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1. Introduction 

‘Listen First’ has been developed to help field staff build more effective relationships with local communities. It also allows managers to monitor how effective relationships are in practice. ‘Listen First’ has three parts:

· Field staff self assessment 

· Local community research and feedback

· Management system
Listen First has been developed with Concern and partner staff, and local communities, in Pakistan, Cambodia, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Angola. It builds on the HAP standard and provides a mechanism for Concern to manage its adherence to the standard. 
This report explains the methodology of the self-assessment workshops, and identifies lessons learnt from the workshops held to date. 

2. Objectives

The objectives of the self assessment workshops have been:

· For field staff to consider the challenges and opportunities in building effective relationships with the local community.

· For field staff to carry out an honest and self-critical assessment of their current practice.

· For field staff to develop their own actions to improve their practice.

· To generate commitment from staff and managers to the whole ‘Listen First’ process.

· To identify improvements in the Listen First framework and improvements in the workshop.

For participants, this can be broken down into:

Knowledge: The ‘Listen First’ framework identifies the key components of an effective relationship between field staff and local communities. Plus: knowledge of how their current performance compares to these key components.

Attitudes:  Strengthens commitment to Listen First principles, which are based on Concern’s core values, including building honest, mutually respectful relationships with local communities. Strengthens commitment to self critical reflection on how staff currently work with the local community.

Skills: Practical ideas and techniques are shared on how to strengthen transparency, participation, and listening.

3. Workshop methodology
The workshops take a day and a half, and the following explains how this time can be used. The steps identified have worked in practice, but they are not rigid and should be adapted to the specific context.

Day one:

Introductions, plan and participants’ expectations for the workshops (9-9.30): 

Aim: 

To help people feel comfortable, clarify the plan for the workshop, get feedback from participants on expectations and concerns for the next day and a half. 

Method: 

This can be done in plenary with expectations written on a flipchart that can be put on the wall for reference. Alternatively participants can work individually or in small groups and write expectations on post-it notes.

Notes: 

The way the workshop is introduced should be handled with care. In this research participants were expecting a workshop on accountability. Accountability is difficult to translate into other languages which can cause confusion. Other ways it can be introduced: ‘a workshop to look at what is important to do quality work?’ or ‘a workshop to look at how we work with the community’. If head office staff are running the workshop, field managers may be nervous about what results of the workshop will be used for – stressing the learning purpose of the workshop helps to allay any fears. 

Reflection exercise to explore what accountability means for the participants (9.30-10.45):

Aim:

For participants to explore what it feels like to be disempowered in a relationship, and to reflect on what a good and not-so-good relationship looks and feels like. 

Method:

In small groups the participants go through the ‘Fixing my bicycle’ exercise (see appendix 1). People may not have time to get onto the second question in the exercise, however it is still a useful exercise. The findings are written up on post-its. In plenary the facilitator groups the findings into four areas: Transparency, Participation, Listening, and Staff Attitudes. From experience the responses have always fitted under these four headings, however you can have a separate sheet for any post-its that don’t fit.  In plenary participants can be asked for practical examples from their work that might relate to the four areas (just one or two for each not taking too much time).  The facilitator can then ask: ‘How important these areas are for our work?’ ‘If you do them well what does that mean for the quality of work?’ The Listen First model and the HAP standard can then be introduced making special reference to the four areas. The plan for the rest of the day is then introduced to look at the four areas in more detail.

Review participants’ experience and identify opportunities for improvement (10.45-16.45)

Aim:

For participants to reflect on their current work, what the constraints and challenges are, and how things could be improved

Method:

Hold four sessions for the rest of the day, one for each of the areas (transparency, participation, listening, attitudes). Using an appreciative enquiry approach, participants can break into groups to identify three points relating to the following questions:

· In each area, what they are currently doing and what is their current experience?

· To ‘dream’ about what could be possible?

· What are the current and possible future constraints?

Groups report back and summarise points in plenary. Facilitator can introduce examples from other organisations, as appropriate, to show what is possible in practice. The ’25 Real life examples’ document from the Listen First tools can be used. Each session takes up to one and half hours. 

