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1. Introduction

Over the last two weeks, the researchers worked with the project staff team in the capital and two partners in the field, as well as discussing key issues with managers. We have run participatory workshops (see Appendix A for details). The team has made a very strong start to improving their accountability to beneficiaries, building on what they have already been doing over the last year. For instance, they have:
· Identified good practice among partners (e.g. setting up information boards, the RELATION approach to strengthening staff’s values),

· Identified risks (e.g. public meetings may exclude the poorest and reinforce inequality),

· Identified practical improvements (e.g. holding separate meetings for women and men),

· Deepened staff’s understanding and commitment to accountability.

2. A way forwards

Concern XX has a great opportunity to build on its recent work, and take a structured approach to improving accountability over the next 2 – 3 years. Five specific areas were discussed with the Country Director, the Assistant Country Director and Project Staff (see Appendix B for details):
a) Using the Listen First table (which sets out performance indicators in four key areas, which are also the four operational benchmarks of the 2007 HAP Standard),
b) Regular reflection and identifying improvements (by field staff; and by partners),
c) Monitoring how partners are applying the principles in practice (by field visits and community research),
d) Changing how Concern relates to partners (e.g. the number of initiatives we ask them to handle) and improving the Listen First tool and processes,
e) … all supported by developing Project Officers’ facilitation skills.
This could be a major practical way of improving quality and strengthening partners’ work. It is not a new initiative. It fits exactly into Concern XX’s established priorities, 2008 workplan and draft strategic plan 2008 – 2011. It also provides an implementation mechanism for meeting the HAP standard, an organisation-wide priority, and is in line with Concern Worldwide’s Policy Statement.
Improving accountability will take some time because it depends on partners and field staff trialling new approaches that are appropriate for their local contexts; reflecting on them and learning how to improve them. No standard approach to implementing accountability can be implemented across all different places. (See ‘Key messages’ below.) In addition, partner staff and field staff have to feel a sense of ownership over the approaches, and are likely also to have to develop new skills and ways of working.

The process will need continual support from senior management. It may also need additional / external support (e.g. building facilitation skills, running reflection meetings), which still needs to be identified. Other support staff may have a role to play here; there may be budgetary implications.
Field staff and managers will also have to think about how accountability fits with other management priorities and processes. Accountability is all about how partners listen and respond to local people; so factors that tend to limit partners’ flexibility or take up a lot of their attention can push actively against improving accountability. For instance, factors might include: centralised strategies; existing contracts / proposals / reporting requirements; and, other initiatives promoted in Concern. In addition, partners may currently see Concern more as a donor and less as a facilitator. These tensions will always exist, so they will need to be carefully considered and managed, particularly considering partners’ views of their relationships with Concern.

It may be possible to monitor the impact of improving accountability by regularly asking beneficiaries for their perceptions of (a) how an NGO is working with them; and (b) how useful the NGO’s work is for them. We are trialling some structured methods for doing this elsewhere, as discussed during this trip, and we would be delighted to explore them further. Any monitoring mechanism like this will also have to be carefully discussed with partners, so that the mechanisms help partners build effective relationships with their intended beneficiaries.

3. Key messages

The key messages that staff discussed were: 

· There are no ‘one size fits all’ answers to accountability.

· There are risks to getting accountability wrong – what works in one place may not be appropriate in another (and could reinforce inequality).
· So the four Listen First principles need reflection and thoughtful engagement by each partner.

· Staff can help partners by encouraging them to reflect on two questions …

	Reflection Questions

1.    How can partners have better dialogue with the poorest people …?

2.    How can partners help the poorest people gain more confidence …?
       … in ways that are easy and convenient for the poorest people?

Partners can explore these by:

· considering the needs of poor women and men separately,
· making time for regular, structured reflection,
· asking the poorest people what they think!


[ENDS]

Attachments: Appendices A & B

Appendix A: Accountability Workshop with Project Staff

Concern XX, April 2008
Participants: 6 field staff from Concern XX; Assistant Country Director; Programme Support Unit Officer.
Location: Concern XX Head Office

Date & duration: 2nd April 2008, ½ day.
Workshop report

A group of participants considered the case study described in this box. This information was provided to them, written up on flip charts.
	Case Study A: Information board 

· has not been updated for over a year

· does not have contact information

· list beneficiaries’ names and the value of grants they have received

· includes one or two public information posters

· lists all villagers in wealth categories, from 1 (wealthiest) to 4 (poorest)


Then, the participants worked together to answer questions 1 & 2. Here are their responses. This is what field staff actually said.
	Qu 1: What’s good?
	Qu 2: Why is it good for the poorest people?

	· People access the information

· People can apply what they have learnt from the board

· Transparency – information is openly available

· Increase people awareness and rights

· People feel ownership
	· Information updated for them

· New ideas for the poor – public information

· People can avoid from risk e.g. Bird Flu

· The poor are less likely to be left out

· Help poorest to change the way they are working / doing

· More involvement of the poor


Participants went on and answered questions 3 & 4. Here are their responses.
	Qu 3: What’s not good?
	Qu 4: Why is it bad for the poorest people?

	· Information is old & not useful

· No contact phone numbers

· Most poorest people cannot read

· Not attractive [useful] information

· NGO only showed their good work

· Lack of privacy and confidentiality

· Not promote ownership for communities (name beneficiaries)


	· People are not interested. They may lose profit if info is not updated on market prices.

· No dialogue between community and organisation

· People spent time to come to the board.

· Showing their name on board for wealth category 1-4 make people afraid (#1) and for #4 [they feel] down

· Could cause conflict

· Could undermine confidence

· “Beggar and Boss” (it seems like they are beggars and the NGO’s a boss)


Finally, participants identified potential improvements that could be made. These are their actual answers.


