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Executive Summary 

 

As a collective of the UK’s largest International NGOs who raise and distribute funds in times 

of extreme humanitarian disaster, the Disasters Emergency Committee has a unique 

position within the British aid system. An essential component of the DEC’s model is 

providing a signal of legitimacy to their donors by ensuring that the work they fund is 

conducted under the highest standards of accountability and transparency. This provides the 

British public with confidence that their donations are being used in the way in which they 

would wish. One way in which this is ensured is through the Disasters Emergency 

Committee Accountability Framework (DECAF). The Accountability Framework has two 

principal objectives: 

 To drive and support the improvement of process and  practice within each DEC 

member agency 

 To provide external assurance that the DEC member agencies are working to the 

highest standards of accountability. 

In order to facilitate both objectives, the DEC Secretariat commissions an annual validation 

of the member agencies’ self-assessed performance against the DECAF Framework. Since 

2007 when DECAF was first introduced, the DEC has seen an important improvement in the 

accountability policies and practices of all the agencies involved. Recent changes to the 

framework in 2011/12 made the process more rigorous, resulting in even greater scrutiny by 

agencies into their ways of working.  

The following report presents the methodology and findings of the DECAF Validation for 

2012/13. For the third year this validation has been conducted by the One World Trust. 

Following an extensive evidence review and analysis of submitted evidence from across the 

fourteen member agencies, the One World Trust was able to validate all of the ratings for the 

selected Ways of Working. The One World Trust can therefore extrapolate that in all 

likelihood 100% of the ratings that each DEC member agency gave themselves against 

the Accountability Framework are correct.  

Member agencies’ self-assessed performance against the Framework for 2012/13 

demonstrates a gradual improvement in their accountability policies and practices, compared 

to 2011/12. This rate of improvement is most likely due to the complexities of securing 

improvement across large, international organisations and increased demands on member 

agencies to meet best practice standards of accountability brought about by the new DEC 

Accountability Framework, introduced in 2011/12. 

The evidence submitted by the member agencies and the accompanying discussion during 

the validation visits provided many interesting examples of innovative and leading 

approaches and also current challenges that agencies are experiencing. In general, member 

agency staff reported that they found the Validation process this year to be useful and 

constructive. 

The One World Trust believes that the DEC Accountability Framework is a leader in 

Humanitarian standards and by striving to refine and improve both its content and 

methodology of assessment it will continue to offer a valuable tool for the improvement of the 

DEC member agencies.   
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Introduction 

The Disasters Emergency Committee Accountability Framework (DECAF) has two principal 

objectives in its role within the DEC’s efforts to ensure quality. Firstly, the Framework drives 

and supports the improvement of process and practice within each DEC member agency. 

Secondly, the Framework provides assurance to the British public that the DEC member 

agencies are using their donations to implement work to the highest standards of 

accountability. 

In order to facilitate both objectives the DEC Secretariat commissions an annual validation of 

the member agencies’ self-assessed performance against the DECAF Priorities. For the 

third year this validation has been conducted by the One World Trust.  

The following report presents the methodology and findings of the DECAF Validation for 

2012/13. The report is structured as follows: 

 

I. Overview of the DEC Accountability framework lays out both the structure of the 

framework and the self-assessment process by which member agencies rate 

themselves against the various Ways of Working articulated in the framework. 

II. Direction of Travel presents an analysis of the member agencies’ progress across 

the two first years of the new DEC Accountability Framework. 

III. Improvement Commitments reviews how member agencies plan and reflect on 

their continual achievement against the DEC Accountability Framework across the 

year. 

IV. Methodology outlines the process by which the Validation was conducted, 

highlighting new approaches for 2012/13 compared to previous years.  

V. Validation: Findings from the Review Workshops summarises the evidence 

provided by the member agencies against each of the selected Ways of Working, 

highlighting innovative approaches and good practice, and identifying areas of 

improvement. 
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1  Overview of the DEC Accountability Framework  

The DEC Accountability Framework consists of four “Priorities” relating to the principles to 

which member agencies aspire: 

1) We use our resources efficiently and effectively. 

2) We achieve intended programme objectives in accordance with agreed humanitarian 

standards, principles and behaviours. 

3) We are accountable to disaster affected populations. 

4) We learn from our experience—taking learning from one emergency to the next. 

These are enumerated in 21 specific best practice standards, or, Ways of Working (see 

Appendix 1: DEC Accountability Priorities and Ways of Working). Agencies assess themselves 

against the Framework according to what extent each Way of Working is embedded within 

their organisational practice. The ratings are divided into three categories: 

 The agency has no policy or procedure which commits them to working this way. 

 The agency has a policy or procedure and some evidence of application but 

cannot be confident about systematic delivery. 

 The agency can show that they have assurance systems in place to ensure that 

the policies and procedures are being systematically applied. 

To accompany their self-assessed ratings for the current year, member agencies also submit 

planned ratings for the following year, accompanied by a number of Improvement 

Commitments, which detail how they will strengthen their current policies or practices.  

