Searching for NGOs’ downward accountability

A note on the process used to collect examples for the ListenFirst framework

The objective

ListenFirst is a framework for assessing an NGO’s downward accountability.  It has four sections: providing information publicly; involving people in making decisions; listening; and staff attitudes and behaviours.  For each section, I was asked to collect and summarise six to ten examples that were: 
1) real case studies from NGOs that ideally defined the problem, the NGO’s downward accountability action and the result;
2) linked to an element within the ListenFirst framework;
3) relevant to NGO managers of front-line staff wishing to explore downward accountability processes;
4) inspiring and illustrative of the “art of the possible”; and
5) sourced from multiple NGOs, across multiple types programs – e.g. relief, service delivery, empowerment, etc – in multiple locations. 
The initial expectation was that this would be an easy assignment with many suitable examples that could be picked, like low-hanging fruit, and processed.  The reality turned out to be quite different!
The process
Collecting examples involved three steps: a scan and triage; example extraction; and summarizing the extracted examples.  I describe each step below.    

STEP 1 – SCAN & TRIAGE: I used combinations of the words: “NGO”, “downward”, “accountability”, “learning”, “develop*” “case” and “examples” in the following websites:
· Google – www.google.co.uk 
· ELDIS – www.eldis.org a database from the Institute of Development Studies, UK containing links to 24,000 documents on development
· ATHENS: a portal that gives access to databases of academic journals.  The two databases I used were EBSCOhost Academic Search Premier and JSTOR. 
· OneWorld: www.oneworld.net  a portal for 1,600 NGOs
· Communication Initiative: www.comminit.com a portal focusing on how communication and media are used in development.  
· The Humanitarian Accountability Partnership  http://www.hapinternational.org/  including 
: http://www.hapinternational.org/pool/files/searchable-annotated-bibliography-08-08.pdf
· Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) Notes: I went through all the back issues
http://www.planotes.org/backissues.html  

· International Development Research Centre: www.idrc.ca 
· The Global Development Research Centre’s accountability pages: http://www.gdrc.org/ngo/accountability/index.html
· Intrac: www.intrac.org 
Each of these sites generated a very large number of hits which I scanned systematically and triaged into:

6) hits that did not meet the criteria or hits that had already appeared in another website;
7) hits that might be interesting, so I would save the related article or paper onto my computer and sometimes print out the cover page and contents list;

8) hits that appeared to match the criteria well, so I would save the related article or paper onto my computer and print out the relevant sections of it.

There were many dead links within the search results, especially from ELIDS, (which gives an indication of how well, or not well, this subject is maintained) but between categories 2) and 3) I looked at well over 500 documents, of which I kept 67 on my computer.

STEP 2 – EXTRACTING EXAMPLES

On closer inspection, many of the papers and articles I printed out and read carefully did not live up to their initial promise because they described:

· public sector (especially local government), private sector (corporate social responsibility) or a donor’s downward accountability efforts.  For example, INTRAC had some good papers on DFID’s approach.  
· a conceptual or intended framework or approach with no examples – the FAO’s Participatory Rural Communication Appraisal is a good example of this.  
· generic activities -  like group discussions, mapping, leadership training - that could be used for downward accountability in principle, but I could not find any examples of this.
· NGOs’ efforts to build the capacity of civil society members to hold their government organisations (but not the NGO) to account – e.g. through facilitating a social audit

· an NGOs’ organisational system for downward accountability – such as Oxfam’s open information policy. While relevant, this was not something that could be initiated by a manager of field staff.  
A representative example is Save the Children's "Children and Young People as Citizens".  It is a 136 page document with around a hundred examples of all types of child participation (child-to-child, in the community, with local government, with national policy, etc). But not one of them is about children participating in discussions on how the facilitating NGO (or SCF) is working.
In the end, the majority of the examples came from ActionAid which is something of a pioneer in this field, and from case studies collected by the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) which were relevant but mostly linked to disaster and relief work.  

STEP 3 – SUMMARISING EXAMPLES

The examples that did meet the required criteria came from a variety of documents, websites, papers, anecdotes, etc.  I summarised each into around 150 words, together with:

· a relevant, leading question to get readers thinking about the example;

· an icon to denote whether it was a simple (e.g. notice board) or advanced (e.g. complaint system) example of downward accountability; and

· the source of the example.  

For future reference, I also sorted out my print-outs into four piles: “used”, “possible”, “advanced” and “not suitable”.
The (unexpected!) outcome
I ended up feeling quite disappointed with how few examples and case studies of downward accountability appear to have been published by NGOs. I am conscious that despite my search, I might have still looked in the wrong places, and would be quite happy to be proved wrong.  
But on the assumption that I am correct, then this project has identified a significant gap in NGOs’ reporting on downward accountability. 
Whether this gap is because NGOs carry out downward accountability activities but do not document them; or because these activities are not carried out (successfully?!) would be a worthwhile focus of another project.

I end with a quote from a recent UN paper on NGO accountability
 which reflects the findings and reality of this project. Page 13 (of 121) of the study states: 

“To illustrate, a study of over 600 NGOs worldwide found that most of them had given virtually no thought to the issue of their own accountability (Scholte, 2003).”

And in case you are curious, (Scholte, 2003)
 is an unpublished paper with no sign of a draft of it on the internet!  
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