was also relevant for ATB efforts. We later on discuss our surprise to 

find that the ―Do no harm‖ maxim (principle 2) was not mentioned as a key point during the 

interviews (cf. section 5.4.1 Accountability versus Do no Harm). 

The informal forum known as the Good Humanitarian Donorship Initiative made up by initially 

17 and today 37 donors, dealt even more explicitly with these issues. Already in 2003, it had 

explicitly formulated principles requiring aid agencies to not only implement ATB practices, 

but also engage and support the larger host community, including in emergency situations: 

6. Allocate humanitarian funding in proportion to needs and on the basis of needs 

assessments.   

7. Request implementing humanitarian organizations to ensure, to the greatest possible 

extent, adequate involvement of beneficiaries in the design, implementation, monitoring 

and evaluation of humanitarian response.  

8. Strengthen the capacity of affected countries and local communities to prevent, prepare for, 

mitigate and respond to humanitarian crises, with the goal of ensuring that governments 

and local communities are better able to meet their responsibilities and co-ordinate 

effectively with humanitarian partners. 

  

Additionally, the principles also mandated humanitarian aid organizations to think about long-

term development (principle 9), but also re-emphasized the need to maintain and improve 

upward accountability towards donors (principle 23)11. 

                                                           
11

 ―9. Provide humanitarian assistance in ways that are supportive of recovery and long-term development, striving to ensure 
support, where appropriate, to the maintenance and return of sustainable livelihoods and transitions from humanitarian relief to 
recovery and development activities. 23. Ensure a high degree of accuracy, timeliness, and  transparency in donor reporting on 
official humanitarian assistance spending, and encourage the development of standardized formats for such reporting.‖ 
(Principles of Good Humanitarian Donorship, 2003). 
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Given this context, we can hypothesize that ATB is one way in which high-level government 

declarations have been translated into more concrete guidance at the implementation level of 

aid agencies. This suggests that ATB was indeed largely driven by donors, with some input 

from aid agencies but close to no input from beneficiaries themselves. It also implies that the 

pressure on aid agencies to align – and to prove alignment – with these principles is 

significant, as few donors are willing to be seen supporting assistance or long-term 

development operations that do not follow these guidelines.  

Thus, while ATB is thought of being part of the downward accountability that aid agencies 

have towards the populations they serve, it is in fact merged into the upward accountability 

that they ―owe‖ donors (cf. 5.5.2 Tension between upward and downward accountability), 

suggesting that ATB practices which do not help to clearly position the organization as an 

accountable one may be disregarded. The growing need for ―proof‖ of ATB also helps to 

explain the birth of external accountability initiatives, in which membership or participation 

may not only enable organizations to learn and improve their ATB practices, but also 

provides them with a ―label‖ which verifies that they are doing so. 

Tracing the origins of the ATB discourse through the various high-level government 

declarations also suggests that ATB did indeed originate from the humanitarian sector, as 

addressed by the Principles of Good Humanitarian Donorship in 2003. Later on, similar ideas 

were adopted by the development community in the Paris Declaration and Accra Agenda for 

Action, with the Principles for Good International Engagement in Fragile States and 

Situations appearing as a culmination of best practices and ideas across the humanitarian 

and development sectors. 

It is interesting to note, however, that until today and even in the humanitarian ―practitioner‖ 

sector, declarations, standards and principles clearly speak about accountability but seem to 

avoid the ATB label (cf. 5.9.1 ATB as a (powerful) label). Principles 9-11 in the ―Professional 

standards for protection work carried out by humanitarian and human rights actors in armed 

conflict and other situations of violence‖ (2009), elaborated by the ICRC and other 

organizations (including InterAction and the UNHCR) read: 

9. Protection actors must seek to engage in dialogue with persons at risk and ensure their 

participation  in activities directly affecting them.  

10.Protection actors should consider building on the capacities of individuals and communities 

to strengthen their resilience.   

11.Protection actors working with affected populations, communities and individuals should 

inform them about their rights, and the obligations of duty bearers to respect them. 
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Thus, the elements of ATB have certainly been present in the discourse of international aid 

for a substantial period of time, but the label of ATB less so. 

5.2 A critical look at the research questions  

5.2.1 “Constant dialogue” versus ATB 

Even though our research project was titled ―constant dialogue with host communities‖, we 

focused our interview questions and research on the concept of ATB. While we are aware 

that these concepts do not entirely correspond and that the constant dialogue idea is but one 

method of ATB and therefore in some sense more ―narrow‖ than the broad variety of possible 

ATB processes, assessing the methods and impacts of engaging in dialogue with host 

communities is much broader than just looking at the elements with respect to beneficiaries. 

Yet we decided to operationalize the ATB concept for our research since it is widely known in 

the aid community and also, since we found the idea of ―constant dialogue‖ with host 

communities to be problematic for several reasons. Firstly, ―dialogue‖ seems to be at least as 

vague a concept as accountability. For example, while dialogue is usually thought of as 

comprising mutual (two-way) conversations on an ongoing basis, it does not necessarily 

exclude unilateral, one-time attempts at conveying information. Secondly, organizations did 

not always clearly distinguish between or state their criteria on the choice of involving direct 

beneficiaries in some instances and larger communities in others (cf. section 5.2.2 ―Host 

communities‖ versus beneficiaries).  

We also encountered several conceptual difficulties as a result of our research design which 

took ATB as an approximation of ―constant dialogue‖. We soon realized that the idea of 

dialogue is not equivalent to accountability: while it may be a component of ATB (under the 

element of participation), dialogue does not necessary imply any fundamental change in the 

power imbalance or handing over of control or decision-making. It also misses the 

transparency aspect towards beneficiaries and communities, since they could be engaged in 

dialogue without necessarily being given full information about the resources and intentions 

of the organization. In this sense, while ―dialogue‖ may be connoted as being more long-term 

oriented and participatory than ATB, it lacks both the bottom-up, concrete change element 

and the full disclosure aspect implied by ATB (even if this is rarely seen in practice). 

Therefore, the answers to our research questions which focused on ATB cannot be viewed 

as representing the idea or mechanisms of constant dialogue. 
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5.2.2 “Host communities” versus beneficiaries 

The idea of ―communities‖ and ―widening‖ engagement with them was also problematic. It 

was assumed that if an agency intervenes in the context of a humanitarian crisis, the first 

―round‖ of engagement would be with those most affected and in need of assistance. Later, 

as the crisis situation hopefully stabilizes, the larger community could be engaged in 

dialogue, which is especially important if the agency will have a presence in that area for a 

while (i.e., transition from providing short-term assistance to long-term development 

programs, from ―relief to development‖).  

Almost all organizations said that targeting the wider communities was essential to their 

working modalities, starting as early as in the needs assessments stage. Time constraints 

prevented us from investigating whether organizations distinguished in the implementation of 

concrete ATB mechanisms between those accessible to the larger host community and 

those targeting only immediate beneficiaries. As an example, it was not always clear how 

organizations would respond if members of the larger community used their complaints 

mechanisms to criticize that they are not being served by a program – would they still be 

responsible for responding to this complaint? Would the provision of information about 

distribution criteria be ―sufficient‖?12  

We were surprised that none of the interviewees raised the point that ATB and ‖constant 

dialogue‖ can be seen as strategic vehicles to gain acceptance of the aid agency‘s presence 

within communities, and of gaining cooperation from local leaders and other powerful 

individuals who may facilitate the agency‘s work. More than through participatory methods, 

ATB could through its outreach to larger communities help to transform the passive 

―beneficiaries‖ of aid into communities that work with the aid agency in partnership to design 

and distribute assistance. However, these objectives may not be easy to achieve for multiple 

reasons: firstly, the identification / definition of ―community‖ in any setting and especially 

those involving conflict or natural disaster seems to be difficult, as the ―community‖ is not 

necessarily a natural or static entity but may rather exist only in the eye of the beholder. 

Therefore, difficult choices may have to be made about whom to include and exclude not 

only in the initial distributions of aid but also in the subsequent ―rounds‖ of engagement. 

Furthermore, it may be difficult to explain to ―community members‖ who did not previously 

receive aid why the organizations wishes to engage with them now (but did not earlier), and 

why they should also be interested in building a long-term dialogue. Additionally, the lack of 

core funding for many humanitarian organizations makes long-term development and 

especially building a dialogue with the ―community‖ (which one would imagine requires 

                                                           
12

 Furthermore, it may be critically asked whether the ―involvement of the host community‖ implies the consideration that there 
are more individuals concerned than just project beneficiaries or whether it implies actual grappling with the constitution of the 
local community with its internal tensions and power hierarchies… 
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significant investment of staff time) challenging, even if the will is there to do it. Lastly, there 

is no guarantee that humanitarian crises will stabilize over a given period of time (e.g., armed 

fighting) but may rather be drawn out over extended periods of time, with several intermittent 

―crises‖. Thus, ATB as a tool to gain acceptance and cooperation may not be so easy to 

realize in practice.   

5.3 Organizational features motivating differing views of ATB  

5.3.1 Humanitarian and development contexts in contrast 

We found that the humanitarian context of interventions in contrast to more long-term 

oriented development projects gives rise to different understandings of the concept of ATB 

and how it is integrated into organizations‘ work. As discussed earlier (section 5.1 ATB in the 

context of international aid), the discourse specifically related to ATB seems to have initially 

appeared in the humanitarian sector, and picked up soon after by the development 

community. 

However, as has been highlighted in the findings, some organizations thought that ATB, 

especially in its guises of transparency and participation, clearly grew out of the development 

sector and constituted an attempt to introduce beneficiary engagement and needs 

assessments into contexts where this is more difficult, such as humanitarian responses to 

emergencies. 

CARE says in its Humanitarian Accountability Framework that ―a commitment to accountability 

also demands that we balance the imperative to act with the need to involve people in 

decisions that affect their lives. Consultation can be achieved in all but the most extreme 

cases.‖ (Humanitarian Accountability Framework, p.12) 

 

There seems, however, to be disagreement on this point since other agencies see it as their 

primary responsibility in humanitarian contexts to provide assistance and satisfy basic needs. 

A ―good enough‖ approach to accountability could also mean that it was better to feed, 

shelter and cure populations in ways that are less culturally adept (e.g. giving potatoes 

instead of rice and tents for families instead of same-sex groups or vice versa) rather than 

losing time and risking lives by ―consulting for too long‖. 

Interestingly, quite a number of organizations have had their first experiences with ATB tools 

exactly in this humanitarian context, and for that reason have ATB processes that are better 

developed in these settings. Several of these agencies are currently expanding their 

Humanitarian ATB Frameworks more generally and also for development projects. 

Having said this, we suggest two points to be taken into consideration for further research on 

this topic: first, whether ATB is a tool that is well-suited for guiding the transition between 

humanitarian emergency response contexts to more long-term engagement with 
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development goals and second, to also look at this topic from a ―do no harm‖ perspective (cf. 

Section 5.4.1 Accountability versus Do no harm). 

5.3.2 Linguistic differences and membership in accountability initiatives 

From our research, there did indeed seem to be quite a clear division between ―Anglophone 

and Francophone organizations‖ in terms of their ―buy-in‖ of the accountability and ATB 

concepts in general and accountability /quality initiatives specifically. 

We first came across this ―linguistic‖ divide when researching the initial approximately 200 

NGOs and not finding any proof of accountability commitments or specific policies on most of 

the French and German websites (cf. box below)13. Are Francophone organizations less 

inclined to sign onto quality initiatives? We refuted this hypothesis by looking deeper into the 

existing initiatives (cf. Section 3.1 Selection of the organizations). 

While HAP does have several non-Anglophone member organizations, our suspicion about 

the anglo-francophone divide resulting from these initial findings was underscored by the 

founding history of the Quality Initiative ―Platform Qualité‖ that was formed by several French 

NGOs specifically as a reaction to HAP and Sphere: ―The Quality Platform (QPF) is one 

expression of the opposition to Sphere and the HAP‖. MDM, MSF and Handicap International 

are members (Grünewald et al. 2001: 2).14 

The reason for this divide among ―Anglophone and Francophone organizations‖ is not 

entirely clear. In the next paragraphs, we provide some hypotheses and recommend further 

research to look deeper into this issue since it may reveal substantive differences in 

approaches towards ATB and quality improvement schemes overall. 

Firstly, it has been suggested that there is no perfect translation of ―accountability‖ into some 

languages such as French or German because the concept does not exist in the ―cultural 

tradition‖ of these linguistic groups or rather that they use other terminology and do not see 

the rationale for using the ATB concept. On the one hand this seems plausible, since the 

non-Anglophone organizations in our research all said they were already taking into account 

the beneficiaries‘ views in their everyday work. However, the argument of a lack of 

translatability is not very convincing given that the Francophone organizations we 

interviewed used the French word ―redevabilité‖- along with ―transparence‖ and 

―responsabilité‖ - and found it useful for this purpose or, alternatively, they simply applied the 

English term, as is done with regard to other related concepts such as ―ownership‖.  

                                                           
13

 We did not include Italian, Spanish or any other languages into our research partially due to time constraints and also 
because we focused on well-known international agencies that were most easily accessible to us.  
14

http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/publispe-debating-accountability.pdf 

http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/publispe-debating-accountability.pdf
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Excursus/ Opinion: Most of the organizations following the Francophone tradition prefer the 

English to the French term, since ―redevabilité‖ includes a negative connotation on the ―giver‖ 

side, it implies some sort of erroneous behavior that has to me made up for. The German 

word ―Rechenschaft‖, however, is bare of this connotation. Rather, it implies an element of 

control, of detailed demonstration of what has been done how, when, by whom, etc.  

HAP emphasized that regardless of the language used in conceptualizing ATB, beneficiaries 

have the right to know who is intervening in their lives, for what reasons and whether they can 

trust them. HAP also pointed out that Francophone accountability and quality initiatives use 

similar tools (e.g., code of conduct), even if they might not refer to those as ―standard setting‖. 

 

Case Study – Mapping of the German humanitarian and development NGOs and their 

stance towards Accountability (To Beneficiaries) 

 

 Humanitarian NGOS: Aktion Deutschland Hilft reunites 10 full member organizations and 2 guests 

(among which are the German branches of CARE and Handicap International). They are a 

signatory of the RCRC Code of Conduct and follow the Sphere guidelines. There is no specific 

mention of ATB or a German equivalent (―Rechenschaft‖, ―Rechenschaftspflicht‖) on their website 

as of the time of writing.  