The introduction of the DEC Accountability Framework II in 2011 represented a significant 

change in comparison to its predecessor, Framework I, in that it raised the standards that 

Member Agencies were expected to achieve in line with the forefront of thinking around 

Humanitarian standards of effectiveness and accountability. At the same time the new 

framework continued to focus on key areas of accountability that were also being tested 

since 2007 with the DECAF I. 
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2 Direction of Travel 

A principal objective of the DEC Accountability Framework is to drive humanitarian 

accountability practice improvement by its member agencies towards a set of common Ways 

of Working, which, when met, give grounding to a message of deserved public trust into the 

quality of work of the agencies. To this end, the DEC would expect to see progressive 

improvement in the ratings provided against the Framework. As the following overview chart 

(Error! Reference source not found.) shows, agencies participating in the DECAF process 

have collectively responded well to the drive for improved accountability. The DECAF I 

period shows clearly an annual increase in the use by agencies of systematic assurance 

methods to harmonise the application of their policies across all their operations. At the 

same time, absence of policy on key tested Ways of Working has decreased over time, 

providing a stronger basis for application and assurance as well as public accountability. 

Having a clear policy clarifies to external stakeholders what the organisations’ commitments 

are. 

While with only a two year run of the DECAF II framework it may be too early to speak of 

consolidated trends, it is worth noting that also since 2011 the proportion of Ways of Working 

where Assurance mechanisms are present is rising  with only very few gaps in policy 

recorded. These remaining gaps can be partly explained by the tougher requirements of the 

new DECAF II framework, which touch on some emergent areas of policy and practice that 

its predecessor was not testing to the same degree. It may also be attributed to the fact that 

the DEC was able to welcome a new member agency which is now beginning to work and 

respond to the framework. The continued number of ratings where application is present, but 

Agencies do not have systematic assurance, is a result of the extraordinary range of 

circumstances in which DEC members have to perform, different in each humanitarian crisis.  
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Figure 1: Overall trend of DEC member Agency performance against DECAF criteria since 2007 
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3 Improvement Commitments 

The following section considers the member agencies’ Improvement Commitments, which 

sheds some further light on individual agencies’ organisational changes.  

3.1 Overview 

A principal aim of the DEC Accountability Framework is to drive improvement within member 

agencies. To this end, agencies are required to submit yearly Improvement Commitments 

against a number of Ways of Working. These Improvement Commitments should detail the 

planned organisational developments that are intended to take place across the next year 

within the agency, which will lead to improvement against the Way of Working in question. 

Agencies are not required to submit Improvement Commitments against all Ways of 

Working, only against those areas they plan to improve.  

Annually member agencies report on their progress against each Improvement Commitment. 

Achievement against these is not confirmed by the DECAF validators, although they do 

discuss progress, challenges and future plans at the member agency visits. 

3.2 Working with Improvement Commitments 

Member agencies work with the Improvement Commitments in different ways as best fits 

their own organisational needs and requirements. In particular the structure and governance 

of a member agency can profoundly affect both how the Improvement Commitments are 

made and the ease with which they can be achieved. For example, member agencies who 

are the Head Quarters of their organisation (such as Islamic Relief and Merlin) are able to 

make specific commitments which will enable clear progress against the DEC Accountability 

Framework. In such cases the Improvement Commitments may directly influence 

organisational strategy and planning and so truly be a driver for change within the member 

agency.  

This is considerably more challenging however for member agencies that work as part of a 

Federation (such as ActionAid UK or the British Red Cross) or those which are support 

offices for International organisations based elsewhere (such as CARE UK, SCUK and 

World Vision UK). In these cases the member agencies are able to decide on specific 

Improvement Commitments for internal processes, however with wider organisational 

changes, or changes to programming they may need to simply reflect developments being 

enacted by their Head office, Secretariat or Sister organisations.  Such agencies often will 

advocate for wider organisational change in the case of particularly important DECAF 

Priorities: both the BRC and Plan UK are instrumental in driving the downwards 

accountability agenda with their respective lead organisations; many such agencies have 

had to find ways of bringing the DFID driven Value For Money agenda to the attention of 

their international families. Such agencies will also find that their Improvement Commitments 

concerning wider organisational developments also take more time to be achieved, reflecting 

the complexities of large international organisations.  

Working with partners1 can also present a challenge to the achievement of Improvement 

Commitments. Agencies who work primarily through partners (such as CAFOD, Christian 

                                                           
1
 ‘Partner’ in this context refers principally to organisations with whom member agencies work, and provide 

support to carry out humanitarian or development projects. They can be international, national or local non-
profit organisations, or national or local government departments or agencies. 
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Aid and Tearfund) have found that whilst they can make commitments to provide guidance 

and support to their partners and develop assurance mechanisms to monitor their work, it is 

not appropriate for them to enforce organisational policies or procedures, or to require 

particular standards to be met in areas, unless they are “non-negotiable” such as finance or 

child protection. In other cases, such as when working with partners in situations where 

security requires remote or distant management (a frequent case in Somalia and also Mali), 

partnership or even direct affiliate relationships cannot be subject to the usual protocols of 

interaction and accountability.  

Despite the challenges of forming and meeting Improvement Commitments many agencies 

have reported that they are useful drivers of change for their organisation. The requirement 

to develop Improvement Commitments allows Accountability Focal Points in each agency to 

identify specific areas where their organisation can and should improve. The Improvement 

Commitments then flag to Senior Management where resources should be directed to 

achieve improvement. Finally the expectation that member agencies will make and improve 

against Improvement Commitments lends credibility to the DECAF Framework, placing it as 

a driver for change rather than a mere statement of standards.  