Sum up the day and explain the plan for tomorrow (16.45 – 17.00)

To review key messages, get any immediate feedback from the day and explain the plan for tomorrow.

Day two:
Review of previous day (9-9.15)

For example in plenary get participants to identify the four areas, and any key points they remember from the previous days discussion. Facilitator note: this is a short session to get people thinking, not to review all points. A couple of participants can already have been asked the previous day so they are ready to give their summary review points during this short session.

Self assessment (9.15-10.45)

Aim:

Using the Listen First framework participants assess their current level of performance, making explicit reference to the previous day’s discussions. Identify the levels they would like to get to.

Method:

Introduce the Listen First framework as a way to identify different levels of performance in the four areas. (A flip chart setting out the four areas should have been prepared in advance, and the Listen First table should be copied and available, all in the appropriate language.) Break into groups with the take of assessing their current performance. Experience shows these discussions are lively and naturally lead to a discussion about what level people think they should aim for. Flipcharts of the previous days discussions should be on the walls and visible. The facilitator can encourage reference to these discussions. 

Depending on the number of participants each group can take one benchmark. Separating staff from managers encourages more honest discussion and has resulted in some contrasting views between managers and staff of current levels of partners. These types of discussions were also successfully carried out with partners.

Next steps and action points (11.00-13.00; finishing for lunch)

Aim:

To identify next steps and action plans for improvements.

Method:

Action points will already have been suggested in the previous session and from the previous day. The facilitator can ask participants to summarise these actions in plenary or in small groups. Participants then identify and prioritise action points, working in small groups. These are discussed in plenary. It will be useful to be explicit about how next steps will be communicated to senior managers and other relevant staff, bearing in mind that these actions will only happen if they are prioritised and supported by management. In addition some actions will be about issues participants don’t have decision making authority over which also need to fed back to management.

4. Some notes on preparing and running the workshops
· Participants: 

The workshops should be run with the staff who work directly with the community, and their managers. Frontline staff are very busy and often live and work in remote locations so giving as much notice as possible is important.

· Language: 

Ideally the workshop should be held in the participants’ first language. Some staff may have strong facilitation skills and be interested in facilitating the workshop. For workshops that need to be held in English translators should be identified in advance. Some staff may have good translation skills. In reality workshops are often held in a mixture of English and the local language. As far as possible all materials should be translated into participants’ first language, in advance.

· Managing expectations:

External workshops can be seen by staff as a form of monitoring which can reduce the level of engagement from staff. The workshops steps are designed with the aim of overcoming this. Prior to arriving there should be clear communication about the purpose and format of the workshop. For instance, it can be presented as being about reviewing and learning about how we can improve our work. This should be set in the context of the ongoing relationships with project or partner staff, and should be introduced over as much time as it needs (for example it was introduced over a number of months with one partner).

· Separating frontline staff from managers:

Discussions worked best when managers and staff were in different breakout groups. The resulting plenary discussions produced different perspective of field realities, and this led to a deeper level of reflection and learning.

· Talking about accountability with participants:

It can be easy for participants to see accountability as something new that they don’t know anything about. This is also made difficult by the fact that the word ‘accountability’ does not translate well into other languages. Frontline staff are being accountable and building relationships with local communities every day. The workshop can be presented as an opportunity to reflect on their current practice and the challenges they are up against, how these can be overcome and improved, and how and why it would be useful to get systematic feedback from the community. 

· Monitoring and evaluation:

Issues relating to what data is currently collected from the community, how it is collected and what it is used for often come up in the discussions. Concern’s PM&E (Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation) guide provides practical support on all aspects of PM&E.

· Programme Participants Protection Policy (4Ps):

The existing work Concern staff have done on developing 4Ps systems has often come up during the workshop. The workshop provides an opportunity to gain feedback on current approaches relating to the 4Ps initiative, or for suggestions on how to develop an approach.

· Other accountability relationships:

The challenges identified by participants often relate to their relationship with other actors, including local government, donors, or head office. This is explained in more detail in the final Listen First report. These issues should be handled sensitively and fed back in an appropriate way being careful how potentially negative feedback may be perceived by more powerful actors. 