 VENRO is an umbrella organization of development NGOs in Germany. It was founded in 1995 

and unites around 120 organizations. VENRO created a specific Code of Conduct (which is 

followed by the members of Aktion Deutschland) and the majority of other German NGOs. No 

mention of ATB or any German equivalent can be found on their website either. 

After a more thorough look into the websites and policies of the members of Aktion Deutschland Hilft, 

it may be said that:   

 

 Where there is mention of accountability (―Rechenschaft‖), often accompanied by transparency 

(―Rechenschaft und Transparenz‖), it is in terms of financial accountability towards donors and is 

accompanied by some statements regarding the activities undertaken to continuously monitor their 

work and aim at detecting potential for improvement (e.g. Johanniter). 

 An interesting example is Malteser. It is a signatory to the RCRC Code of conduct and follows the 

Sphere and VENRO guidelines and the ―Twelve Basic Rules of Humanitarian Assistance Abroad‖ 

(see below). On their German website, it claims that transparency and responsibility 

(―Verantwortung‖) are key to its work, the latter of which is translated into ―accountability‖ on the 

English version of the website. 

 Quite a number of these NGOs refer to a principle called assistance to self-help (―Hilfe zur 

Selbsthilfe‖) which parts from the notion that affected populations know best how to help 

themselves and improve the situation and ―just‖ need assistance in order to regain control over the 

context. This implies participatory practices as subsumed in the ATB approach (e.g. arche nova 

focusing on the provision of clean drinking water or the hammer forum providing medical 

assistance for children in conflict regions).  

 

The NGO Help states on its website: ―Help takes great care that local participants are not merely 

passive recipients of assistance, but are involved in the planning and formulation of their requirements 

to a feasible degree […], the contributions of local partners and local communities are prerequisites for 

successful project implementation.‖ ―[It] is part of Help's approach to support locally based structures 

able to take over the activities after the project has been finished". This last part points at a notion of 
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sustainability that is often integrated into the ―German‖ approach at engaging in humanitarian and 

development contexts. 

 

An interesting case in itself is Solidaritätsdienst. While in their annual report, accountability is only 

mentioned in relation to donors, the organization follows the VENRO Code of Conduct and has an 

internal complaints management and ombudsman. In their most recent annual report, the practice of 

developing every single project jointly with the communities, is described, attributing best knowledge 

of their needs to local church groups, women‘s associations, etc. Regarding evaluation, it is mentioned 

they have not yet elaborated a system which could compare lessons learned among different projects, 

however it was established practice to always collect feedback after each project and in their work 

regarding the education sector, they have a survey and feedback- discussion system in place. 

 

On the part of the German government, the Ministry of the Exterior has in a working group, 

established the "Twelve Basic Rules of Humanitarian Assistance Abroad"
15

 that claim: 

8. Those providing aid shall be accountable to both the recipients of the aid and those whose donations and 

supplies they accept.  

10. From the very beginning the organizations and state agencies active in humanitarian aid shall involve local 

partners in their planning and measures. 

11. The recipients shall also be involved in organizing and implementing the measures. 

From this, it can be tentatively concluded that just as in the French case, practices in both the 

development and humanitarian context seem to be inclusive of participatory practices. Also, M&E 

seems to take beneficiary needs and opinions into consideration as a factor of project success and 

quality of work. However, neither the label of ―accountability‖ nor ATB nor even the one of 

―participation‖ seems to fit the approach of the German organizations, despite the existence of these 

principles at the government level. Accountability is understood as necessary only towards donors and 

the general public. 

However, this situation is also likely to change, partially through the influence of German branches of 

―Anglophone‖ organizations such as e.g. CARE that might implement it anyways in cases where larger 

organizational cultural factors override specific local concepts. International accountability initiatives 

could also play a role: for example, the Sphere guidelines were recently published in German 

language (August 2011)
16

.  

 

Besides these ―linguistic community‖ aspects, it has also been suggested that in general, the 

non-Anglophone organizations covered by our research were more specialized in the type of 

work they did (e.g., MDM – medical aid) and the types of beneficiaries they worked with (e.g., 

TDH - children). For that reason, specific frameworks such as the medical code of ethics or 

commitments to children already exist to ensure ATB for these organizations. This argument 

does not seem to be entirely plausible since several of the Anglophone organizations that we 

interviewed were also quite specialized in their target audiences (e.g., UNHCR, UNICEF) 

and/or the type of aid they delivered.  

                                                           
15

 http://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/EN/Aussenpolitik/HumanitaereHilfe/Grundregeln_node.html 
16

http://www.entwicklungsdienst.de/news.html?&cHash=e2ca599a287f20c2a67af53a79eda437&tx_ttnews[tt_news]=438  

http://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/EN/Aussenpolitik/HumanitaereHilfe/Grundregeln_node.html
http://www.entwicklungsdienst.de/news.html?&cHash=e2ca599a287f20c2a67af53a79eda437&tx_ttnews%5btt_news%5d=438
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Thirdly, another possible source of variation in organizations‘ attitudes towards ATB could 

also be their founding/underlying culture‘s traditional perspective on New Public 

Management. This introduction of principles from the private into the public sector to improve 

the quality of the government‘s ―service delivery‖ has been embraced by many Anglophone 

countries since the 1980s. However, many non-Anglophone countries in Europe have 

generally opposed the idea of applying private sector principles including efficiency, client-

orientation and accountability to the public sector, which operates on a fundamentally 

different mandate and approach17. 

A related point regarding the different organizational cultural backgrounds is made regarding 

the use of standards. In our research, some ―Francophone organizations‖ have expressed 

the feeling that standards were not flexible enough to allow to respond to the complexities of 

their daily work. They felt more at ease with a process approach, continually adjusting 

―standards‖ according to local needs and conditions. 

Thus, overall, the concept of ATB does seem to be gaining presence in both the Anglophone 

and non-Anglophone aid worlds. While the use of the ―ATB label‖ or accountability concept is 

new to some organizations, the actual process of taking into consideration the beneficiaries‘ 

views and being responsive to their needs, is not. 

5.4 Power relations and potential for harm in accountability efforts  

5.4.1 Accountability versus Do no Harm 

The ―do no harm approach‖18 was developed after Mary Anderson‘s revelation in the late 

1990s of how some aid projects were doing more harm than good and that the primary goal 

of each intervention should hence be to avoid inflicting further damage on the affected 

communities (Anderson, 1999). 

We had initially expected the organizations which focused on humanitarian action (since this 

approach is thought to originate from the context of humanitarian crises in general and 

conflict situations specifically) to raise the implications for ATB suggested by this approach. 

However, it was rarely mentioned, which we found to be surprising given that the two ideas 

reflect different and somewhat contradictory conceptions of the impact of aid: while ATB 

focuses on improving aid that is basically assumed to be good and useful (albeit not perfect), 

the do no harm approach recognizes that the provision of aid may result in negative 

consequences for the communities and societies where aid is provided, especially in conflict 

situations. These implications could also equally apply to ATB mechanisms both in 

humanitarian and development settings, which is why recommended further research to be 

done on this issue. 

                                                           
17

 Cf. Christopher Hood, 1995. He in fact calls this variable ―Englishness‖ (pp.99). 
18

 cf. http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?id=3010 

http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?id=3010
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5.4.2 The many “faces” of power imbalance 

As indicated before (section 4.3.1 Perspective on the Power Imbalance), surprisingly few 

organizations mentioned the power imbalance question between aid agencies and 

beneficiaries in our interviews or even in their documents. Clearly, this was not their main 

rationale for driving forward the ATB concept. Rather, ―soft goals‖ such as building trust and 

treating beneficiaries with dignity and respect, as well as ―strategic goals‖ such as improving 

program quality and responding to donors‘ requirements appeared. 

A potential reversal of the power imbalance was also not mentioned by most of the 

organizations. Rather, there was an implicit assumption that beneficiaries, especially in the 

context of a humanitarian intervention, were victims that could be assisted, manipulated or 

abused by the aid agency which was undoubtedly in a higher position of power. However, 

this is a large and sometimes inaccurate assumption. Anthropologists have documented how 

beneficiaries / community members can consciously and sometimes quite easily manipulate 

aid workers in order to gain access to the NGOs‘ resources, even in humanitarian 

interventions (Scott, 1999; Ferguson, 1990). For example, it is not unheard of for local people 

to befriend foreign aid workers who are sent in to work in a context they do not fully 

understand, and are then convinced by their ―local friends‖ to provide food, build schools, 

wells or deliver other types of aid to the communities that they belong to. In other words, 

beneficiaries essentially go through NGO workers to gain access to resources and aid 

funding that was being ―poured‖ into the country. The concept of ATB does not adequately 

deal with this reversal of power.  

The potential of beneficiaries and communities to counter the power imbalance inherent in 

the system also lies in their capability to undermine existing projects, destroy material project 

sites, aggress staff or induce other security issues creating a situation in which the project 

cannot be continued (cf. Ferguson, 1990). When locals feel that their values are violated and 

structures imposed onto them that are contrary to their most fundamental beliefs, this power 

may be mobilized even by the most vulnerable and (seemingly) least resourceful groups. 

Although many organizations also mentioned the need to reach out to the most marginalized 

groups in the community, they did not mention the risks associated with ATB mechanisms 

which do not achieve this: 

Accountability mechanisms risk reproducing existing power imbalances and local exclusion, 

for instance, by assuming that men's views are representative of ‗the community‘ and not 

taking adequate account of women's views. Other socially excluded groups within 

communities may also be excluded from the influence created by accountability mechanisms, 

such as certain ethnic groups, castes, or the poorest people. Accountability mechanisms are 

therefore not politically neutral and need to make particular efforts to reach out to excluded 

groups and amplify their voices within decision making. This can increase the cost of 
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accountability mechanisms, as different methods and individuals may be needed to engage 

with marginalised (sic!) groups, overcoming multiple barriers. It also increases the complexity, 

as it is unlikely that a single ‗community view‘ can be easily arrived at. (Jacobs & Wilford, 

2010; p. 800). 

 

Going further, what might be termed another risk constellation resulting from changes to the 

existing power structures in situ includes tensions that arise among local groups as a result 

of the arrival and intervention of the aid agency, thereby challenging existing local power 

structures and other coping mechanisms or belief systems that were in place, for example, 

preceding an emergency situation (Oliver-Smith, 1999 on the earthquake in Peru in 1970). 

Excursus/ Opinion: Although our research did not focus on a discourse analysis approach, the terms 

that organizations used to refer to those receiving their aid can indicate the way they conceptualize the 

power relations between these parties. The term ―beneficiary‖ was the most widely used by the 

organizations we contacted and only very few of them seemed to have a problem with using this term. 

Other terms that we encountered included ―populations served‖, ―affected populations / communities‖, 

―victims‖, ―users‖ and, rarely, ―clients‖. These different terms are also indicative of the context in which 

the aid is delivered: for example, medical NGOs are more inclined to speak about their ―patients‖ while 

humanitarian crises and contexts of war may prompt use of the term ―victim‖. 

5.5 The many logics of and for ATB  

5.5.1 ATB – an institutional or individual responsibility?  

Initially, many organizations presented themselves as strong on informal dialogue 

mechanisms and ATB tools in the sense that staff were highly aware of how important it was 

to include the beneficiaries in decisions made about projects aimed at their benefit. However, 

almost all organizations had trouble engaging in or illustrating that there were formal systems 

for these purposes in place. Looking deeper into this, it turned out that especially in the larger 

organizations and/or the ones working with partners or large numbers of national staff, 

uneven levels of awareness and understanding of ATB prevailed within the agency. 

One recurring argument in our interviews was the statement, that ―in the end, ATB is all 

about whether individual staff do their job well or not‖. In other words, almost all 

organizations viewed ATB as the responsibility of individual staff to some extent19, supported 

by the organizational culture and sometimes driven by minimum accountability standards or 

frameworks. However, this raises a potentially dangerous contradiction, as ATB 

mechanisms, especially complaints handling ones, are also a way of providing ―checks and 

balances‖ on the conduct of aid agency staff. This then implies that the ones whose behavior 

is meant to be guided and to some extent controlled by the mechanisms are the same 

people who are responsible for deciding on their design, implementation and use! 

                                                           
19

 As expressed by Jacobs & Wilford (2010), ―by its nature, downward accountability requires personal courage and humility in 
order to listen actively to others, release power, and challenge personal assumptions‖ (p. 803). 
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An important point in this respect was raised (only!) by one organization. In their perception 

of accountability, sanctions and control mechanisms must mandatorily form part of any 

accountability effort. Accountability will be a concept that remains ―on paper‖ if there no 

mechanisms are in place to assure that abuse of power and un-accountable behaviors of 

staff are detected and sanctioned. 

Moreover, it would be interesting to look at the undisputedly crucial importance of staff from a 

psychological perspective and ask how individual staff actually made sense of their work and 

the organization‘s accountability commitments in their daily routines. As Zoe Marriage (2006) 

points out, especially in humanitarian contexts, there is a ―comfort of denial‖ of the actual 

context and circumstances in which aid workers are operating in order to allow them to do 

their sometimes very challenging work in the first place. Marriage argues, there is ―tension 

between the policies claimed and the ability to fulfill them.‖ (p. 488) and hence a ―disconnect 

between the universality professed by aid organizations and the reality of their operations‖ (p. 

480). In the end it is up to aid workers to bridge these divides between discourses and local 

realities. She refers to Mosse who claims that ―Policy discourse generates mobilizing 

metaphors (―participation‖, ―partnership‖, ―governance‖) whose vagueness, ambiguity and 

lack of conceptual precision is required to conceal ideological differences‘ (Mosse, 2005: 

230; emphasis in the original). Thus, ATB might be needed as a label under which aid 

agencies may experiment but only under the condition of it being somewhat vague and 

hence adjustable to local conditions such as cooperation with local NGOs, etc. 

After all, both approaches found among aid agencies – first, the one in which it is an 

institutional, philosophical task that is translated into the organizational culture, and secondly, 

the one which regards it as a set of specific tools and processes to be developed – seem to 

be valid and practiced with varied success. This point resonates with the finding that different 

agencies took different approaches to locating ATB within their organizations. How to best 

―anchor‖ ATB within an organization, in terms of whether to integrate it into the M&E 

department, the Communications unit, individual job descriptions, Accountability Officers and 

Focal points remains an unresolved question. Doubts exist as to whether it is appropriate to 

integrate ATB across functions and levels, or whether it is distinct and ―important‖ enough to 

justify creating specific new functions or units within the organization. 