3.3 2012/13 Improvement Commitments 

During the Validation visits carried out by One World Trust, member agencies were asked to 

report on their progress against the Improvement Commitments made the previous year for 

2012/13.  

 

Figure 2: Number of 2012/13 Improvement Commitments Met, Partially Met or Not Met 

 

As can be seen from Figure 2: Number of 2012/13 Improvement Commitments Met, Partially 

Met or Not Met across all the member agencies, 42% of Improvement Commitments made 

for 2012/13 were judged to have been met by their member agency. This is a good 

achievement given the challenges that many agencies face in forming and meeting these 

Commitments.   

A further 45% of Improvement Commitments were “Partially Met”. This classification was 

assigned when the member had not clearly indicated whether a Commitment had been met 

Met 
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Not Met 
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Total 2012/13 Improvement 
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or not. In some cases therefore the One World Trust had to make a judgement as to whether 

the described activities of the past year satisfied the Commitment made. The classification 

“Partially Met” is used for two scenarios: the first was where not all activities listed under the 

Improvement Commitment took place. The second, where none of the activities listed under 

the Improvement Commitment took place, but other activities occurred that led to the overall 

objective of the Improvement Commitment being met.  

In total, member agencies have seen some form of improvement for 87% of the 

Improvement Commitments made last year. This clearly demonstrates that the Improvement 

Commitments are at least reflecting improved standards: anecdotal evidence suggests that 

in many cases they are actively guiding it.  

However, despite the valid reasons why Improvement Commitments might not have been 

met, the high percentage in the ‘Partially Met’ category supports the argument that greater 

efforts should be made to ensure that in future commitments are Specific, Measurable, 

Achievable, Realistic and Time bound (SMART). This would make it easier to define whether 

they have been met or not. 

Discussion with the member agencies revealed that reasons for not met or partially met 

Improvement Commitments include: 

 Improvement Commitment involves a process over a number of years, which is still 

underway 

 The Improvement Commitment was unrealistic for the time frame specified, or the 

process has taken longer than expected. 

 Changes to staff or to the organisation mean that the activities of the Improvement 

Commitment has been delayed 

 Changes to the organisation mean that the activities of the Improvement 

Commitment are no longer relevant or need to be reconsidered 

Figure 3 presents achievement against the Improvement Commitments aggregated by 

DECAF Priority. This shows that Priority 2: “We achieve intended programme objectives in 

accordance with agreed humanitarian standards, principles and behaviours” and Priority 3: 

“We are accountable to disaster affected populations” had the highest percentage of Met 

Improvement Commitments (50%). Interestingly, Priority 4: “We learn from our experience – 

taking learning from one emergency to the next”, had the highest % of Improvement 

Commitments that were Partially Met or Not Met (68%). This may reflect the fact that 

Learning is a challenging area for many Humanitarian agencies and that there is an on-going 

debate about how to quantify improvements in the quality of learning. 

It was decided not to present this data aggregated by member agency for two reasons. 

Firstly, achievement against the Improvement Commitments has not been verified and 

therefore is subjective to each agency’s view of their success. Secondly, agencies face 

different challenges with their Improvement Commitments, as described above, comparing 

levels of achievement without full contextual explanation would be misleading.  
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Figure 3: Improvement Commitments Met, Partially Met or Not met by Priority 

 

3.4 2013/14 Improvement Commitments 

In line with the DECAF Guidance all agencies submitted Improvement Commitments for 

2013/14, as part of their initial DECAF Submission in January 2013.  

For Priority 1, most agencies and especially CARE have made Commitments to improve 

their use of resources: Value for Money is a particular area of attention under this Priority.  

Priority 2 is of less concern to most agencies, with the exception of Age International, Oxfam 

GB and Save UK, which all have at least a third of their Commitments concerning 

programme standards.  

For Priority 3, Concern Worldwide, BRC, Merlin and Plan are placing particular emphasis on 

accountability to Disaster affected populations this year. Only World Vision is not making any 

commitments in this Priority, as they already perform very strongly in the area of downwards 

accountability. However, as discussed earlier, if they work with partners in the future, for 

example in the Syria response, they will need to develop policies and processes to ensure 

that their partners are also supported in their accountability to local communities. 

Many agencies have made a substantial number of commitments around learning, under 

Priority 4, with ActionAid, Islamic Relief and Merlin paying particular attention to this topic. 

Only CARE Oxfam GB and Plan UK have not made commitments here. CARE UK 

recognises this is an area where they are not yet systematic but hope that a strategic focus 

from CARE International on learning will bring improvement in the future. Plan UK are 

placing their organisational focus on downwards accountability.  
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4 DECAF Assessment and Validation Methodology  

This section details the process by which One World Trust conducted the validation of 

member agency self-assessed performance against the DECAF Framework. 