5. Lessons learnt

There has been a lot of learning during the development of ‘Listen First’ in the five Concern pilot countries. As far as possible we have applied the principles of Listen First in carrying out the work to promote open and honest discussion, and counteract the effect that a white male from head office speaking English has on the results. The lessons, noted below, come from reflections on the workshops to date and formal and informal feedback from participants and managers.

The lessons have been grouped under four broad headings:

Participation:

· In each country the workshops have created lively discussion in both the reflection and scoring sections. They also generate conversations about the fundamentals of what our work is trying to do and the community’s capacity to do things.

· Listen First worked with partners who engaged enthusiastically in the process. Partners tended to be closer to field realities, and had stronger commitment to listen first principles than Concern staff.

· In Angola managers spoke English and Portuguese, field staff spoke Portuguese and a local language, and local people spoke 3 or 4 local languages. These languages were all spoken with varying levels of competency. Portuguese was seen as a sign of high status in local communities, which was seen as a barrier to building closer relationships. The challenge of speaking the local people’s language was common to all countries where we developed Listen First.

· Field staff fed back that it is easier to say you are being participatory than actually being participatory in how the work is done. For example,
· In Ethiopia the government has a lot of control over where and what activities are carried out at a local level which limited the level of participation from local people in this process.

· Donors also influence the process of participation. In Ethiopia the EU would only fund livelihoods work which did not match with local people’s priorities.

· Delays in programme approval created some anxiety in communities over whether activities that they had been involved in deciding on would actually take place. 

· Local people did not always expect to work in a participatory way with NGOs. For example previous experience with NGOs in Angola, Ethiopia, and Cambodia was usually non participatory (from field staff’s reflections). 

· There needs to be a process for engaging managers’ attention, explaining the purpose of the workshops and why it is so important. This enables follow up and commitment to any of the planned action points.

· Field staff fed back that Concern employs competent staff who could otherwise be working for the local government.

· Equality issues particularly relating to gender are usually a focus for the discussion.

· Listen First fitted well with existing training plans in Angola, eg. planned training on participation.

Application across different field offices:

· The structure of the Listen First model, with the four areas of transparency, participation, listening, and attitudes, seems to work across different cultural contexts based on experience in Cambodia, Ethiopia, Angola. The mechanics of implementation are different depending on the context.

· Field staff find the material relevant and don’t have trouble relating the challenges to their daily work realities.

· This is the start of a long term process which needs management support for continued reflection. In Angola in response to the challenge of overcoming a dependency culture amongst local people, partner staff suggested working with local people to define projects together, which takes time.

· Each workshop has had long discussions about financial transparency. People are worried about financial transparency and tend to focus on the risks – of local people seeing the complete full very high cost and what reaction this may provoke.

On Scoring

· People focused on the specific wording of the Listen First model and used that wording to rank themselves.

· In general most people have rated themselves at level two (Maturing). This may reduce how useful the model is as a reporting tool.

· In Cambodia it worked when the partners defined their own performance indicators for different performance levels as part of the workshop. It also worked in Angola where they had already been defined. Ethiopia was a mix of the two.

· Field staff tended to be more critical of the quality of their existing relationships than managers
· People were willing to score themselves in front of their managers. And score themselves lower than their managers (as above).

Challenges of running the workshops:

· Overall: Communicate clearly the purpose of the workshop and intentionally create the right environment and control the process. For example in Kwito we moved from doing the workshop outside where it was cold to inside, and prepared and translated all the flip charts in advance. Outside influences can challenge this, in this case the main and the back up translator could not be present – this had a big impact on the start of the Kwito workshop.

· It is difficult but not impossible to run the workshops in Portuguese. Need to prepare beforehand – particularly the translations. And spent time with the person who will be doing the translation before the workshop (at least an hour).

· Moving from the findings of the Bicycle exercise to the four elements of Listen First works well. Although most people didn’t get onto the last section of the Bicycle exercise. The bicycle exercise could be made simpler with less words for descriptions. 

· Sometimes people find it difficult to come up with specific examples or stories to highlight the points in the reflection part of the workshop.