We find it is a worthwhile question for aid organizations to ask themselves whether they want 

to accept the label of accountability to guide the way they think about their work and structure 

their organizational improvement, or whether it should just be used to spur internal reflections 

but remain at a conceptual level. 
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5.5.2 Tension between upward and downward accountability 

The debate over whether ATB is donor driven or something that agencies themselves 

developed organically has been ongoing since the concept came to light over the recent 

years. To some extent, the question may not be important so long as the end result is one 

that is ―positive‖ for beneficiaries – that is, projects and services that better meet their 

priorities and are responsive to their feedback. Thus, upon first glance, ―upward 

accountability‖ (that aid agencies have towards donors) and ―downward accountability‖ 

(which aid agencies have towards beneficiaries) seem to be compatible, since providing 

assistance to beneficiaries in ways that truly meet their needs should also satisfy donors‘ 

interests on whom the aid agencies depend. However, the relationship between these two 

concepts sometimes plays out differently in reality. As Jacobs & Wilford (2010) have put it:  

Results-based management tools divert field managers‘ attention away from the changing 

realities of people‘s lives and towards pre-designed activities. They encourage NGO staff to 

see social change as linear and predictable; communities as having a single coherent set of 

interests; and NGOs as having inflated influence. Donors and senior managers may judge 

success as being how well staff deliver the specific activities described in initial plans, rather 

than taking a more flexible and adaptive approach. This makes staff less inclined to listen to 

the changing and contested views of different interests in local communities, and less able to 

adapt their work accordingly‖ (p. 800) 

 

As Figure 3 illustrates, while ATB may (in theory) change the power imbalance between 

beneficiaries and aid agencies, it fails to address the disproportionate amount of power that 

donors hold in the provision of aid.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 3 Effects of ATB on the power imbalance 
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In theory, ATB can be seen as an attempt to decrease the power 

imbalance between beneficiaries and aid agencies 
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5.5.3 Accountability towards whom? 

Raised by a surprisingly small number of organizations during our interviews was the 

argument that ATB needed to be viewed in a wider context asking towards whom the 

organizations needed to be accountable to in general. While almost all organizations seemed 

to share the opinion that accountability had in the past been primarily regarded as financial 

transparency towards donors, only a small number of the organizations mentioned that 

improving ATB also implied improving accountability to staff (including local staff and 

volunteers) and thereby further embedding a culture of accountability within the organization. 

For example, external complaints mechanisms for beneficiaries would perhaps function 

better if staff also had an internal complaints handling system. 

CARE mentioned that middle management in some country contexts had been initially 

opposed to the introduction of a complaints system since they saw the treatment and 

response of these complaints as further work for them but especially as encouraging criticism 

of their work and thus threatening their jobs. It was only after some internal advocacy work on 

the benefits of these mechanisms, that the managers recognized the necessity for those 

mechanisms (Learning about accountability from CARE Peru‘s earthquake response, p.2).  

5.6 A re-examination of the components of ATB 

5.6.1 Participation as an “end-all” answer 

Most agencies‘ ATB processes were built on a participatory approach. While this seems to 

make sense insofar as holding agencies to account for delivering against the needs 

expressed by beneficiaries, it also assumes that beneficiaries have a full and complete 

understanding of what their ―needs‖ are and what services they wish to receive from the aid 

agency. This may not be the case in many situations (e.g., medical problems). Such an 

approach also assumes indifference on the agency‘s part, implying that they are not 

concerned with what these criteria are (as long as they fulfill beneficiaries‘ needs), whereas 

in reality agencies certainly have a strong interest in what type of aid they would like to or 

could deliver (cf. Ferguson, 1990; Barnett, 2011). 

This leads to the broader question of how far perceived needs and prescribed goals match 

local realities and how cases where beneficiaries‘ stated needs substantially differ from 

proposed solutions and assistance by the agencies should be dealt with. How much genuine 

beneficiary involvement is wished for after all? How much can be integrated and responded 

to by the aid actors? Taking participation to its extremes would mean that either there were 

no ex ante goals by aid agencies entering into either humanitarian or development situations 

or that a successful intervention would be one not meeting these stated goals but changing 

them according to beneficiaries‘ voices in the process. As already discussed in section 5.5.2 

Tension between upward and downward accountability, this creates new challenges for 

measuring ―success‖, ―impact‖ and other evaluation indicators in these processes – under 
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which criteria may a project be called ―successful‖ (and hence worth donors‘ money) if it does 

not achieve what it initially set out to do? 

Agencies deal with such dilemmas by adopting what Barnett (2011) terms as an essentially 

―paternalistic‖ approach, in the sense of interfering with people‘s liberty on the grounds that it 

is in their best interests. As he describes it, agencies, acting on the moral authority that their 

assumed ―disinterested concern for the suffering of distant strangers‖ (p. 112) bestows upon 

them, intervene to provide assistance and speak on the behalves of populations who are 

assumed to be too weak to help themselves. Thus, the mandate and philosophical 

foundations of most humanitarian agencies consider the ―full‖ participation of beneficiaries to 

be impossible – which is what gives these agencies a reason to exist and act! 

5.6.2 The dangers of transparency 

―Common sense‖ would seem to dictate that transparency should be increased as much as 

possible and include financial as well as all other kinds of information shared with the largest 

possible number of stakeholders. However, it must be asked how much transparency is 

reasonable and at what cost.  

The DRC has seen that information sharing and transparency may, in certain situations, put 

beneficiaries, staff or the entire DRC program at risk. In these cases, "accountability 

exoneration" may be sought by field offices. 

 

Aside from security issues, transparency may also have other counter-productive, adverse 

effects. If criteria, e.g. for food distribution are spelt out clearly, the very criteria may be 

subject of tensions among community members or lead to attempts to fit these criteria, if 

need be by violent or illegitimate means. Local dynamics and traditional ways of handling of 

these issues may be interrupted by the very presence of an outside actor. Increasing 

transparency about their intentions and proceedings may even increase the tensions (cf. 

section 5.4.2 The many ―faces‖ of power imbalance). 

Another dimension of transparency in this context is transparency towards partner 

organizations, donors, the general public and other NGOs/ UN Organizations. In this respect, 

some organizations likely do have their own rationales for not sharing their evaluations with 

others despite a general positive attitude towards peer exchange and learning. 

Transparency towards donors and the general public both requires time and financial 

resources that might be spent differently and adds up to a whole ―counter-bureaucracy‖ 

(Natsios, 2010) of information handling. With some of the organizations that we interviewed, 

there was some level of fear or hesitation over ―opening up‖ the organization to external 

scrutiny, especially to those who were seen as not understanding the complexities and 

pressures of the agencies‘ work. While potentially being helpful towards correcting donor and 
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public perceptions of and expectations towards the aid agencies (cf. section 5.7 

Opportunities opened up by the ATB discourse), increased transparency would also allow 

more room for criticism by these audiences. 

5.6.3 Other ATB components: feedback, including complaints mechanisms 

and M&E 

The sharing of feedback and best practices both internally and with other agencies were 

weaknesses for most of the organizations interviewed. Several of the organizations we 

contacted acknowledged that beneficiaries have little influence over their policies and 

general programs. Furthermore, we did not locate any project examples that provided 

evidence of having integrated beneficiaries‘ feedback and opinions into its design (which may 

be due to the challenges involved in providing such ―proof‖). This suggests that perhaps 

organizations should develop better ways to treat feedback that has been collected through 

various mechanisms instead of continuously developing new mechanisms producing 

feedback that may then not be adequately dealt with. Alternatively, it may also be a result of 

the above-mentioned informal character of many ATB practices: staff actually encouraging 

the reorientation of projects might not have the time and resources to present it as such and 

send it back in the feedback loop towards headquarters. 

Several well-publicized scandals of power abuse by humanitarian and development 

workers20 have increased pressure on organizations to encourage and deal with feedback 

and specifically complaints. However, low levels of complaints reported to headquarters level 

suggest either that the internal level of transparency and information sharing is low or that 

there are no complaints that beneficiaries have (or would wish to) express. The former is 

generally the more likely scenario since reporting negative feedback from beneficiaries to 

more senior levels is not something in the interests of local staff, and this must either be 

incentivized (or controlled!) in some way or the M&E process must be designed to capture 

this. However, organizations must make a choice in terms of how much time and other 

resources they are willing to invest in ensuring that beneficiaries can access complaints 

mechanisms easily and without fear of retaliation or potential withdrawal of aid. 

It has been suggested by some organizations that the best ―home‖ for ATB in an organization 

could be within the M&E process (while recognizing that it must to some extent be integrated 

into all functions). This seems logical, since the purpose of M&E is to ensure that projects are 

accomplishing results that meet the needs of the intended beneficiaries. However, to ensure 

ATB, the M&E function must be flexible enough to take into account changes in project goals 

that respond to changing and/or newly identified needs but are different from what was 
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identified in the initial project plan, and also be sensitive to goals that were pursued in spite 

of evidence which emerged to indicate that the goals were no longer relevant. 

On a related note, several organizations also mentioned training beneficiaries to carry out the 

M&E functions themselves. While this appears to be the logical result of pushing participation 

further at first glance, it also appears to be problematic on several levels: how is it ensured 

that beneficiaries do not come under pressure from local staff to report positive results? How 

can the process be safeguarded from undue manipulation by beneficiaries to obtain things or 

services in their own personal interests, rather than those of the wider community? Are they 

paid, and if so, does this raise a conflict of interest? If not, what are the ethical implications of 

outsourcing ―for free‖ the agency‘s work to those whom it is supposed be serving? 

While these questions must be asked by each organization in reflecting on its own practices, 

the following section discusses some more general challenges and opportunities posed by 

the ATB discourse. 

5.7 Opportunities opened up by the ATB discourse 

ATB might be an important step towards further cooperation and dialogue among aid 

agencies. We regard it as a welcome first step that aid organizations, under the label of 

improving ATB, talk to their implementing partners not only about what to ―deliver‖ to 

beneficiaries but also how to proceed in doing so and even providing them with the 

necessary extra resources (e.g., funding, training). On this note, it is important to not 

overestimate the capacity and will of these local partner organizations in fulfilling attempts to 

impose ―Western‖ ideals on local standards and practices. 

Some organizations such as Oxfam have already used the opportunity offered by the ATB 

topic to bring together their senior and middle management to exchange ideas, and also 

develop processes to further the dialogue between Oxfam and partner staff.  

Furthermore, while larger Western NGOs may thus learn from their implementing partners 

and national staff, there is also room for learning from each other since ATB opens up a 

common ground for dialogue. This has already happened with the Inter Agency Working 

Group of the Emergency Capacity Building Project (2007) and the SCHR Peer Review on 

Accountability to Disaster-Affected Populations (2010). While it may be difficult for 

organizations to deliberate over more general ideas of aid quality and effectiveness or 

perceptions of participation in aid projects, ATB might provide a (seemingly) more narrow 

and apolitical space where best practices may be shared. 

In a similar vein, the ATB concept may serve as a starting point for rethinking relations with 

donors and the general public. Highlighting the importance of building trust, long-term 

relationships and a true understanding of local context and practice may provide an 
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opportunity to advocate for more long-term thinking from donors and the general public and 

thereby help to adapt their expectations for ―results‖ to more realistic time frames and scales. 

With donors especially, it may help to ask for more flexibility in terms of the results-based 

accountability/reporting that donors generally require - which takes staff time and effort away 

from actually interacting with beneficiaries. It may also encourage both the public and donors 

to be more forgiving when they see that mistakes are made by aid providers if they already 

understand that such organizations are making earnest efforts to learn and to improve the 

aid they deliver and its relevance for beneficiaries. However, this idea must be taken forward 

with caution in order to avoid making it appear as a mere marketing tool for aid agencies or a 

way to actually avoid accountability to donors and to the public. 

‖Listen First‖ is a joint pilot project by the organizations Concern and Mango, which uses the 

ATB concept to structure staff accountability and performance assessment processes. It sets 

out a series of example behaviors for field staff in each of four performance areas (providing 

information publicly, involving people in making decisions (participation), listening, and staff 

attitudes and behaviors), setting clear expectations on what downward accountability should 

look like. The framework can be adapted to local circumstances by changing the example 

behaviors for staff, but still allows comparisons to potentially be made across different 

interventions. Eventually, the framework could also be used to report back to donors on the 

agency‘s performance and areas for improvement.  

 
A related issue is the case made by one of the organizations we interviewed, that ATB would 

need to be made into a business case where donors can see the return on investment in 

ATB mechanisms. While good ATB mechanisms are costly (cf. section 5.7 Challenges of 

ATB mechanisms), this approach may be problematic if ATB is instrumentalized by agencies 

simply as a way of raising funds, rather than trying to find funds to specifically implement 

ATB mechanisms or processes that have been identified as needed in order to better assist 

beneficiaries and communities. 

A related point refers to the role of the media in holding aid agencies accountable for the 

ways in which they deliver aid and use their (assumed) power over beneficiaries. Media 

scrutiny may be seen as an ―external ATB mechanism‖ which compels organizations to 

improve their work or risk damaging public exposure. On the other hand, such pressure also 

constrains their space to try new approaches, improve, and make mistakes in the process. In 

this respect, a general culture of transparency both about mistakes made and the utilization 

of ATB practices may in the long run lead to on the one hand, more realistic and honest 

reporting by the media taking into account the multiple challenges that aid agencies face, 

and on the other hand, less fear on the agencies‘ side about the media ―discovering‖ their 

errors. A good example for this, is ―Humanitarian Negotiations Revealed‖, book recently 

(2011) published by MSF, self-critically revealing how some humanitarian ideals prove 

illusory in operations in conflict zones. Another example is Oxfam‘s annual accountability 
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report which highlights not only their achievements in terms of accountability to its various 

stakeholders, but also what it failed to accomplish. 

One last, more specific, potential opportunity of ATB may lie in the potential of new media 

technologies in realizing ATB commitments. Many organizations mentioned that technology 

such as text messaging, call centers, geo-mapping etc. have the advantage of being both 

innovative and sometimes relatively inexpensive attempts to engage beneficiaries. However, 

they may also be criticized for ―dehumanizing‖ the relationship between aid agencies and 

beneficiaries by implementing ATB tools from a distance. Also, so-called ―innovations‖ have 

yet to be tested out systematically at a larger scale, for now remaining as rather sporadic 

projects of limited scope.  