4.1 Validation Process 

Member agencies’ self-assessed scores against the DEC Accountability Framework are 

validated through the review of sampled evidence to establish both the likelihood of accuracy 

of the self-assessment, and to explore individual aspects of practice.   To validate the 

member agencies’ self-assessed ratings against the DEC Accountability Framework, the 

One World Trust selected five of the 21 Ways of Working to consider in depth. The sampled 

Ways of Working were selected by the One World Trust to afford a perspective from across 

the four Priorities and to avoid repetitions from 2012/13. The Ways of Working were also 

selected to reflect the breadth of stakeholders with which the member agencies work, to 

include staff, partners, local structures and peer coordination mechanisms. In this way the 

intention was to design an engaging and informative learning process for the member 

agencies, which truly tested the extent of their accountability to different stakeholders. 

The five selected Ways of Working were: 

 1.2 Approach to the management and care of staff reflects People in Aid code of 

good practice 

 1.6 Local structures (including governments, civil society organisations and markets) 

are consulted and strengthened 

 2.4 Agencies participate in established coordination mechanisms and support their 

partners to do the same 

 3.5 Agencies shall work with partners to strengthen their capacity to be accountable 

to disaster affected populations 

 4.2 Key learning is effectively communicated to staff, partners and other stakeholders 

The member agencies were asked to provide evidence against the five Ways of Working for 

two countries in which they operated.  

The One World Trust reviewed evidence submitted by each agency for the five Ways of 

Working and the two sample countries. The review of evidence was accompanied by a half 

day visit to each agency to discuss their evidence in depth.  
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5 Validation: findings from member agencies’ evidence and visits 

The One World Trust was able to validate the ratings of all the member agencies against all 

five of the selected Ways of Working (detailed on p12). The One World Trust can therefore 

confirm that the DEC member agencies’ ratings against the Accountability Framework 

are likely to be correct.  

The following subsections consider the member agencies’ achievement against each Way of 

Working in depth. An initial overview provides contextual understanding for the Way of 

Working’s position in the DEC Accountability Framework and offers some insight into any 

particular challenges or debates that were raised by the member agencies. The following 

analysis discusses how member agencies performed against the Way of Working. An 

overview of ratings for that Way of Working is followed by consideration of different 

approaches taken by member agencies in meeting the Way of Working. ‘Common practice’ 

describes how the majority of agencies have shown themselves to meet the Way of 

Working. ‘Practices that lead the way’ provide insights into agency approaches where 

evidence of new or particularly successful systems and methods has been submitted. ‘Need 

for improvement’ details how some agencies are still exploring ways to improve their 

practice against the Way of Working. It is important to recognise that member agencies often 

work in very difficult contexts and are striving to provide the best possible service to disaster 

affected people, therefore member agencies’ willingness to share and reflect on their 

challenges should be commended.  
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5.1 Approach to the management and care of staff reflects People in Aid code 

of good practice (Way of Working 1.2) 

 

Figure 4: Distribution of RAG Ratings for Way of Working 1.2 

 

5.1.1 Overview 

This Way of Working concerns member agencies’ accountability to their staff. Drawing on 

the standards set by the People in Aid Code of good practice (see Text Box 1), this Way of 

Working concerns issues around staff recruitment, performance management, training and 

development, and staff security and well-being. For agencies that work with partners, they 

should demonstrate how they support their partners to meet these standards. As this Way of 

Working in effect summarises the entire standards of People in Aid Code of Good Practice, 

the necessary evidence to be submitted is extensive, often requiring individual policies and 

application evidence for each of the four areas listed above. It should be noted that no 

attempt was made to evaluate the quality of the policies and procedures provided: their 

existence was deemed satisfactory.    

The DECAF Way of Working concerning management and care of staff specifically 

references the People in Aid Code of Good Practice because it is widely regarded as an 

industry standard in this field. In addition the DEC recognise and encourage their members 

to engage in a range of other industry wide standards, such as Sphere, HAP and the Red 

Cross Code of Conduct (this is part of Way of Working 2.1: the agency has defined and 

documented processes for programme management which are underpinned by a clear 

statement of standards). This linkage ensures that the DECAF remains at the forefront of 

industry thinking around humanitarian standards and that the member agencies meet 

standards that are widely expected in their sector. It also prevents unnecessary duplication 

by agencies who participate in one or more of the other agreed standards. 
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As with the other agreed 

standards, Way of Working 1.2 

does not require that member 

agencies are members of People 

in Aid: simply that their internal 

HR policies and procedures 

reflect People in Aid’s standards. 

Certification that a member 

agency is “Verified Compliant” 

with People in Aid (i.e. who have 

undertaken an extensive external 

audit of their HR policies and 

practices) is considered sufficient 

assurance, although such 

agencies are encouraged to 

demonstrate other internal 

assurance processes as well.  

5.1.2 Common practice 

Management and care of staff is now regarded as a fairly fundamental aspect of good 

practice for Humanitarian agencies and so no evidence was presented which suggested that 

individual agencies were being challenged with basic implementation. All were able to 

provide examples of the application of their policies at both the UK office and field level. 