	Qu 5: What improvements could be made?

	· Add contact phone numbers

· Discuss with poorest – How can we provide information for them?

· Keep information on market price, social awareness, by using pictures / photos -> for feedback

· Remove wealth ranking list and grant received from the board – But include total amount + aims

· Identify appropriate site for info board for the poorest

· Assess on the usefulness of the info board

· Update information often

· Ask feedback from audience (poorest)

· Consult with poorest people on our process


At the same time, another group of participants went through the same exercise with the situation described in this box:
	Case Study B: Public Meetings 

· ~60% of families in a village come to a public meeting

· Including mostly people from wealth categories 1, 2 and 3 (not 4)

· Meetings tend to be dominated by a small number of influential people

· Meetings are used to design activities


Then, the participants worked together to answer questions 1 & 2. Here are their responses. This is what field staff actually said.
	Qu 1: What’s good?
	Qu 2: Why is it good for the poorest people?

	· Most people [in the village] participated in the meeting

· We are able to identify who always dominates in the meeting

· Activities to be done designed by communities

· Share organisation and project / programme information

· Time for NGOs to provide information to people

· Sharing and feedback at the same time (questions)

· They are public and open to all
	· Some needs have been raised by participants

· Help staff to improve their facilitation skill

· People feel that they are the owners of the project

· Make linkages with other people [in the village]

· Showing their capacity in decision making


Participants went on and answered to questions 3 & 4. Here are their responses.
	Qu 3: What’s not good?
	Qu 4: Why is it bad for the poorest people?

	· Level 4 [people] are not present

· Majority of people [at the meeting] are not participating

· Poorest needs are not able to raise

· Only few people needs have been raised

· Info are not widely shared yet

· Meeting domination involve the rich and power[ful] people

· Difficult for NGO staff to facilitate the meeting
	· The needs of the poor are not being addressed

· Feel excluded

· Poorest people are not able to raise their needs

· The activities designed are not for the poorest

· Poorest do not feel that they are the owners of project

· It [does] not represent the needs of the poor

· People cannot express their ideas / needs

· [Limited] dialogue with[in] the group

· People feel discrimate

· Poor people waste their time at the meeting


Finally, participants identified potential improvements that could be made. These are their actual answers.
	Qu 5: What improvements could be made?

	· Improve the process of facilitating the meeting

· Organise [the meeting at the] right time & location for poorest people 

· Ensure invitation for the meeting reach the poorest

· Separate the group (women / men) for discussion

· Talk to the poorest about their problems and how to address them

· Project design are based on poorest decision making

· Select the poorest representative to attend the meeting [and ask him / her a few days before, so they can canvas opinion from others]

· Home visit to the poorest

· Inviate a successful poorest to demonstrate his / her activity

· Applaud [the poorests’] ideas and good points


After both groups had looked at both case studies, all the participants also discussed this final question 6. These are their actual answers.
	Qu 6 How could you strengthen partner staff’s commitment to accountability?

	· Conduct workshop with partners to reflect their strengths and weaknesses on “transparency, participation, listening and staff attitudes / behaviours”.

· Provide similar training about what we have learnt to partners

· Use / apply the methodologies that were used by the accountability facilitator in this workshop

· Reflection with partners about their work with communities and improvement points

· Reflect [on the] accountability level of partners

· Develop case study and documentation

· Discuss with partners what they see as their real mission & vision and what values are important to them

· [Discuss] what they would like to see the quality of their programme

· Coach and join with partners on the accountability process in their target areas

· Conduct community research [to hear from the beneficiaries about their views of the relationship]

· Organise exposure visit to see successful accountability in and outside the country

· Partners develop their workplan to strengthen their weaknesses; continue to coach partners during monthly monitoring visits and quarterly reviews


Appendix B: Possible next steps for improving accountability in Concern XX

for discussion with management, April 2008
1. Introduction
Question: how do we help all Concern’s partners improve their accountability? We can look at standard approaches. But these areas need careful consideration, about what’s best for local people. So: this all depends on staff attitudes. You can’t tell people to change their attitudes. You have to help them reflect on themselves, & you have to act consistently with the attitudes you are promoting.

2. How do we encourage greater commitment to accountability principles in partners?

a. Introducing the Listen First table [framework]
· Encouraging real engagement & commitment

· Deciding how to put the four principles into action in relevant ways for Concern XX
b. Encouraging reflection and improvement among partner staff

· Need management commitment (for regular reflections & turning reflection into action & keeping this high on the agenda)

· Focus groups with field staff & introducing the two review questions 

· Gathering examples of good practice

c. Monitoring 

· Developing appropriate methods, e.g. field visits / community research / others ??

· These have to be planned & implemented with partner managers, and have to contribute to staff reflection

d. Changing what we do / how we relate to partners

· Focusing on our relationships with partners (as the next link in the chain) – not directly on beneficiaries

· Not overloading partners (e.g. with different ideas / initiatives)

· Reflecting on our own practice (e.g. who writes proposals, how we interact with partners – what effect does this have on partners’ ability to deepen relationships with beneficiaries?)

· NB Some of these may be in conflict with other management priorities –how will this be handled?

· Improving Listen First + translations + reflection processes

e. Facilitation skills (to run throughout (a) – (d) above)

· How to run effective workshops, so people think about the issues

· Links with PRA - how to encourage participation from the poorest / least confident / illiterate

3. Leading to: one year long plan (to be extended)

a. On-going management commitment and support to Project Officers &  structured reflection on (2) above (e.g. carefully planned quarterly workshops)

b. Preparing and disseminating materials (e.g. examples of good practice, posters, others ??)

c. Recognising and responding to competing management priorities

d. External communication (outside Concern XX)
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