5.8 Challenges arising from the ATB concept 

ATB as a concept poses several challenges to the way that most aid agencies currently 

operate. Firstly, if thoroughly done, i.e. ―thought through to the end‖, transparency and 

accountability are quite costly. Even though some organizations believe that ATB can be 

integrated into existing practices (e.g., staff training) and therefore does not necessarily 

require additional resources, specific mechanisms such as complaints handling processes 

are expensive to design and set up. The question remains whether all of these costs are 

actually ―worth it‖? This can perhaps best be seen with the earlier example of asking whether 

in situations of distress and resource scarcity, staff should be busy informing beneficiaries 

about their rights, collecting complaints and writing ATB assessments or distributing food and 

giving out medicines? Even in longer-term development projects, staff time is often 

constrained and similar trade-offs exist. 

Another challenge seems to be staff skills. As has been pointed out throughout this report, 

the importance of individual staff attitudes and aptitudes to the success of ATB is crucial. For 

this, staff must be selected and trained to be open to new ideas and local demands, as well 

as in their listening, facilitation and decision-making skills. In practical terms, how is this 

demand to be reconciled with the high staff turnover experienced in the field, short-term 

contracts and difficult working conditions? 

The question of security and risk remains, with ATB likely to take secondary priority to such 

concerns. In line with the do no harm approach adopted by many agencies, it is important to 

asses who is actually at risk and in how far specific mechanisms or work routines might 

expose (particularly vulnerable groups of) beneficiaries to special risks. It is also necessary 

to assure safety and protection of the aid workers and organizations themselves which 

include beneficiaries‘ reactions and protests if accountability schemes go wrong. In only one 

interview did we have the opportunity to discuss the risk that beneficiaries might actually 
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revolt and protest against certain practices put in place by the aid agencies. Examples 

abound in academic work, especially anthropological literature (see Gupta, 1999: p. 110), but 

are rarely voluntarily disclosed by the agencies (which might point to a lack of transparency 

about these incidents towards the public - cf. Section 5.6.2 The dangers on transparency and 

section 5.4.2 The many ―faces‖ of power imbalance). 

An obvious discrepancy found in many humanitarian and development projects may also be 

detected with respect to the ATB discourse: official statements likely differ from the practices 

actually implemented in the field. While many organizations claim to have ATB practices in 

place, no policy documents anchor them in an institutionally relevant way and on the other 

extreme, several organizations have produced a number of policy notes and case studies 

thereby concealing the fact that these are but a few ―very best practice‖ cases and far from 

being applied across regions and projects. 

Excursus/ Opinion: Since the organizational systems of lessons learning and documentation 

rely heavily on text and written information but some communities have traditions to pass on 

and preserve local knowledge orally, the aid worker is put in the situation of a mediator and 

translator of cultural practices and might face challenges regarding ways to put ―felt‖ or 

―reported‖ knowledge into evaluation formats and assessments. There might be no box to 

check for a feeling that has developed and even if put into words, it is unlikely to be 

understood in all of its facets at the miles away headquarters (cf. Marriage, 2006).
21

 

5.9 Assessing the concept of ATB 

Following these comments, this section contains our reflections on the ATB concept and its 

potential to increase aid effectiveness. 

5.9.1 ATB as a (powerful) label 

―Let me say this very clearly: the humanitarian act is the most apolitical of all acts, but if its actions and 

its morality are taken seriously, it has the most profound of political implications.‖  

- James Orbinski, received the Nobel Peace Prize on behalf of MSF; MSF, 2000: 79) 

 

While we insinuated earlier that the ATB concept has a strong ―label‖ dimension, we see at 

least two main elements to this conceptualization. Firstly, ATB as a label is a powerful tool for 

organizations to orient better practices and improvement efforts towards achieving more 

effective aid. For some organizations it seems to be a very appropriate approach to naming, 

reflecting and structuring their commitments and work styles, from a more general 

philosophical level to practical realities. Through its quality as a label, it serves to identify a 

certain number of good practices and while it is not always clear-cut and interpretations vary, 

it may still serve as a point of reference, comparison and peer-learning among agencies. 

                                                           
21

 Marriage describes how Sudanese women sang a song, ―You come from Nairobi and London and you just eat and sleep. 
You‘ve never done any work as you don‘t cultivate‖ as aid workers left the village: ―They […] see where NGOS fit into the 
hierarchy, the money when NGO vehicles arrive, and how little is for them; but they sing in Dinka, which is not a language 
spoken by foreign aid workers.‖ (2006: 499). 
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Secondly, ATB as a label seems to be a vehicle depoliticizing some underlying political and 

value judgments. The inherently political process of (re-)distribution of resources is made to 

appear bare of political connotations while it massively intervenes in the political and social 

lives of societies. Viewing development and humanitarian assistance in terms of ―service 

delivery‖, collecting and disseminating feedback on aid agencies‘ performance and 

―customer satisfaction‖ is a distorted view of the issues at stake. This is in line with 

Ferguson‘s argument of development being an ―anti-politics machine‖, apparently 

depoliticizing certain actions while carrying out a hidden political agenda (Ferguson, 1990). 

5.9.2 ATB as a futile attempt to repair the broken feedback loop 

Some patterns of information flows and power structures can be viewed as inherent in the 

way the contemporary aid system is designed. The existence of the ―broken feedback loop‖ 

has been widely acknowledged, which allows several intermediaries to intervene at different 

levels between the donor and the recipient of assistance so that they never actually interact 

or hear from each other in the way that the market or democratic regimes bring together 

vendors and buyers or elected officials and citizens (Maartens, 2004). 

An important issue raised by this conception of the aid system is the highly asymmetrical 

distribution of power among all of these actors. Looking at only the relationship between the 

aid agency and beneficiaries as discussed above ignores the agency‘s other key 

relationship: the donor to whom it ―traditionally‖ owes response and accountability (cf. section 

5.5.2 Tension between upward and downward accountability). 

As illustrated in Figure 4, ATB might be perceived by some organizations to address this 

asymmetry by giving more decision-making power and ownership to beneficiaries and 

thereby creating an artificial connectedness aimed at closing the feedback loop. 
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Figure 4 Flows in the Aid System and ATB as an attempt to repair the broken feedback loop 

 
However, most likely, ATB can only drive forward some values related to the goals 

formulated in the spirit of aid effectiveness, rather than dramatically modifying the problems 

posed by the donor-intermediary-beneficiary constellation. 

5.9.3 ATB – A trend or the future of aid commitments? 

Accountability and the ATB discourse seem to fit nicely in the current Post-Paris Declaration 

state of reflexivity and shifting ownership (but not necessarily power) to the populations 

requiring assistance. For example, it resonates strongly with various strands that may be 

recognized in the development literature such as the claim that ―the poor know best what‘s 

good for them‖22 and also that local knowledge should be valorized (cf. Revet, 2006 for 

emergency situations). 

It also became apparent in the course of our research that ATB is quite significant for aid 

agencies and currently gaining momentum, thus unlikely to simply be a ―trend‖ that might 

disappear soon. However, there is a chance that other buzzwords from this ―accountability 

cloud‖ may gain prominence and shift priorities in these discourses. 

Since we have shown above (cf. 5.1 ATB in the context of international aid) that the 

discourse of accountability is increasingly used in international declarations about aid and 

assistance, and elements of ATB are also reflected in principles and standards formulated 

therein, the potential of the label of ATB to unite organizations around common commitments 

to the populations they serve, should be examined. 
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Regarding this question, we would suggest that definitions and perceptions of ATB are too 

varied to allow for a wider agreement or ratification of such an ―ATB declaration‖ among aid 

actors. This prediction is also based on the fact that aid agencies seem to favor developing 

their own respective Accountability Frameworks instead of taking on existing ones provided 

through or facilitated by existing accountability initiatives. The use of such a declaration 

would also be quite limited since agencies‘ experiences with engaging in ATB have shown 

the value of considering local cultural conditions and looking at each context separately – 

with good tools, yes, but more importantly with well trained and dedicated staff. 

Finally, one problem remains which may not be solved by an ―ATB declaration‖ nor any other 

document – how are these intentions and standards implemented in the contexts for which 

they are proposed? After the declarations and besides the policy documents, what is ATB, 

really and for whom? 
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6. Conclusion 

―A memorandum is written not to inform the reader but to protect the writer.‖ 

— Dean Acheson 

It is clear from our research that the ATB concept has been gaining momentum within the 

international humanitarian and development assistance communities, both from the 

perspective of donors and aid agencies. There seems to be no clear cut distinction on which 

ATB efforts are more likely to be undertaken by actors of one rather than the other sector 

(development/ humanitarian). Definitions, approaches and concrete mechanisms vary, with 

some common elements found across most agencies. Overall, agencies believe they have 

good participatory practices in place but are less confident about how successful they are in 

information sharing and feedback (especially complaints) gathering in their projects. There is 

also still room for improvement of M&E and the institutionalization of lessons learned. 

Even organizations that have been sceptical towards what they perceive to be ―fashionable‖ 

concepts such as ATB admit to feeling pressure to participate in this ―fashion‖, although they 

also maintain that accountability is integrated into all of their practices. 

It is clear that aid agencies and donors are motivated to provide assistance that is useful and 

appropriate wherever they intervene, as can be seen by the various international 

commitments to aid effectiveness, as well as in the mandates of the aid agencies 

themselves. ATB is but one of the latest manifestations of this general reasoning. It provides 

a welcome platform for agencies to increase dialogue between themselves and internally 

across different levels and regions of the organization, as well as potentially improve 

relationships with donors, the general public and the media. 

However, we questioned the type of ―accountability‖ that seems to have emerged from an 

ongoing debate in which the voices of the beneficiaries themselves are conspicuously 

absent. Are practices classified under this label to truly increase beneficiary involvement and 

participation, or is it a way for agencies and donors to protect themselves from accusations 

of ineffective/ inappropriate aid and abuse of power by aid workers? Perhaps it is both.  

Barnett‘s (2011) conception of humanitarianism as paternalism, the issue of the broken 

feedback loop, the tensions between upward and downward accountability and the power 

imbalance that is assumed to exist between the providers and beneficiaries of aid – all of 

these also continue to be significant issues that the ATB ―label‖ is incapable of addressing, 

perhaps specifically because it is based on an apolitical conception of aid and aid agencies, 

when it is clear that these are both deeply political entities.  
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8. Annex 1 Interview findings by organization 



Annex 1 Table 1: Accountability Styles Research Project on ATB Dec. 2011

Organization Institutionalization (since when, why and how?) Definition of accountability Perception of ATB (general) Engagement with larger host communities Collection and use of feedback

CARE Since 2006, CARE has a department dealing with "Program Quality and 

Accountability". ATB started to be introduced in the organization in 2007 

with the participation in the Inter Agency Working Group/ Emergency 

Capacity Building Project and the subsequent development of the Good 

Enough Guide. Accountability however is part of CARE's culture (as can 

be seen in the participatory approach and also Monitoring and 

Evaluation with an Evaluation Framework pre-dating the Humanitarian 

Accountabiltity Framework (pilot: 02/10)). The concept is around for at 

least 10 years.

“Accountability is both a means for CARE to improve the relevance, quality and impact of our work, and an end in 

itself” (Humanitarian Accountability Framework). "We define accountability as the means by which we fulfill our 

responsibilites to our stakeholders and the ways in which they may hold us to account for our decisions, actions 

and impacts. We strive to be accountable to all our stakeholders, but first and foremost to the poor, vulnerable and 

disaster affected people and communities with whome we work, especially women and girls." (CARE Wiki). There 

are 5 components to it which must all be in place simultaneously for Accountability to work: 1) Leadership/ 

governance, 2) Transparency/ information sharing, 3) Participation, 4) Complaints and feedback, 5) Design, 

monitoring and evaluation.

CARE uses the "Good Enough" Approach to accountability, acknowledging limitations in capacity and time, especially 

in emergencies. Accountability is also a tool of impact measurement since it provides a synthesis of the feedback from 

the beneficiaries. The drive for ATB did not come initially from donors: all CARE country offices already had ATB issues 

on their agenda when the concept became popular with them. The Humanitarian Accountability Framework was 

drafted in an attempt to draw together all the existing quality and accountability commitments.

All ATB tools must target the larger host communities. The organization 

must be accountable to both those who receive aid and those who do not, at 

least by being transparent and establishing clear criteria (through 

consultation) on which these decisions are based.

CARE has the "Rapid Accountability Review" and "After Action Review" tools. All feedback is 

collected at the country office level. CARE is in the process of setting up a system to have this 

feedback beyond country level (to monitor the types of complaints along with the reports, to follow 

up on decisions taken at other policy levels, to extend control to leadership). 

DANISH REFUGEE 

COUNCIL (DRC)

Accountability and good practices for it have existed in DRC for many 

years. Since the early 2000s, DRC has been in contact with HAP and 

became the second organization to be accredited according to the HAP 

standard 2007. This allowed for a bigger prominence and structured 

approach to accountability in the organization. 

Accountability consists of three components: 1) information, 2) participation and 3) complaints handling and 

redress mechanisms.

"In DRC we wish to be accountable. Not just to our donors and membership, but – most importantly, to those we try to 

assist." (Humanitarian Accountability Framework). This has an ethical dimension to it ("we have to listen to them") and 

a quality dimension (to improve the quality of DRC's operations).

Community projects are aimed at involving the whole community. However, 

in some contexts, this may not be feasible especially when exposing 

beneficiaries or putting them at risk (security question). In relief programs 

such as food instribution, the host community approach cannot be used, so 

ATB tools are much weaker.

DRC has an internal planning, reporting and evaluation framework for country programmes. Among 

the evaluations, there is an annual review cycle bringing feedback from the project to the 

programme level and via HQ back into new project formulation. The annual reviews include a check 

of the accountability performance and complaints receipt. The main part of this review consists of 

lessons learned. Also, a meta-evaluation of all these (and external) evaluations is done and 

discussed in the annual meeting of field directors.

INTERNATIONAL 

COMMITTEE OF 

THE RED CROSS 

(ICRC)

Accountability has always been “part of the mandate/ cahier des 

charges” of the ICRC, but the concept of accountability with its different 

components is only in use for about ten years. While the organization 

was thus always concerned with accountability, it did not assign clear 

responsibilities to units but it was up to individuals to act under this label. 