Many agencies however were less confident about whether the policies were being 

systematically applied. For example Help Age field offices report that they are unsure about 

the systematic application of People in Aid standards, despite the existence of an Internal 

HR Audit process. Similarly Plan UK feel that they do not receive sufficient assurance from 

Plan International about their country offices’ compliance with HR policies, although they are 

hoping next to year to have developed sufficient internal assurance mechanisms. Because 

of their position within the CARE International Family, CARE UK recognise that there may 

well be sufficient assurance mechanisms present at an international level for this Way of 

Working but encounter challenges accessing this evidence. Tearfund has extensively 

worked with partners on the translation of PiA Code principles and aligned Tearfund policy 

into local HR practices and procedures. However, the current internal audit on HR practices 

has not yet been completed, lacking the final assurance element for Tearfund itself.   

 

 

Text Box 1: The People in Aid Code of Good 
Practice 

The People in Aid Code of Good Practice is an 

internationally recognised standard on Human 

Resource Management for Humanitarian and 

Development agencies. The Code of Good Practice 

consists of seven Principles, including strategy, staff 

policies, management of staff, communication with 

staff, recruitment, staff training and development, 

and staff health safety and security. Agencies can 

engage with People in Aid on three levels: as 

members, as “Committed to People in Aid” meaning 

they have made a public commitment to uphold the 

Code’s principles, and as “Verified Compliant” 

meaning that they have undertaken an extensive 

external audit to confirm that their practices are in-

line with the People in Aid standards.   
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Figure 5: Key practice aspects in evidence on Way of Working 1.2 

Figure 4:  
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5.1.3 Practices that lead the way  

Divergence between agencies on this Way of Working centred on their ability to ensure that 

the policies were being systematically applied in the field, which largely was determined by 

the structure of the organisation and whether they worked with partners. Some agencies 

were able to provide direct assurance evidenced as to their HR standards both in the UK 

office and overseas. World Vision International’s People and Culture Score cards facilitate a 

regular assessment of HR procedures resulting in a dashboard display of strengths and 

weaknesses. Concern Worldwide and CAFOD presented certification by People in Aid, 

alongside internal HR Audit processes, as evidence of systematic assurance. ActionAid 

were able to demonstrate strong policies and application evidence across their field offices, 

supported by a Human Resources and Organisational Effectiveness unit at ActionAid 

International. Like other agencies, Merlin and Oxfam also make active use of the internal 

audit function as assurance mechanisms. For example, Oxfam ask internal auditors on 

country visits to specifically test some DECAF related questions, hence beginning to 

mainstream the systems focus of DECAF into general working procedures beyond its 

Humanitarian Indicator Tool reporting.  

5.1.4 Working through Partners 

For organisations that work through partners, there was a split of opinions as to how this 

Way of Working should be applied. 

The DECAF Guidelines state that 

“for partnership working, evidence 

should demonstrate what 

processes we have in place to 

support our partners to meet our 

standards”. As an organisation 

that implements through partners, 

CAFOD provides support to them 

on HR issues. Their Partner 

Profiles require information on what HR systems partners have in place. This, in combination 

with CAFOD’s own certification by People in Aid, is sufficient assurance. However, despite 

also being Verified Compliant by People in Aid, Christian Aid considers they should be 

looking at the HR standards of their partner organisations who implement the work on the 

ground. Therefore because they do not assure their partners’ HR standards, and do not feel 

it would be appropriate to do so, they do not consider that they achieve satisfactory 

assurance overall, which the Validators respect. Tearfund adopts a similar position in that it 

provides a significant level of support through organisational capacity assessments and 

continued training, which manifests itself in developed HR procedures at the partner level. 

However Tearfund remains sceptical about how widespread this level of achievement is 

across all of its partners’ operations.  

Oxfam reports the interesting experience of one of its Somalia based partners, Hijra, moving 

ahead with its own PiA Code certification (see Error! Reference source not found.), 

demonstrating the effect of long term partner support in this field.  

Figure 6: Oxfam partner Hijra PiA certification 
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5.2  Local structures (including governments, civil society organisations and 

markets) are consulted and strengthened (Way of Working 1.6) 

 

Figure 7: Distribution of RAG ratings for Way of Working 1.6 

 

5.2.1 Overview 

This Way of Working encourages member agencies to think about the context in which they 

are working and the impact they have on existing local institutions and organisations, looking 

beyond their own beneficiaries and communities. This may involve consulting, working with 

and offering training local or national government departments, local councils and local civil 

society organisations. It also includes analysing local markets and traders and ensuring 

procurement supports the local economy where possible. A concern raised by several 

agencies focused on the scope of this Way of 

Working: not only was it ambitious to seek to 

implement it with regards to all three named 

stakeholder groups, but also in some cases 

government was non-existent or not a viable 

stakeholder. To address this, in assessing 

compliance with this Way of Working the validators 

looked for engagement with at least two of the three 

stakeholder groups mentioned.  Importantly, this 

Way of Working does not concern member 

agencies’ work with partners (which is covered by 

Way of Working 1.5). 

This was a challenging Way of Working for many 

agencies to evidence. Several agencies initially 

focused their evidence on work with partners: after 

Text Box 2: BRC Strengthening 
Local Markets 

Working with a local NGO, 

Prodipan, in Bangladesh, the 

British Red Cross helped local 

people to better engage with 

markets. By conducting a market 

analysis, establishing Producer 

Groups at a local level, and then 

linking these groups with market 

traders, the project helped local 

communities to collectively 

negotiate a better price for their 

goods.  
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subsequent requests all were able to provide some examples of work with other local 

structures as well. In particular few agencies had policies which articulated the need to 

strengthen local structures: this was problematic when looking for satisfactory assurance 

mechanisms, since systematic monitoring and evaluation is often guided by specific policies.   

