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LEARNING & ACCOUNTABILITY

· NGOs work in a complex web of relationships where accountability is invariably ‘upward’ to the donor, rather than ‘sideways’ to peer agencies (never government), or ‘downward’ to those affected by disaster. Because of these complexities, information is necessarily presented selectively in different ways to different audiences
. The incentive to innovate is distorted by this upward accountability which over-emphasises linear, quantitative, time-limited, and incremental approaches to performance assessment. This also negatively affects the ability of NGOs to advocate or be effective catalysts for social change, thus weakening downward accountability.

· Measurement of what NGOs and international aid organizations are trying to achieve with humanitarian action is almost always a matter of judgment and interpretation. NGO survival has been almost completely de-linked from performance because there is little in the way of ‘checks and balances’ that objectively measures the impact of what they do. There are inherent reasons why measuring impact is difficult in humanitarian operations
, including:

· difficulty in establishing causality

· challenging operational environment

· lack of shared objectives

· preventive rather than curative approach to risk reduction

· denominator data (of population affected) is not available

· agencies working under pressure, with limited human and financial resources

· some programmes are more labour-intensive than others, or in more inaccessible places, with the result that cost-per-beneficiary is higher

· Structured interactions between NGOs and their donors favour short-term and easily measurable activities at the expense longer-term processes that address underlying causes of vulnerability. NGOs gain funding by providing information on ‘successful’ projects, thereby conferring a positive reputation on themselves and, by inference, on their donors. This mutually reinforcing or ‘symbiotic’ dependency means there is no incentive to promote high quality work in the field; in fact, there is every incentive to over-promise what can be done. Unfortunately, this situation is further entrenched by traditional monitoring and evaluation mechanisms where consultants tend to write only that which they know their client will tolerate so as not to jeopardise their future employability. Relating narrowly-focused evaluations to broader processes of change, and engagement with affected populations is compromised as a result. This is a critical systemic weakness in humanitarian aid delivery.

· Results-based monitoring systems can be similarly counter-productive. They take a long time to carry out and divert already limited management, logistics, human, and financial resources from on-going operations. Results of (logical framework) analysis, ‘lessons learned’ studies, and so-called ‘real-time’ evaluations rarely affect meaningful or timely change on the ground as they tend to be done late and not provide information that is practically useful in aid agency work at community level. Lack of institutional memory, exacerbated by low staff retention and rapid rotation, means that many ‘lessons learned’ from one crisis fail to be applied to the next --- they are lessons “continually un-learned”, in other words. 
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“Accountability is the responsibility to demonstrate to stakeholders, foremost of whom are disaster-affected people, that humanitarian assistance complies with agreed standards.”					 (Sphere 2000)
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