The term accountability was first introduced as “accountability towards 

donors” in the mid-1990s (especially regarding financial control); ,ATB 

has gained presence in the institution since about 2008. The ATB 

concept is likely to originate from the development rather than, 

humanitarian world, where participation has been practiced for a long 

time.

There is no institutional definition of ATB and the ICRC is still in the process of developing an institutional, 

formalized definition of Accountability in general. Accountability is understood to comprise elements of 

responsibility and control.

Accountability may be modelled as a triangle including accountability towards: 

! the mandate (this includes beneficiaries and stakeholders included)

! performance

! ethics

ICRC's corporate management framework is currently being revised: one of the elements is accountability and 

mapping of the term accountability. Accountability here is perceived as towards beneficiaries, populations and other 

stakeholders (such as local authorities). But capturing it in terms of "towards" only, means missing part of the broader 

topic. ICRC is currently mapping what exists in terms of implementation, control and sanctions, since a system of 

controls and sanctions is perceived as essential for accountability. ICRC questions if it is necessary to put ATB 

mechanisms in place that are labelled as such. It believes it already has mechanisms and processes in place that 

serve this purpose, but are not labelled this way. ATB is perhaps too simple minded as accountability should not be 

narrowed down to either beneficiaries or donors. There is a clear link between internal organization and external 

accountability, visible e.g. in the Human Resources policy. 

Engaging with the larger host communities is essential to the ICRC’s 

modalities of work, following a holistic approach. The ICRC resists the 

categorization of victims. By definition, consideration of the larger 

communities is included in the needs assessments.

Complaints are collected and reports written at the field level (according to what is stated in the 

Terms of Reference), however this information is not necessarily centralized. Nor is the approach 

consistent among the offices. In a second step, an institutional evaluation is done at the ICRC 

Secretariat. Evaluations are focused on utilization, they are used as a tool and not as a proof. They 

are strictly internal and not done from a pure accountability perspective. Very comprehensive 

reviews are done sporadically. The evaluation function is being revised and might include 

accountability elements in the future.

INTERNATIONAL 

FEDERATION OF 

RED CROSS AND 

RED CRESCENT 

SOCIETIES (IFRC)

Accountability is engrained in the RCRC Fundamental Principles (1956) 

and as well in its Code of Conduct for disaster response (1994). The 

focus on accountability to beneficiaries within the IFRC has increased 

since the tsunami operation (2004). IFRC has always had a department 

dealing with Monitoring and Evaluation/ Performance and Accountability 

which regards itself as contributing to Accountability through M&E. Its 

mission is: "uphold quality performance and accountability at IFRC 

through support in planning, monitoring and, evaluation." (Strategic 

Framework for Planning and Evaluation Department, Internal document)

"IFRC commits itself to openness in monitoring and reporting; transparent information sharing; meaningful 

beneficiary participation; effective and efficient resource use; creating systems for lessons learning; and 

developing feedback mechanisms for those people we serve, those who entrust us with resources for action and 

for those who we work with.” (Strategy 2020, p.31)

Accountability is not the responsibility of a particular department but of everybody's work (e.g Human Resources, 

Finance). Accountability is about respect and has a number of dimensions, which are phrased as principles in Strategy 

2020: compliance, coverage, quality, efficiency, impact. ATB is indeed donor driven.

Depending on the program type, host communities are "made into 

beneficiaries". While some programs such as shelter distribution are 

intended for those who are most directly affected, awareness programs 

necessarily target every member of the host community.

Feedback is collected depending on the project. Generally, there are Field Assessment and 

Coordination Teams. In IFRC's MIS (management information system), National Societies portray 

what they have been doing. This is a way to give beneficiaries a voice. Required evaluations 

include: Baseline study, final evaluation, independent final evaluation, midterm evaluation/ review, 

real-time evaluation, potentially joint evaluations and meta-evaluations. Management-Response 

Teams respond to the recommendations made and report in a reliable, timely, and public manner. 

(Evaluation Framework)

MEDAIR Accountability became a focus internally at least since 2000. As a 

Christian organization, values reflect the way the organization tries to 

run its projects – accountability is one of these values, and therefore 

something to be built into all processes.

Accountability means the involvement and consultation of beneficiaries from the beginning and treating them with 

dignity. Definition of accountability in general: "we are committed to employ best practices in our management and 

operations, pursuing excellence in all we do. We make ourselves accountable to our supporters, our staff, and 

those we serve, and seek input from them to help us improve our activities and procedures" (Organizational 

values section of the website)

ATB should be part of the way the organization works. Beneficiaries deserve to be treated as human beings with 

dignity. Medair remains committed to the principle of ‘downward accountability’ to beneficiaries in order to balance 

‘upward accountability’ to donors and government institutions.

Medair is engaging well with larger host communities in its longer-term 

reconstruction projects, where even those who are not direct beneficiaries of 

Medair's work are aware of Medair, what it does and how to contact them. 

Engaging the larger community in emergency interventions / humanitarian 

relief settings is more challenging.

The local accountability focal point and field communciations officer collect feedback at the project 

level. Some of the health questionnaires do touch on these issues. The accountability focal point at 

HQ also receives questions and asks for updates in emails or when (s)he visits the field. Distributes 

best practices as they come across them. This year, they will be updating the monitoring and 

evaluation guidelines to incorporate beneficiary accountability. 

MEDECINS DU 

MONDE (MDM)

Accountability has been part of their reflections already before 2000. 

The concept is very present in the organization and one of the essential 

points of MDM's approach.

MDM uses the French term "redevabilité" and the English "accountability" which they feel is a bit clearer. Often, 

they refer to it simply as "transparency", since accountability implies: financial transparency (towards partners and 

beneficiaries), transparency at field level, transparency of choices made, participation and access to information. 

ATB is thought of as a behaviour and an attitude. Its goal is to enable "citizen action" in the democratic sense that 

people may influence policies through their vote. ATB is a key thread in all of MDM's work and an element of the 

quality of work. ATB is hence an important element of MDM's activities, but just one among others such as human 

resources, communications, financial transparency, etc. 

Larger host communities are considered but MDM does not, generally, 

engage directly with the beneficiaries. This process is done through the 

training of health professionals, who then reach out to the larger community.  

Evaluations follow a participatory approach. The terms of reference specifially include the 

involvement of community members in the evaluation. The evaluation surveys are done in a 

participatory manner but information obtained through the evaluations may not always be fed back 

to the beneficiaries. However, usually it is fed back to the field level and the health ministries, where 

applicable. 

OXFAM Since the mid-2000s, it has become a norm that all programs take 

accountability towards beneficiaries and partners into account. "By being 

more accountable to beneficiaries, humanitarian response programmes 

can have substantially greater impact, can help affected communities 

recover more quickly, and can lay stronger foundations for sustainable 

development" (Policy Note on Humanitarian Accountability).

"Accountability is the process through which an organisation balances the needs of stakeholders in its decision-

making and activities, and delivers against this commitment.  Accountability is based on four dimensions: 

transparency, participation, learning and evaluation, and feedback mechanisms that allow the organisation to give 

account to, take account of, and be held to account by stakeholders."  (Matrix - Accountability to People and 

Communities) 

ATB is seen as an effective route to quality programming but Oxfam would work in ways that are accountable anyway 

because (a) it is, morally, the right thing to do and (b) it is one of its core values - along with empowerment and 

inclusiveness. "Accountability lies at the core of Oxfam’s values. In our humanitarian, development and campaigning 

work, we strive to help people in poverty to know and demand their rights, and to hold to account those in power 

(including ourselves and other NGOs, as well as employers, landowners, local and national governments, etc). For 

Oxfam to call for greater accountability from others, we must be accountable ourselves." “We hold ourselves primarily 

accountable to people living in poverty, but we take our accountability to all stakeholders seriously, and continuously 

strive to balance their different needs. Increased accountability will be achieved and demonstrated through respectful 

and responsible attitudes, appropriate systems and strong leadership” (2010 Accountability Report).

Generally Oxfam engages with larger host communities - Oxfam and 

partners try to talk to all stakeholders in most of the circumstances in which 

they intervene as this simplifies the next steps. However, there is no 

verification process for this to ensure or prove this done.  When the 3 step 

process is used (cf. concrete mechanisms), talking to members of the wider 

community is emphasized as a really valid source of information and 

opinion.

Most feedback and complaints are considered at a local level, and not reported centrally. Trying to 

encourage  Regional Centres to report serious complaints to HQ.

Currently, policies are not influenced by partners or beneficiaries. Programs may be influenced by 

partners to a fair degree (less so by beneficiaries). (E.g., 3 step process piloted in Haiti, Ethiopia 

and Pakistan humanitarian responses yielded results that have influenced programme 

implementation and direction.) 

Projects are quite influenced by both beneficiaries and partners. 

TERRE DES 

HOMMES (TDH)

Existing practices have been captured at some point by the term 

"accountability". The French term for accountability (redevabilité) is not 

very visible within TDH. It is (only) mentioned in the strategic plan of 

2011-2015. 

"TDH organisations are accountable to children for delivering quality work and monitoring its impact." 

Accountability consists of three components: 1) transparency, 2) participation, 3) feedback. 

Accountability and ATB are fashionable concepts at the moment amongst NGOs and IOs. TDH believes in these 

concepts (even if they are not always labelled as such) and do try to improve their work in these terms.

It is aimed at involving the wider communities. "In order to consolidate its institutional memory, bringing together and sharing what it learns through 

its successes and failures, Terre des hommes has placed strategic priority on the progressive 

implementation of a system of capitalization on several levels: 1) Capitalization by project cycle: 

created by field teams on one or more experiences related to a project. 2) Thematic capitalization: 

through a system of resource personnel specialised in the priority intervention areas defined in the 

Foundation’s strategic plan." (TDH website)

New mechanisms are developed mostly as a result of initiatives on the field. Sometimes, HQ 

suggests to the field teams the reinforcement of certain aspects. 

UNHCR Both the UNHCR Code of Conduct and UNHCR's framework for Age, 

Gender and Diversity Mainstreaming (AGDM) - the 2 main accountability 

initiatives - were introduced in 2002.

"Accountability is defined by UNHCR as a commitment to deliver results for populations of concern within a 

framework of respect, transparency, agreed feasibility, trust, delegated authority, and available resources. 

Correspondingly, UNHCR's aim is to build a modern system of accountability that is sufficiently robust and 

comprehensive to respond to the different accountability requirements expected of today's international 

multilateral organizations." (Türk & Eyster, 2010) 

ATB is not just specific actions, but the way in which populations are served. In this sense, it does not necessarily 

require more resources. ATB has both institutional and individual dimensions - both depend on staff attitudes and how 

they try to act accountably to all stakeholders. When working with partners, it is important not to try and simply 

"delegate" ATB to them but rather try to share the responsibility with them. Agencies must make their accountability 

expectations clear to partners and help them in building capacity to meet those expectations. 

Identifying and working with particularly vulnerable / marginalized groups in 

the community is especially important for UNHCR to fulfill its mandate. As 

refugees also have a large impact on the communities to which they move, 

the feelings and needs of host communities must also be taken into account 

in designing UNHCR's programs.

Feedback is collected via ongoing M&E activities. Policy Development and Evaluation Service 

(PDES), which is committed to the systematic analysis and assessment of UNHCR projects, 

programmes, practices and policies, was also launched as a way to delve into cross-cutting issues 

that do not necessarily have a “home” within any of the other divisions. 

Complaints are managed using a computer-based inspection handling system that tracks all 

complaints globally. Weekly analysis runs on this, which has revealed that most complaints should 

be dealt with at the country level. UNHCR's mechanisms for reporting sexual abuse are quite 

effective, but need to be expanded to allow for feedback on all aspects of UNHCR's engagement. 

UNICEF ATB is seen as a key issue at least since the late 1990s. It was 

developed along with UNICEF's "Core Commitments for Children" 

(CCCs) in Humanitarian Action, which were initially created  in 1998 and 

reviewed in 2004 and 2010.

"Accountability is the obligation to demonstrate that work has been conducted in accordance with agreed rules 

and standards, and that performance results have been reported fairly and accurately". Also premised on its 

mandate “to advocate for the protection of children’s rights, to help meet their basic needs and to expand their 

opportunities to reach their full potential”. "Working with other United Nations agencies and implementing 

partners, UNICEF is accountable to programme countries, including target populations, and donors to achieve 

results for children and women. This is contingent upon a mutual accountability among partners." (ECOSOC 

report on UNICEF's accountability system). This mandate is reinforced by the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1990), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979), the 

UNICEF mission statement (1996), the Millennium Declaration (2000), and the recommendations from the 

General Assembly resolution (62/208) on the triennial comprehensive policy review (TCPR) of operational 

activities for development of the United Nations system (2007).

ATB rests primarily with country offices and is shared with implementing NGOs. UNICEF tries to establish collaborative 

relationships and partnerships with other organizations and ensure they report back to UNICEF in transparent and 

accountable ways.

UN needs assessment procedure mandates looking at both directly and 

indirectly affected populations to get a broader picture of the situation. It is 

essential for UNICEF to examine the situation of the most vulnerable 

groups, including in its evaluations. 

Feedback is mainly collected via evaluations at global and local levels (here, beneficiaries are 

interviewed). CCC criteria are used in carrying out evaluations of humanitarian action. All 

evaluations are publicly accessible to ensure transparency and validated by an external company to 

assure quality. Key actors are identified to respond to certain recommendations and it is stated by 

when they have to respond in the management response. Evalulations office works with the 

research office and knowledge management units for disseminating best practices / lessons 

learned through internal communications throughout the whole organization. Partners also send 

regular performance management reports to UNICEF, who then reports back to donors.
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Organization

CARE

DANISH REFUGEE 

COUNCIL (DRC)

INTERNATIONAL 

COMMITTEE OF 

THE RED CROSS 

(ICRC)

INTERNATIONAL 

FEDERATION OF 

RED CROSS AND 

RED CRESCENT 

SOCIETIES (IFRC)

MEDAIR

MEDECINS DU 

MONDE (MDM)

OXFAM

TERRE DES 

HOMMES (TDH)

UNHCR

UNICEF

Self-Assessment of ATB performance (how well does the org see itself in practicing ATB?) Perspective on HAP Other Accountability Commitments Accountability-related documents

CARE sees itself as good at implementing participatory practices. Complaints and feedback mechanisms are 

more difficult. They have a "Standing Team (of quality and accountability specialists)" of deployable staff who 

advise country offices on the specific mechanisms they may put in place and train staff on best practice tools. In 

any decision made within CARE and having implications for the community level, a beneficiaries' perspective is 

included. A lot of Accountability tools are already out there such as staff training (competency frameworks) and 

Monitoring and Evaluation.