A further challenge was created by the divergence between the wording of the Way of 

Working itself and the accompanying Guidance notes. Whereas the latter requires that local 

structures are consulted and strengthened, the former merely recommends that evidence 

shows how local players are assessed and the level of engagement with them decided upon. 

For this reason, the Validators accepted evidence of stakeholder analysis as sufficient, 

without evidence of local structures also being strengthened. However it should be noted 

that this concession weakens the standard raising power of DECAF. Strengthening local 

structures should be an aspiration of all Humanitarian agencies and indeed many do achieve 

this already: the DEC Accountability Framework should encourage all agencies to ensure 

this is an integral aspect of their programming.  

 

5.2.2 Common practice 

All agencies were able to demonstrate some examples of engaging with local structures. 

Many agencies provided evidence of procurement guidelines and procedures to show how 

they source goods locally wherever possible in order to sustain local economies. Some 

agencies’ projects went beyond this to actively engage with local markets: Christian Aid 

conduct Emergency Market Mapping at the beginning of a project to assess what the impact 

of cash distribution will be on prices. In Bangladesh the British Red Cross worked with their 

Partner to link local producer groups with Market Traders, in order to secure better prices for 

their products (see Text Box 2).  

It was common for agencies to provide Memoranda of Understanding with Local or National 

Governments as evidence of their engagement, although it may be debatable to what extent 

such documents demonstrate a consultative or supportive relationship. Working with 

government bodies can certainly be a delicate task: it may not be appropriate for an agency 

to presume to strengthen their capacity, or even to consult with them, beyond achieving an 

understanding of what work is required.  There were several examples however of agencies 

working in collaboration with government bodies; for example, World Vision drew on the 

expertise of the Ministry of Livestock in Kenya to source breeding goats for a project (see 

Error! Reference source not found.), and Plan provided training for the Government on 

Disaster Risk Management issues. In South Sudan CARE Netherlands provided training to 

traditional leaders to help their understanding of the Local Government Act.  

Merlin in particular emphasised the use of MoU with Governments as assurance 

mechanisms as they constitute the outcome of a negotiated process, rather than just being a 

forward looking tool. At the same time it was recognised that such agreements had limits 

because despite an organisational desire to contribute to the strengthening of the institution, 

governments in fact often resented the idea of any such tools being used to review their 

performance in the sense of leading to reporting or assessment from their end. 
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Figure 8: Key practice aspects in evidence on Way of Working 1.6 
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Whilst building the capacity of 

partners was not a concern of 

this Way of Working, some 

agencies did show that they 

strengthened other civil society 

organisations. For example 

CAFOD provided training for 

groups of block makers in Haiti. 

In Somalia CARE is a founding 

member of the Somalia NGO 

Consortium, which brings 

together national and 

international NGOs in order to 

facilitate co-ordination and 

share information (see Text 

Box 4).  

5.2.3 Practices that leads 

the way  

As mentioned above, some 

Agencies struggled to 

demonstrate systematic 

assurance, despite good evidence of application, which may be the result of a lack of policy 

level guidance on this issue. A notable exception was ActionAid, whose Human Rights 

Based Approach places responsibility for service provision upon governments, seeing 

ActionAid’s role as helping local communities to ensure they receive this service from the 

state. ActionAid’s Evaluation ToR requires evaluators to reflect on whether this policy has 

been met. An alternative approach to assurance used for this Way of Working was to 

demonstrate that stakeholder analysis is a necessary component of the project management 

cycle: this was the approach of both Plan and the BRC. Interestingly both Christian Aid and 

CARE are currently rolling out political economy analysis tools to move beyond basic 

stakeholder mapping to achieve a greater understanding of the political context and 

vulnerabilities.  Both Christian Aid’s Participatory Capacity and Vulnerability Assessment and 

CARE’s Governance Context Analysis offer the potential to provide assurance against this 

Way of Working, once they are systematically adopted across the organisations.  

Islamic Relief pointed towards the impact of the application of its own rigorous procurement 

policy in countries such as Bangladesh, on the transparency of government service provision 

and procurement in projects in which Islamic Relief is involved.    

5.2.4 Need for improvement 

Although all agencies could demonstrate some evidence of strengthening local structures, 

some were notably weaker and less regular than others. This was often due to a lack of 

clear policies or programme management systems which required a stakeholder analysis, 

and so engagement with external actors was ad hoc, depending on individual project design. 

Agencies also varied in achievement on this Way of Working between countries.  

Text Box 3: World Vision: Scouting for Goats 

 

In Kenya, World Vision worked with the Ministry of 

Livestock to source Galla goat breeding bucks, which 

could be introduced to herds in Hulugho District, to 

strengthen the gene pool, and thus increase milk 

production.   
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5.3  Agencies participate in established coordination mechanisms and support their 

partners to do the same (Way of Working 2.4) 

 

Figure 9: Distribution of RAG ratings for Way of Working 2.4

 

 

5.3.1 Overview 

Following on from Way of Working 1.6, this Way of Working encourages member agencies 

to engage with other organisations working in their country or region, in order to coordinate 

activities and avoid unnecessary duplication. This particularly refers to existing integrated 

coordination mechanisms, such as national government meetings or UN Cluster meetings 

on specific thematic issues such as water/sanitation, emergency shelter and nutrition.  