· It seem to help people get into thinking about this by starting with where people are – by taking some time to look at current situation before moving onto challenges and opportunities.

· By summoning partners in the Kwito workshop which contravenes the Listen First principles we reduced their initial engagement. We had to rearrange the timing due to losing a day in Huambo when a funeral closed the town for a day.

· Energisers work really well. These are best thought of by the participants so they work in that context.

· The current length of the workshop is one and a half days which allows the facilitator to travel in the daylight on day two. However this should be balanced with the experience that there is often not so much time for action points.

· It can be tough for managers to live the principles. I.e. summoning partners, telling people what to do….controlling behaviour to satisfy upward accountability requirements.

· Workshops participants got tired with too much participation, specially when we used the same participatory exercise. Could other exercises be used such as ‘go off and design a play of how participation happens in practice’?
· Facilitation is better in local language and not directly translated, which means finding a facilitator that speaks the local language and understands the aims of the sessions.

· Meanings can slip in translations.

· Prepare evaluation sheets for field staff in advance and in their local language.

· People want to know how to do this stuff. And they ask for practical examples.

· Would it be possible to do the self assessment on the first day, prior to identifying opportunities and actions plans?
Creating an effective environment for self critical reflection:

· There seemed to be better self critical self reflection when the same kinds of people came together. For instance, in Angola we asked the partners, field staff, and managers to work separately, which resulted in different points of view. 

· Telling people what a good relationship is doesn’t promote self critical reflection. Need self critical reflection to get self critical self assessment.

· It is possible to get open conversations and honest reflection which result in self critical self assessments.

6. Implications for continuing to develop Listen First

· The enthusiasm and demand from field staff to engage and improve practice is a good sign that we should carry on developing Listen First.

· A proper introduction for country managers should be developed. The aim would be to get people on board with the quality agenda, explain what we are doing and why it is important. 

· A process should be developed to follow up with country managers, and a process for country managers to follow up the workshops which fits with their ongoing management processes. For example Ethiopia suggested the use of the staff appraisal process. 

· Community research in Pakistan, Cambodia, and Ethiopia provided useful information. In Angola this research has been developed into a system that is designed to be both practical and low cost, and will be used to moderate the self assessment scores. It is being tested and the results will provide important information for how to move forward.

· Finally everything hinges on the views of field staff and local people – this makes it critical that we keep checking back with them to make sure we are on track. 

6. Revised objectives for the workshop going forward
For frontline field staff and partners taking part in the workshop. By the end of the workshop, they will have ...
· deepened their understanding of, and commitment to, high quality field work.

· reflected self critically on the way they work with local communities and their related attitudes.

· assessed their current performance using the listen first model.

· identified practical action points for improving their work. 

Appendix 1:

“FIXING MY BICYCLE”
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A wealthy family member bought you a bicycle and agreed to pay for fixing it if it goes wrong.

The bicycle has just started not working properly. In the past two days you have noticed a strange noise and realised that it is becoming harder to pedal. 

You send it to the repair shop and ask the mechanic to “have a look at it and see what’s wrong”. Two days later you visit the shop and the mechanic says, “I’m glad you’re here, I have some very good news for you: your bicycle is fixed. We had to change the main hub, two tires, 15 sprockets, and give it a complete overhaul. It should be fine now”. 

You test the bicycle and confirm that it feels “like new”. Then, the mechanic informs you that the total cost represents 60% of what you paid for the bicycle when you bought it new six months ago! You complain and the mechanic says, “Well, we can take the parts out of your bicycle, but we can’t undo the service, so you still have to pay 40% of the original cost”. 

How do you feel? What could have been done differently in this situation?
The mechanic then tells you the Bike shop has set up a ‘customer support group’ with some money to help resolve issues like this and gives you the phone number. You call them and explain your issue. Unfortunately you are told you are not eligible for any financial support. 

Afterwards you find out that the ‘support group’ is made up of Bike Shop employees.

Again how do you feel? What could have been different about this situation?
Adapted from a HAP (Humanitarian Accountability Partnership) exercise.