CARE is a full HAP member, but not accredited. It is not intended to 

become certified. However, the Secretariat in Geneva has done a 

baseline analysis. CARE is considering to certify country offices but 

no concrete steps have been undertaken.

Sphere board member. ALNAP member. People in Aid 

member (since 2008). Emergency Capacity Building 

Project lead member (developed Good Enough Guide). 

SCHR member. The Code of Conduct for the 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 

and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) in 

Disaster Relief. INGO Accountability Charter.

1) CARE's Humanitarian Accountability Framework 

http://expert.care.at/downloads/careexpert/CARE_International_HumanitarianAccountabilityFramework.pdf 2) Forward Accountability Implementation 

Guidelines by CARE Ethiopia http://edu.care.org/Documents/Forms/DispForm.aspx?ID=516 3) Common Humanitarian Accountability Framework for IWG 

Agencies http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/22_accountability_framework.pdf 3) Terms of Reference for the Standing Team (Emergency Capacity Building 

Project) http://qualityandaccountabilitynetwork.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/view/Standing+Team+ToR_Revised+27+June+2010+-

+Draft+2+2.doc/217250746/Standing%20Team%20ToR_Revised%2027%20June%202010%20-%20Draft%202%202.doc 4) CARE's Evaluation Policy 

http://www.care-international.org/Accountability/View-category.html 5) CARE's external evaluation reports http://www.careevaluations.org/default.aspx 6) A 

number of resources are available at the CARE Wiki http://qualityandaccountabilitynetwork.care2share.wikispaces.net/home, including the CARE 

Emergency Toolkit http://www.careemergencytoolkit.org/home/ 7) Case Study: Learning about accountability from CARE Peru’s earthquake response 

http://qualityandaccountabilitynetwork.care2share.wikispaces.net/file/detail/Sample+Summary+of+Case+Study+and+Lessons+Learned+-+Peru.doc

Some years ago, they were the one of the first organizations active in this field, and fortunately the DRC has seen 

other organizations overtake them. DRC is highly reflective about its ATB practice and has an Accountability 

Improvement Plan to address the parts to be improved such as the learning from past experience component. 

DRC has a very participatory practice that works well in daily dialogue situations but complaints mechanisms must 

still be improved.

DRC is a full certified HAP member (first according to the HAP 

standard 2007, then re-certified in 2010). HAP Benchmarks are 

used to structure the organization's accountability commitments. 

Corrective Action Requests are used to improve implemented 

Accountability mechanisms.

ALNAP member. People in Aid member (since 2011). 

The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross 

and Red Crescent Movement and Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs) in Disaster Relief. DRC Code of 

Conduct.

1) Humanitarian Accountability Framework (combining all commitments the DRC has made to its stakeholders. It contains a "global" and a "field" level.) 

http://www.drc.dk/relief-work/how-we-work/humanitarian-accountability-framework/ 2) Accountability Improvement Plan http://www.drc.dk/relief-work/how-

we-work/humanitarian-accountability-framework/ 3) In the DRC Programme Handbook 2008, Annex A15 gives an overview of accountability obligationsat 

the project, programme and HQ levels. They are organized according to HAP Benchmarks. 4) Guide for field information to beneficiaries and stakeholders 

(internal document). 5) Complaints mechanism handbook 

http://www.drc.dk/fileadmin/uploads/pdf/IA_PDF/HAP/complaints_mechanism_handbook_2008.pdf 6) Report on review of complaints mechanism in 

Danish Refugee Council Programmes, North Caucasushttp://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/m190-DRC%20Caucasus%20Complaints-

handling%20Evaluation.pdf

ATB is gaining increasing importance within the organization. The participatory approach and accountability in 

general is part of the ICRC’s working modalities (e.g., following up with detainees and authorities is part of ICRC 

detention delegates' jobs). It is certainly a basic individual responsibility. They lack measurements and proof to 

support their claim to be accountable to their beneficiaries. ICRC still needs to improve the systematization of their 

efforts and the control mechanisms in place.

HAP is known to the ICRC but it is not a member. HAP and ATB in 

general have the connotation of being labels, the ICRC prefers its 

own conceptualization of accountability. 

ALNAP member. SCHR member. The Code of Conduct 

for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement and Non-Governmental Organisations 

(NGOs) in Disaster Relief. 

1) ICRC strategy 2007-2010: http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/strategy-2007-2010.htm 2) FORUM War and Accountability (2002): 

http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/publication/p0808.htm 3) Systématique des visites aux personnes privées de liberté : l’expérience du CICR 

http://www.icrc.org/fre/resources/documents/article/other/detention-visits-article-300906.htm

The IFRC is strong in Monitoring and Evaluation, which include real time evaluations and end-of-operations 

assessments. One of the four key purposes of Evaluation at the IFRC is to "uphold accountability and 

transparency" (Evaluation Framework). There is also a quite good framework on lessons learning. 

The IFRC is not a HAP member. They are neutral to HAP, they have 

loose contacts but no plans to become certified.

ALNAP member. Sphere board member and hosting its 

secretariat. SCHR member. The Code of Conduct for 

the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement and Non-Governmental Organisations 

(NGOs) in Disaster Relief.  

1) Strategy 2020 http://ifrc.org/Global/Publications/general/strategy-2020.pdf, 2) Program Evaluation: Beneficiary Communication in Haiti 

http://www.ifrc.org/en/publications-and-reports/evaluations/?&z=&r=&co=SP249HT&c=&ti=&mo=&ty=&fd=&td=&fy=&tyr=, 3) IFRC Framework for 

Evaluation http://www.ifrc.org/Global/Publications/monitoring/IFRC-Framework-for-Evaluation.pdf, 4) Building strong National Societies: Our common 

endeavour. A comprehensive framework, including mention of the Federation-Wide Databank & Reporting System and an Online Learning Platform. 

(internal document) 5) Mid-term review "Learning from the Tsunami" (2007) http://www.ifrc.org/Global/Publications/disasters/tsunami/tsunami-findings-

overview.pdf

The organization is doing a good job of being accountable to beneficiaries. Field staff may not put the label of 

“accountability” on all of their actions (that do in fact belong under this heading) but are rather just doing things 

that are “normal” for Medair. However, there is room for improvement and Medair may not be the best agency out 

there in implementing ATB.

Medair is a HAP member. They generally agree with HAP principles 

and standards, but do not carry out HAP style audits (because they 

have chosen to take the ISO 9001 certification route instead).

People in Aid member (since 2003). Contributed to 

writing of "The Good Enough Guide". The Code of 

Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Movement and Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs) in Disaster Relief. 

1) Page 5 of 2010 annual report http://www.medair.org/uploads/media/Medair_AR10_EN_web_2.pdf. 2) Case Study:  Medair Somalia/ Somaliland 

Beneficiary Accountability Update for 2009 http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/medair-somalia-somaliland-beneficiary-accountability-update-for-

2009.pdf 3) Accountability under pressure (interview): http://www.medair.org/nc/en/infochanel/news/detail/print/article/accountability_under_pressure/ 4) 

Being Accountable to the People of Madagascar (article): 

http://www.medair.org/nc/en/infochanel/news/detail/article/being_accountable_to_the_people_of_madagascar/ 5) HAP case study - Medair Madagascar 

Beneficiary Accountability Update for 2009 http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/medair-madagascar-beneficiary-accountability-update-for-2009.pdf 6) 

2009 Accountability workplan: http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/medair,-2009.pdf 7) HAP BENEFICIARY ACCOUNTABILITY UPDATE FOR 2008: 

MEDAIR INDONESIA http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/medair-ind-case-study-2008-maw.pdf 8) HAP BENEFICIARY ACCOUNTABILITY UPDATE 

FOR 2008: MEDAIR AFGHANISTAN http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/medair-afg-case-study-2008-maw.pdf 9)Also to read: 

http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/final-lit-review-crm-final-april-22-2010.pdf 10) See also Good Enough Guide.

MDM regards itself as having all essential elements of ATB in place. Head Offices share reflections, documents 

and lessons learned on topics such as accountability. The whole project cycle follows a participatory approach: 

Needs assessment, Intermediate evaluation, Definition of the target population, Evaluation, eventually 

reorientation of the project based on the previous steps.

MDM is not a HAP member. However, they know HAP and make 

regular use of the documents that HAP produces. MDM is not 

considering membership since it is already involved in many 

networks.  

The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross 

and Red Crescent Movement and Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs) in Disaster Relief. Member of the 

Quality Platform.

NN

Oxfam thinks (and can prove) that it is 'better' at the participative and M&E dimensions of ATB than the 

transparency and feedback dimensions. The SCHR peer review has revealed that it has the policies in place to be 

more accountable, as well as practical tools to offer guidance to field staff. There are already examples of very 

good practice within some programmes. Across the different programmes, there is also a growing realization that 

better ATB will lead to increased programme quality. However, it is not clear when “extra special efforts” (i.e., ATB 

mechanisms beyond community meetings) are used, and no specific criteria exist to guide this decision. In 

general, the humanitarian program is better at "going through the ATB process" than the development and 

campaigning side (since ATB work started with the humanitarian program, and that is where the most energy and 

resources have gone). Oxfam is now trying to stop thinking about ATB as a purely humanitarian "affair" and move 

towards integrating it into all programs.

Oxfam GM is a HAP member. Sphere Board member, ALNAP member, People in Aid 

member (since 2010). Emergency Capacity Building 

Project member (developed Good Enough Guide). 

SCHR member. The Code of Conduct for the 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 

and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) in 

Disaster Relief. Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). INGO 

Accountability Charter.

1) 2010 Accountability Report http://www.oxfam.org.uk/resources/accounts/downloads/accountability-report-0910.pdf 2) 2011 GRI Accountability Report 

http://www.oxfam.org.uk/resources/accounts/downloads/accountability-report-1011.pdf 3) 2010 HAP update: 

http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/oxfam-gb.pdf 4) Policy note on humanitarian accountability 

http://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/oi_hum_policy_accountability_0.pdf  5) Summary of the Independent Evaluation of Accountability 

toBeneficiaries of Oxfam and its Partners in theTsunami Response Program in South India April 2007 

http://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/india_accben_eval_sum_0.pdf. I didn't use this since their other ATB materials are more up to date and 

this didn't say anything very new but we should include it

TDH is strong in participation but weaker in terms of transparency and feedback. TDH is not a HAP member. They know about HAP but do not see 

the benefit at this point of becoming a HAP member (also because 

this implies financial costs). They feel they already have the tools 

within their organization to improve their ATB. One advantage of 

HAP may be to dynamize change, the way a consultant does. HAP 

is seen as an "Anglophone machine", a formal step, a label, a 

fashion.  

The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross 

and Red Crescent Movement and Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs) in Disaster Relief. National codes 

of conduct for different TDH organisations around the 

world are in place. Also recognized as a ‘Public Service 

Foundation’ by the Central Office of Public Service 

Foundations ("ZEWO"). 

1) Annual Report http://tdh.ch/fr/documents/rapport-annuel-2010/interactive ("redevabilité et participation - transparency et evaluation - governance") & 

http://terredeshommes.org/pdf/reports/10report.pdf 2) DRAFT for Internal Discussion Association of International NGOs (AIN) in Nepal; Guidelines for 

Social Audits for AIN Members ; Prepared by Capacity Building Working Group, June 2009. 3) Réunions participatifs annuels en Colombie; Questions 

posées à Véronique Henri, déléguée en Colombie; 22.7.2010. 4) Nepal:  Unprecedented Testing of a "Social Audit" Tool; Internal news item 05.02.2010

Feedback from the HAP baseline study on Georgia office was extremely positive due to management 

commitment, participatory planning process, having a “paper trail”, and practice of always acknowledging and 

responding to complaints. Most of the staff have the right intentions and attitudes but there is an uneven level of 

understanding and awareness across the organization in terms of ATB. Ideally, ATB should become part of the 

UNHCR culture (similar to transparency) which is integrated into everything from criteria used to recruit staff (e.g., 

do the candidates appear to be open to listening and understanding the needs of diverse groups?) to evaluating 

management to the way programs are designed and implemented. However, there is still work to do on this - in 

2006, a study on UNHCR's organization culture found that: "accountability is talked about frequently and is one of 

the greatest concerns of UNHCR staff at all levels, however the concept of accountability covers a number of 

different issues and it is not always clear that there is a shared meaning" (Türk & Eyster, 2006).

UNHCR is not a HAP member. They have completed a HAP 

baseline study in the past but chose not to pursue full membership 

due to internal resistance (fear of scrutiny, fear of de-certification, 

etc).

ALNAP member. 1) Strengthening Accountability in UNHCR (Türk & Eyster, 2010) http://ijrl.oxfordjournals.org/content/22/2/159.full 2) Strengthening UNHCR’s System of 

Accountability (Türk & Eyster, 2006) http://www.iilj.org/GAL/documents/GALch.Turk-Eyster.pdf 3) "Accountability to those we serve: What role for 

research?" http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/hap-accountability-unhcr.pdf. 4) Workshop report from HAP including a presentation from UNHCR 

http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/research-workshop-report-290110.pdf 5) UNHCR Participatory Assessment Tool 

http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/participatory-assessment.pdf 6) "Changing the way UNHCR does business? An evaluation of the Age, Gender 

and Diversity Mainstreaming Strategy, 2004-2009" http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-

bin/texis/vtx/home/opendocPDFViewer.html?docid=4c206b449&query=accountability 7) Accountability Framework for Age, Gender and Diversity 

Mainstreaming and Targeted Actions (esp. pgs 22-24) http://www.unhcr.org/4c5193a39.html 8) Evaluation of this by HAP: 

http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/global-analysis-accy-agdm-final.pdf 9) "Indications of progress? Assessing the use of indicators in UNHCR 

operations" http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home/opendocPDFViewer.html?docid=4e15bb2a9&query=accountability%20to%20beneficiaries 10) 

"Promise and practice: participatory evaluation of humanitarian assistance" http://www.fmreview.org/FMRpdfs/FMR08/fmr8.3.pdf.  