This Way of Working specifically asks member agencies to support their partners to also 

participate in coordination mechanisms. In many cases, partner organisations are 

implementing activities on the ground and so are in the best position to contribute to 

coordination mechanisms. Some agencies such as CAFOD find that their partners are able 

to participate easily in Cluster meetings, however other member agencies have reported 

challenges with this.  In some contexts they have found that staff from local organisations 

may find it difficult to access Cluster meetings or may even be refused entry. In other cases, 

member agencies recognise that it would not be appropriate for their staff from grassroots 

civil society organisations to attend international level UN meetings. As the support of 

partners is explicitly mentioned in this Way of Working, the validators pushed all member 

agencies to provide evidence of how they worked within these challenges to allow their 

partners to meaningfully contribute to coordination meetings. 
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For some agencies, contextual challenges 

were experienced in the particular countries 

discussed. Tearfund’s partner in Niger 

JAMED works on food security issues in a 

very remote region, so it would not be 

feasible for them to regularly attend national 

level coordination meetings on water, 

sanitation, and hygiene. In Somalia, World 

Vision took the unusual step of deciding to 

work with partners in order to secure better 

access to vulnerable people. Part of their 

partner selection process involved checking 

that the organisation was actively involved in 

local coordination mechanisms and UN 

Clusters. 

5.3.2 Common practice 

The majority of agencies were able to show that they and/or their partners regularly attended 

UN cluster meetings or other similar coordination mechanisms. This was evidenced through 

the provision of minutes from the meetings, which showed attendance by the member 

agency or its partner. Most agencies then had assurance mechanisms in place to ensure 

that engagement with coordination mechanisms was taking place. This generally consisted 

of a reporting system such as a Situation Report or Evaluation template which includes a 

specific question about the agencies engagement in coordination mechanisms. For example 

World Vision’s Humanitarian and Emergency Affairs Score cards ask country offices to 

conduct a quarterly self-assessment of their operations, including engagement with 

coordination mechanisms. They then have to provide supporting evidence (for example 

cluster meeting minutes) to their regional offices.  

5.3.3 Practices that lead the way 

Innovative approaches to this Way of Working concerned ways in which the perspectives of 

local partners could be represented at Cluster level meetings. ActionAid is again notable 

here for having policy level guidance in their Emergency Response Guidelines which 

specifically mentions the need to promote local perspectives at national coordination 

meetings, although they recognise that in practice this is not yet happening systematically.  

As Text Box 4 describes, CARE provided evidence of the Somalia NGO Consortium which 

brings together national and international NGOs working in Somalia, whose role includes 

coordinating with donors on behalf of their members. 

CAFOD takes a different approach: to feedback from the field to CAFOD’s UK office, staff 

participate in regular telephone briefing meetings with their partners to ensure they are kept 

up to date with their partners engagement in coordination mechanisms. Christian Aid go one 

step further, by advocating to donors such as ECHO, DfID and the UN to be more accessible 

and welcoming to local organisations: they feel this is particularly important, as it is the 

partners who are operating, and therefore should be engaged.  

 

Text Box 4: CARE: Somalia NGO 
Consortium 

CARE is a founding member of the Somalia 

NGO consortium, which brings together 86 

local and international NGOs to provide a 

coordinated voice within a very complex 

operating environment. The NGO 

Consortium shares information and 

analysis, facilitates coordination and joint 

advocacy, and improves representation of 

its members with stakeholders including 

local authorities, donors and the UN. 

Recently NGO Consortium members 

contributed to a strategic review of UN 

Integration. 
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Figure 10: Key practice aspects in evidence on Way of Working 2.4 
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5.3.4 Need for improvement 

All agencies were able to demonstrate their 

participation in some form of coordination 

mechanisms. However, several do not have 

reporting systems in place to ensure that this is 

regularly happening, or, where they do, recognise 

that their reports are in fact highlighting that 

engagement with coordination mechanisms 

(particularly by partners) is poor or sporadic, and 

therefore work needs to be done to improve 

engagement.  

 

 

 

 

 

5.4 Agencies shall work with partners to strengthen their capacity to be accountable 

to disaster affected populations (Way of Working 3.5) 

Figure 11: Distribution of RAG ratings for Way of Working 3.5 

 

 

 

*Plan UK is the newest member of the DEC and is currently developing an Accountability Framework 

which will map out related commitments. Plan acknowledges that in practice they have many 

Text Box 5: Age International- 
Involving partners in grassroots 
coordination activities 

Age International reported their 

experience of involving a locally well 

established partner (RACIDA, 

Mandera / Kenya) in coordination 

work as being particularly effective in 

establishing engagement in 

coordination by other district level 

stakeholders and avoiding 

duplication. Assurance was sought by 

specifically probing this aspect with 

RACIDA partners during the 

qualitative data collection phase. 
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examples of strengthening partner capacity in accountability, but that the completion of the framework 

will provide a concrete documented policy which will guide programmes globally.  