ATB performance varies by region and local implementing partners, especially the implementation of complaints 

mechanisms. Some examples of very good ATB practice can be seen in some of UNICEF's programmes but 

these are not illustrative of all programmes or regions of work. Monitoring, evaluation and needs assessments 

which follow the same standards across programmes are generally strong at taking ATB into account. 

UNICEF is not a HAP member. No UN agencies are “members” of 

HAP, however "there is UN engagement towards HAP standards".

ALNAP member. Emergency Capacity Building Project 

partner (not member).

1) One World trust 2008 evaluation 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=unicef%20accountability&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CBwQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Foneworldtrust.org%2Fpub

lications%2Fdoc_download%2F249-2008-unicef-accountability-profile&ei=iIugTpzlNs7vsgba6sjsAg&usg=AFQjCNHSCx24AtcBq9mdgati-sT2-zDFkA 2) 

ECOSOC report on UNICEF's accountability system http://www.unicef.org/about/execboard/files/09-15-accountability-ODS-English.pdf 3) UNICEF guide 

to Monitoring & Evaluation http://preval.org/documentos/00473.pdf. 4) DFID Multilateral Aid Review of UNICEF: http://www.dfid.gov.uk/what-we-do/how-uk-

aid-is-spent/a-new-direction-for-uk-aid/multilateral-aid-review/
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Organization Examples of Concrete Mechanisms Information sharing/ 

Transparency?

Participation, 

including 

gathering 

feedback?

Specific 

complaints 

mechanism?

Monitoring / 

evaluation?

Staff training 

component or 

other?

Basic mechanisms that most 

organizations have in place include:

These mechanisms are generally used to different extents to provide information and 

transparency about the organization's work and open up a space for dialogue and 

participation by the beneficiaries. They may also be used by some organizations for 

their monitoring and evaluation purposes and include the gathering of feedback and 

complaints.

Noticeboards or posters set up in field offices or project sites providing information 

about the organization, its accountability commitments and beneficiary's entitlements x

Distribution of brochures and leaflets in local languages to partners and 

beneficiaries x

Beneficiary needs assessments through individual household visits or surveys 

to gather information and assess other needs and priorities x x (x) (x)

One on one discussions and ad hoc  group gatherings of specific vulnerable 

groups (e.g., women) to provide information, encourage feedback or even collect 

complaints x x x

Inaugural and regular follow-up community meetings (in most cases in local 

languages and sometimes with a variety of visual tools) to provide information, allow 

for input from the community and sometimes also to collect feedback and complaints x x (x) (x)

Focus groups x x (x) (x)

Creation of beneficiary or community committees x x

Complaints mechanism, usually through complaints boxes and including 

complaints monitoring and response x x

Different types of project evaluations x

The list below shows all additional or specific mechanisms applied by the organizations and an approximate indication of which purpose they primarily (but not exclusively) serve.

CARE

Distribution of project progress reports and monitoring data on an ad hoc basis x

Participation of community committees in project management x x

Beneficiary involvement in development of criteria for aid distribution x x

Verification of beneficiary lists and beneficiary registration x

Formation of distribution committees made up by village committee, government 

official(s) and NGO staff
x x

Quarterly meetings with local authorities, political leaders and community leaders 

where participants raise issues and provide feedback
x x

Free telephone lines as a complaints mechanism x x x

Complaints received through CARE’s website and offices x x x

Dedicated focus group discussions for collecting complaints, involvement of 

community members to investigate complaints and seek resolutions.
x x x

Mechanism to take, monitor and respond to feedback and complaints from 

beneficiaries and other stakeholders
x x x

Strategic Impact Inquiry with different thematic focuses every year serves for global 

learning. Beneficiary and partner feedback included.
x x x

After Action Reviews, independent reviews, evaluations with the participation of the 

disaster affected population
x x

Lessons Learned workshops for all responses x x

Rapid Humanitarian Accountability Framework (HAF) review self assessment and 

full HAF review
x

Participatory Accountability Review. Participatory process of 2-5 days which brings 

together a review team of up to 25 participants to reflect and assess the extent to 

which commitments to accountability and quality are being met in a particular 

project. Community members can also be in the review team.

x x

Job descriptions include accountability responsibilities x

Staff briefing before an emergency, follow up orientation, training x

Production of accountability and other checklists for staff x

Designation of Quality and Accountability Coordinators (e.g. per region) and 

Accountability Officers (e.g. per project)
x

Participation of community committees in design and monitoring (including 

participatory data collection or even beneficiaries conducting their own impact 

assessments)

x x

Updated community profiles at all project stages x

Track keeping of delivered vs. promised delivery of services x

DRC

Information centres x

Registration system including mobile registrars x

Information shared verbally through discussion and with vulnerable groups, e.g. 

through community mobilisers and DRC/ partner protection staff. Also: beneficiares 

are encouraged to pass on information to each other.

x

Information through video files and on the websites of field offices x

Pilot: Information through text messages x

Pilot: Information through voice recordings and sign language for people unable to 

read/ write
x

Pilot: Information file in certain villages giving comprehensive info to each beneficiary x

Suggestion boxes and staff raising awareness about them x x

Different complaints boxes (see-through boxes and discrete boxes) x x

Designation of a representative to write down complaints for those unable to do so 

themselves
x x

Complaints mechanisms are discussed before set up (location, frequency of 

collection etc.)
x x

Pilot: Filing of complaints through text messages x x

Detailed guide for staff on entitlements and obligations x

Staff training with pre and post training tests x

Post project capacity assessment of partners x

Participatory Monitoring and Evaluation, beneficiaries are consulted and in some 

cases carry out data collection
x

Copies of participatory evaluation reports are given to beneficiaries for their own info 

and to be shown to other organizations
x x

Go and See visits (in order to see e.g. percentage of women participating) x

Specific studies regarding the needs of vulnerable groups x x

ICRC

Mechanisms are not usually labelled as ATB. Elements are integrated in routines, 

e.g. the work of detention delegates. No formal employment of either noticeboards/ 

posters or complaints management systems

x x x x x

One on one discussions to provide information x

Meetings with authorities and detainees, mediating and channelling the information 

flow including feedback and complaints

x x x

Reports are written and go up the chain of command until reaching HQ.. x

Staff competences are acquired in the Integration course of the ICRC. x
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Organization Examples of Concrete Mechanisms Information sharing/ 

Transparency?

Participation, 

including 

gathering 

feedback?

Specific 

complaints 

mechanism?

Monitoring / 

evaluation?

Staff training 

component or 

other?

IFRC

SMS to provide program information, these may be forwarded to other locals by the 

beneficiaries
x

Tweets to provide information x

Radio spots to provide information x

Radio shows to provide information and open up for feedback via phone calls to the 

show
x x

Advertising campaigns for tools such as the radio shows x

Freephone *733 providing recorded information x

Information through Red Cross sound truck, a 4x4 with speakers, sound system and 

microphone visits camps and communities
x

Call center to answer the questions of the beneficiaries and log complaints x x x

Pilot: implementation of a new Interactive Voice Response (IVR) phone line (Nov 

2011) replacing  *733 to enable both information and feedback through pushing 

phone buttons to answer surveys

x x x x

MEDAIR

Regular meetings held with local ministries to exchange information. x

Accountability focal point – in each project, contact person for all 

concerns/complaints. Field communications officer also talks to beneficiaries and 

provides their feedback to the project team. x x x

Village Development Council asked to explain and promote uses of suggestion 

boxes. x x

Phone hotline to answer information requests and handle complaints –e.g. in Haiti 

with mobile phone
x x

x

Using medical staff to assess health needs and design programs based on feedback 

from patients
x

x x

Radio programs to keep populations informed on Medair's work & answer their 

questions x x

Beneficiary accountability training for Medair staff and those of the local partner x

Good Enough Guide provided to field staff for reference x

Remedial work based on evaluation findings (e.g. repair of sanitation system in 

Aceh)
x

MEDECINS DU MONDE

Awareness raising campaigns x

Campaigns in schools and hospitals x

Radio spots x

Interviews with community leaders x x x

Meetings with authorities such as health ministries x x x

OXFAM

Zimbabwe - feedback tables set up by mobile teams wherever they go x x

Pakistan – partners put up banners around the communities with their contact 

information including phone numbers and office locations
x (x)

Haiti & Pakistan – mobile hotlines to receive information, give feedback & report 

complaints
x x x

Publishing people’s entitlements and Oxfam code of conduct on ration cards
x

Real time evaluation (carried out with all 'major' humanitarian responses)
x

Pilot: 3 step process - triangulation of feedback from the host community, Oxfam 

Staff and local partner staff
x x

TDH

West Africa - Sphinx software: survey software to get opinions. (Pilot phase, no data 

yet on how this survey influences the programme.)

x x

South America - Discussion sessions. Beneficiaries and local authorities are invited 

to participate in a "project review day".
x x

Nepal - Social audit. Project officers invite beneficiaries and local authorities to 

discuss about the project. 
x x x x

Prevention program: abuse of children. Consists of a complaints mechanism for the 

prevention of abuse of children with four elements: 1. staff training. 2. designation of 

a focal point who will receive complaints and suspicions. 3. Compilation and analysis 

of the information collected. 4. Enquiry by a third person.

x x x x x

UNHCR

Mandatory refresher training on Code of Conduct x

Mandatory annual participatory planning with populations served x x

Complaints mechanism tied to the health clinic in the camp to capitalize on the 

confidentiality of the “medical sphere” (i.e., health clinic noticed a drop in visits from 

women and suspected that it was due to rape, which was seen as something 

shameful in that context and therefore did not want medical personnel to know about 

it)

x x

Women refugees included as evaluators x x x

UNICEF

Communication for Development (C4D). Seeks to share relevant, action-oriented 

information so that when disaster strikes, people in affected communities know what 

actions to take to maintain and protect the health and wellbeing of all their members - 

work with communications personnel to develop culturally appropriate messages 

(e.g., hygiene & sanitation practices)

x

Pakistan - training of local people as field monitors to carry out M&E of UNICEF's 

activities
x x

Use of mobile phone to collect real-time feedback x x
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Organization Lessons Learned Determinants of ATB effectiveness Power imbalance as rationale for ATB (or others)

CARE 1) ATB should not be presented as another new initiative but something existing that is just important to 

ensure. 2) Easy and comprehensible language is important - the initial HAP standard was written too 

complicated for the country offices and field staff. 3) The Accountability Wiki (a "minimal set of current best 

practice examples of policies and tools") provides a toolkit for country offices to select methods for ATB 

including lessons learned.

Effectiveness depends on the extent to which mechanisms are non-threatening and respect cultural 

translations.

“Humanitarian accountability is an appropriate shift of the balance of power back towards disaster 

affected people." (Humanitarian Accountability Framework). There is a continuum of power relations 

(within the "stakeholder accountability cloud") including a plethora of actors (donors, NGOs, host 

communities, women groups etc.), among all of which there are different power relations according to 

the specific context. Regarding the power-imbalance between the NGO and beneficiaries, it is 

important that staff are well aware of their roles and responsibilities.

DRC 1) Staff training is crucial for ATB. 2) In the ATB tools, especially complaints-handling, there is a trade-off 

between "openness" and "security" for the claimants. 3) The organization changes internally when trying to 

be more accountable to beneficiaries (such as reflected in staff training, job descriptions). 4) The general idea 

is to try and be as transparent and accountable as possible, but: "Accountability exoneration" may be sought 

by field offices in cases where information would put beneficiaries, staff or the entire DRC program at risk.

Effectiveness is culturally specific. ATB tools must be culturally acceptable, i.e. set up in consultation with and 

according to the criteria of the beneficiaries. (Avoid designing mechanisms only from the desk!)

The central concept besides quality of the operations is ethics. DRC follows a rights-based approach 

to allow for the individual's dignity through transparency and honesty. There is a need for trust 

between the field workers and the local community.

ICRC 1) In practice, many accountability mechanisms exist, even if they are not labelled as such. 2) ATB depends 

very much on how it is integrated in the working modalities, this is why staff training is crucial. Accountability 

training is part of the (internal) staff integration course. 3) Since accountability is such a complex issue, ATB 

seems too narrow a concept to be fruitful for further institutional reflections, 4) Efforts to increase “external 

accountability” need to go along with the improvement of “internal accountability”, including internal control 

and sanction systems. 

The most effective ATB mechanisms include feedback and participation.  In addition to having actual 

mechanisms, a control system and a sanction system are necessary. Important to remember that ATB 

processes may exist without necessarily being labelled as such.

This power imbalance exists and this is the reason why we talk about accountability in the first place. 

Beneficiaries tend to be seen and treated as partners but at the end of the day the resources decide 

about the power relationship. This imbalance is not per se a problem, if there are sound methods 

(especially information provision) which are built on ethics to create trust. It is preferred to avoid the 

use of the term "beneficiaries".

IFRC 1) As other initiatives, ATB depends very much on whether there is a key person to push the topic within the 

organization. 2) New technologies (such as eLearning) facilitate staff training which is a challenge also due to 

high staff turnover. 3) ATB is increasingly present as a distinct initiative in IFRC field operations, further efforts 

to improve the involvement of beneficiaries in planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of field 

operations are envisaged. 4) ATB tools have to be fast and available in real time, this is why new 

technologies may help.

Effective ATB mechanisms are those that are accessible to and used by the beneficiaries. They also try to 

reach all gender and age groups and are presented in culturally acceptable ways. They are most effective if 

they indeed change beneficiaries' behaviour in the sense that they use some of the information obtained to 

orient their practice.

Respect is the key theme to better understand the abstract term of "accountability". It must be in the 

center of any accountability framework. Respect implies that the organization listens to the needs of 

the beneficiaries but also provides a good working environment to its staff and volunteers.

MEDAIR 1) Accountability focal points (both at HQ and at the projects) are key in disseminating best practices and 

lessons learned. Likewise, documenting lessons learned on ATB for circulation can be useful. 2) Training and 

values of the organization are key to embedding ATB into the culture and "normal" practices of staff. 3) Easier 

to more fully integrate ATB in long-term development programs versus emergency interventions. 4) 

Developing simplified ATB processes so that they are performed by all staff as part of their normal activities, 

rather than as an "add-on" is useful.

Effectiveness of ATB mechanisms depends on the context. "Simple" mechanisms such as face-to-face 

announcements and meetings may be best for certain areas, but not work in others where the power 

imbalance between beneficiaries and staff is too large. Integration of ATB, and especially mechanisms for 

complaints, from the earliest stages of humanitarian intervention is challenging to do, but important. Have the 

right staff in-country who are committed to ATB is key.

Design of ATB mechanisms must take the existing power imbalances into account. For this reason 

especially, complaints mechanisms are important. 

MEDECINS DU 

MONDE

1) Cultural specificities and context need to be considered. 2) The organization does not need to re-invent 

materials about Accountability that already exist. 3) Many staff they recruit are already trained in ATB. 4) It is 

crucial to work with and not replace the work of local authorities. 

For mechanisms to be effective, staff must be trained in "accountability" and are regularly encouraged to refer 

to further resources (e.g. HAP documents, SPHERE standards, project management manuals). Effective 

mechanisms take into account the specific context and culture to really give beneficiaries a voice.

This power imbalance exists and it is even a double asymmetry of a) Northern organizations vs. 

Southern beneficiaries and b) health staff vs. patients. MDM does not use the ATB concept to analyze 

these asymmetries. Awareness of this issue is already a first step, even if it does not mean that 

responses may be found. To reduce this imbalance, local conditions should be acknowledged and 

local resources should be valued. There are cases where beneficiaries openly oppose or even attack 

NGOs working "to their benefit", these are examples where ATB has failed.

OXFAM 1) In every region, there is at least one “star” office or project that is doing very well in terms of ATB. Regional 

and local managers must lead the replication and systematization of such practices, with support from 

headquarters. 2) Different approaches to give beneficiaries a greater say in project and program decisions 

must be trialled - it is very much a learning process. 3) Culture of accountability must be led from the top. 

Oxfam has developed detailed criteria to distinguish the most effective ATB mechanisms and processes from 

less effective ones. Among the key criteria are the following: Full project and financial information is made 

available and accessible to all stakeholders. Beneficiaries contribute as do staff in making key project 

decisions during the entire cycle. Staff and partners try to ensure that they work with individuals and 

organisations who truly represent  different social groups. Feedback and complaints systems are designed 

with stakeholders, and encourage the most marginalised to respond and are comprehensive. Beneficiaries 

help to decide what should be monitored and evaluated.

Oxfam acknowledges that programs and policies are insufficiently influenced by priorities of 

beneficiaries (which are not always known). ATB is thus needed to better hold Oxfam and its partners 

to account for contributing to positive change using the resources with which they have been 

entrusted. One of Oxfam's objective from 2007-10 was: "We will ensure the people we work with, and 

for, are able to tell us whether we are behaving in an accountable way, and whether our programmes 

are appropriate and helpful" (2010 Accountability Report). Learnings from SCHR Peer Review 

Process revealed that for Oxfam, "'accountability is fundamentally about ‘handing power over'.” (2010 

Accountability Report)

TDH 1) Culture and contextcomponent is essential. Neither projects nor ATB mechanisms can be transposed from 

one context to another. 2) Creating an environment of trust is essential to obtaining honest feedback and 

thereby improving programs to better serve beneficiaries.

Design of effective ATB mechanisms must be based on a long-term view and try to reach the most 

marginalized / vulnerable among the beneficiaries. The mechanisms must also be adapted to the culture and 

context - this is primordial to any project. One must take into account the local habits, such as existing civic 

activism or whether or not the current situation is a chronic crisis.

Lack of trust is an important problem which influences the power-imbalance. Beneficiaries are 

encouraged to express complaints but fear of discontinuation of aid inhibits their feedback. One way 

to improve trust is through long term projects in order to create lasting relationships. This is why ATB 

might be less feasible in emergency situations. 

UNHCR 1) Boys, girls, men and women need to be understood and engaged as different populations with different 

needs. 2) Refugees involved in service delivery must be trained in UNHCR's code of conduct. 3) Agencies 

are generally better at involving populations in the initial assessments, but bad at closing the feedback loop 

and especially at getting populations to evaluate the services provided. 4) Recruiting the right staff and 

orienting the internal culture towards one of transparency and accountability is key. 5) Progress in terms of 

ATB depends strongly on leadership from management. 6) When working with partners, it is important not to 

try and simply "delegate" ATB to them but rather try to share the responsibility with them. Agencies must 

make their accountability expectations clear to partners and help them in building capacity to meet those 

expectations. 

Effective ATB mechanisms are designed based on the building of trust and feelings of safety, and are tailored 

to the context and needs of the community rather than being imposed "top-down". ATB must also be 

internalized by staff an individual responsibility for it to really work.

"The Code of Conduct and UNHCR's framework for Age, Gender and Diversity Mainstreaming – both 

introduced in 2002 – have been informed by an organizational awareness of the power relationship 

that can arise between UNHCR and populations of concern and the potential for abuse. As spelled 

out by the Code of Conduct in its opening paragraph: ‘[i]t is recognized that UNHCR's work often puts 

its staff in positions of power in relation to its beneficiaries. Staff have an obligation not to abuse this 

power’. This policy likewise places a heavy emphasis on refugee participation as a means to 

strengthen UNHCR's accountability. Mainstreaming age, gender, and diversity means that the 

meaningful participation of women, girls, boys, and men of all ages and backgrounds is integral to the 

design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of all UNHCR policies and operations" (Türk & 

Eyster, 2010).

UNICEF 1) M&E plays a key role in ensuring ATB, and so do the research and communication departments in 

disseminating best practices and lessons learned throughout the organization, so that knowledge does not 

remain only in one country. 2) Staff training should include ATB commitments and what they mean in practice. 

3) To truly be accountable to populations, research is necessary to first understand their varying needs, 

especially those of the most vulnerable groups. 4) Real-time evaluations can help to vastly improve program 

quality.

Effectiveness is context-specific - UNICEF needs to understand the needs of women and children in different 

contexts to be truly accountable to them. Effective mechanisms can vary based on the project, and depend 

on the human and financial resources available. Partners must be encouraged to think in "ATB terms" and 

create mechanisms and processes as appropriate. 

UNICEF tries to be cognizant of the power imbalance in all of its programs, especially as this 

imbalance strongly affects the groups that are its primary focus (children and women). Needs 

assessments, staff training and M&E play a key role in ensuring that the most powerless / 

marginalized groups are appropriately served.
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DRC
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IFRC

MEDAIR

MEDECINS DU 

MONDE

OXFAM

TDH

UNHCR

UNICEF

Challenges regarding ATB next steps for the organization

1) Establishing the "business case" to convince donors that they have a return on investment. Funding is needed so 

more resource-intensive tools (especially costly complaints mechanisms) may be put in place. 2) A lot of capacity is 

needed for accounting and bureaucracy regarding accountability, especially towards donors. 3) Middle management 

proves to be a challenge, e.g. in introducing complaints mechanisms that seem to be work- and resource-intensive 

and attract criticism. 4) Challenges in the complaints handling include, besides the resource intensiveness, the 

hierarchisation of complaints (serious complaints must be dealt with differently than more practical ones) and issues 

of language and volume (not all can be read at HQ level).

1) CARE is currently creating an Accountability Framework for the organization based on the existing Humanitarian 

Accountability Framework, but also valid for development programs. This is done via the Wiki which is a source of inspiration for 

country offices to create their own tools. The operative aspects of ATB will be emphasized in this process.

1) Training of national staff to fully understand the Code of Conduct is a challenge since many of them do not read or 

write. 2) Internally, ATB must be mainstreamed into job descriptions, also at the management level. 3) The security 

issue must be considered.

1) The complaints redress mechanism and staff training on the code of conduct and tools will be strengthened. 2) A global 

tracking system for complaints received will also be implemented and solutions to the issue of confidentiality will be identified.

1) Definition of the term accountability and its position in the wider framework of the ICRC. Related to this: Does the 

ATB label need to be adapted? 2) Collection of proof and measuring of impact is a challenge. 

1) The ICRC's Corporate Management Framework is currently being revised: one of the elements is accountability and mapping 

of the term accountability. Other topics include: performance management, risk management, etc.

1) Feedback and learning loop is still a challenge, despite the Evaluation Framework in place. 2) High number of 

operations, reviews and recommendations - how to prioritize them? 3) The politization of ATB, the need to present the 

organization as utterly performing vis-à-vis the donors/membership. 4) Resources allowing for the integration of new 

technologies in all operations. 5) Great variety among zones, there are very well staffed and prepared National 

Societies, others are weaker.

1) IFRC is elaborating an Accountability Framework (although not a policy). They work with One World Trust for external advice. 

2) Beneficiary communication and the use of new technologies will be encouraged in more and more operations. 3) IFRC has set 

up a mechanism for the assessment of organizational capacity and certification ("Red Cross Red Crescent organisational 

capacity assessment and certification (OCAC) process") - the Secretariat certifies National Societies in a procedure including self-

assessment and peer review (pilot phase).

1) Implementing ATB mechanisms/processes early on in the projects and sustaining follow-up. 2) Balancing the 

challenge of getting funding which takes up a lot of staff time in proposal writing and actually spending time trying to 

understand beneficiary needs (e.g., determining who the most vulnerable populations are and delivering aid to them, 

rather than just dropping off aid packages and ticking the box on the checklist that will then be sent to donors). 3) 

Ensuring hand-overs at the right time as field staff change and as projects come to an end.

The monitoring and evaluation guidelines will be updated to incorporate beneficiary accountability. 

1) Giving beneficiaries a real space, not only in theory. This means valuing the voice of beneficiaries, even the less 

accessible or less informed ones. 2) Especially in the health sector, cultural constraints exist. 3) There is substantial 

pressure by donors and the public who demand quicker responses than can be delivered following a logic of ATB.

In terms of content and ATB elements, MDM feels well endowed. Also, the ethical, political and philosophical commitment to 

these concepts already exists. Hence MDM will try to improve the work they already do and increase public awareness about it.

1) Transparency and information sharing continues to be challenging. 90% of the complaints received could have 

been avoided if people had better understood what they were entitled to, and what Oxfam and its partners would not 

provide. 2) "Most teams or individuals rate themselves quite highly on activities that encourage the participation of 

people affected by our programmes – but considerably lower on providing information, requesting feedback or 

encouraging complaints" (2010 Accountability Report).  3) implement ATB mapping processes (3step) that, if done 

well, takes up to a week of a number of peoples’ time. 4) The SCHR peer review process revealed that: "although 

many of the review findings were positive, there are clearly areas in which we need to improve. These include 

overseeing policy compliance; our complaints-handling mechanisms; our ability to learn as an organisation; working 

in a participatory way throughout the lifetime of a programme (not just at the beginning); giving staff a clear steer on 

what is expected of them; and by having fewer priorities" (2010 Accountability Report).

1) Finish trialing of new 3 step process and make available for all Oxfam and project staff. 2) Improve reporting of complaints to 

HQ. Key Priorities for 2010-11 towards people and communities (from 2010 Accountability Report): 3) Provide support for 

mapping levels of accountability within 30% of country programmes using the 3 step process. 4) Create the ‘OI Measure of 

Success’ that will indicate if Oxfam is meeting the following commitment: “Communities, partners and allies experience a more 

effective relationship with Oxfam, characterised by greater levels of mutual accountability, openness and transparency”. 5) 

Ensure that accountability (in processes and delivery) is included in the new programme planning and information processes, the 

Better Quality Programming initiative (that supports the new processes), the Programme Performance and Accountability 

Framework, and all work that underpins these initiatives. 6) Promote the use of the Good Enough Guide communications 

materials and the WASH Cluster Accountability Booklet. 7) Research and prepare to pilot methodology (in 2011) that will survey 

people directly affected by Oxfam's programme. 8) Agree and promote a set of minimum accountability standards across all 

Oxfam affiliates.

1) The term ATB and even accountability are new terms for most of the field teams and originate from a European 

way of thinking  - therefore, it is difficult to make field staff understand and recognize its importance. Also, field teams 

are often over-worked and have the sense that they are already doing work that is accountable to beneficiaries. 2) 

Field staff may not always consider the beneficiaries as equal partners to the project. 3) TDH has faced difficulties 

creating mechanisms that can filter justified complaints from unjustified ones, which try to take "over-advantage" of 

the presence of the organization. 

1) TDH will further develop the shpinx software and conduct an evaluation of this software to understand if it really enables 

feedback. 2) Trial the social audit (piloted in Nepal) in other cultural contexts to test its adaptability. 3) Develop the listening 

capacities of its teams towards the beneficiaries through improving their "psycho-social skills".

1) Unevenness in accountability mechanisms (and culture of accountability/transparency) across the organization. 2) 

Difficulty in defining accountability. 3) Evolution of mandate over time to include more and different types of 

populations. 4) Permanent lack of sufficient resources. 5) UNHCR works in partnership with other agencies that it 

may not have control over. 6) Populations need to be more engaged in evaluating UNHCR's impact, rather than only 

participating in initial needs assessments. 7) Need for stronger leadership by senior managers and further training on 

having a two way exchange with beneficiaries, managing expectations and ensuring transparency.

1) Currently looking at complaints mechanisms within the IASC, since it is important to coordinate in settings where they may be 

several agencies working within one camp. Beneficiaries need one clear “entry point” to make complaints. 2) UNHCR's 

mechanisms for reporting sexual abuse are quite effective, but need to be expanded to allow for feedback on all aspects of 

UNHCR's engagement. 3) Considering the creation of a clear “Statement of Accountability” for UNHCR as a whole. 

1) Ensuring ATB when programs are implemented by local partners and 2) in a highly decentralized organization is 

very challenging. Transparency on projects and having a consistent approach to collaboration with other UN agencies 

and civil society have also been identified as weaknesses by the DFID aid reivew.

UNICEF will focus on correcting the weaknesses identified in DFID's multilateral aid review, including 1) UNICEF's response in 

acute emergency situations, 2) collaborating with other UN agencies and also working with civil society in humanitarian 

situations, 3) weakness of the organisational-level results framework at the output level, 4) full information disclosure on projects. 

Other next steps include:  5) Complaints process needs to be improved by encouraging implementing partners to consistently put 

this in place. UNICEF could also do more field visits and focus groups to identify problems, 6) Need to also invest more in real-

time communication with beneficiaries and continue investing in surveys to better understand the needs of women and children 

in different contexts.
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