5.4.1 Overview 

Priority Three of the DEC Accountability Framework concerns accountability to disaster 

affected populations.  For each of the Ways of Working, the Guidelines suggest that where 

partnerships are in place, agencies should have clearly stated expectations of how their 

partners will meet the standard. Way of Working 3.5 specifically focuses on the support that 

the member agency will provide their partners to help them meet the previous four Ways of 

Working concerning downwards accountability. This directly reflects the revised HAP 

Standard, which expects that agencies working with partners support those partners to also 

meet the set standards of accountability and quality management. 

As not all DEC member agencies work with partner organisations, the Guidelines indicate 

that a broad definition of partners can be accepted for those who are implementing the 

project, including “family members”. For example, the British Red Cross partners are other 

National Societies; for World Vision the implementers of their projects are staff from World 

Vision National Offices. 

5.4.2 Common practice 

DEC member agencies who regularly work through partners have often experienced 

challenges providing satisfactory evidence against other Ways of Working under Priority 

Three. It was notable that these were the agencies that performed particularly strongly under 

this Way of Working: able to show clear policies and processes for providing partner 

organisations with support on different aspects of accountability to beneficiaries. The 

validators were not however concerned with the accountability standards of partners, 

recognising this is not always something which member agencies are in a position to assure. 

For example, CAFOD provides ample support to their partners on accountability, but will not 

force the matter if the organisation has other current priorities: they reasonably consider 

issues such as Child Protection and Financial Standards more important “non-negotiables”. 
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Text Box 6: ActionAid: Promoting 
accountability to local communities 

ActionAid Kenya has encouraged its partners to 

be more accountable to their local communities 

by erecting Transparency Boards. These 

boards detail the activities undertaken by the 

Partner organisation, the amount of money 

provided for the work (raised by ActionAid and 

others through Child Sponsorship), and whether 

the work has been completed or not. ActionAid 

Kenya report that confidence in using the 

Transparency Boards has led to the partners 

demanding that local level Government offices 

use similar methods to be transparent about 

their use of funds. 
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Member agencies use a combination of different approaches to support accountability: 

established practices include providing training workshops or online tools, such as CARE’s 

Figure 12: Key practice aspects in evidence on Way of Working 3.5 
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Accountability Wiki. In some cases staff from member agencies are seconded to the partner 

in order to provide direct support with accountability: the British Red Cross took this 

approach in Haiti. Several agencies also have international teams of accountability 

specialists who provide oversight and coordinate accountability training, for example 

ActionAid International’s Evaluation and Accountability Unit, CARE International’s 

Accountability Standing Team. Text Box 6 describes how ActionAid’s support to partners on 

accountability has led to these partners demanding greater accountability from their local 

government. 

Several of the member agencies, such as CAFOD, Christian Aid and Tearfund are HAP 

certified, which provides assurance that partners are being supported on accountability to 

disaster affected populations.   

5.4.3 Practices that lead the way 

As the majority of agencies provide some form of support to their partners, innovative 

approaches to this Way of Working concern how to embed this support into partners’ work. 

World Vision provided evidence of their comprehensive training programme for staff on 

downwards accountability. The Accountability Learning Lab is a 10 month process: 

preparatory study of reading materials lays the ground for a 12-day residential course in 

which participants not only receive training on accountability issues but also conduct field 

exercises and develop a plan to improve the accountability of their National office. After the 

training course, participants are paired with mentors who provide support as they implement 

their accountability plans. Although not a requirement of this Way of Working, assessing 

partners’ accountability standards can be an important first step in determining where 

support is most needed, what form it should take, and tracking whether it has actually 

improved accountability standards of partners. CAFOD’s Accountability Minimum Standards 

Tracking Tool provides an in-depth assessment of their partners’ accountability procedures 

against set standards which reflect the HAP benchmarks. This results in a dashboard style 

rating, dependant on a minimum level of achievement across six categories. The tool 

includes improvements that are expected in the next 12 and 24 months. Text Box 7 

describes how CAFOD used this tool to identify areas for improvement by their partner CRS 

Figure 13: Save the Children suggestion boxes in Bangladesh - complaints and feedback procedures for 

beneficiaries  
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Haiti, and ascertain that downwards 

accountability had improved as a result. 

Save the Children provided interesting 

evidence of a workshop concept in 

Bangladesh which combined more abstract 

conceptual aspects, such as introductions to 

HAP principles, with showcasing of local 

accountability practices (see Error! Not a 

valid bookmark self-reference.) to 

encourage and motivate participants to 

innovate.  

 

Concern Worldwide engages on a 

contractual basis with a local mobile 

telephone company in Mogadishu (Hormuud) to provide small scale cash transfer services to 

beneficiaries in Somalia, binding the service provider, its contractors and agents also to 

Concern Worldwide’s Programme Participants Protection Policy and its Code of Conduct.  

 

5.4.4 Need for improvement 

As described above, the majority of agencies are confident with the need for downwards 

accountability, and have found ways to help their partners achieve this. However, as the 

newest member of the DEC, Plan UK is still working on the development of an Accountability 

Framework for Disasters. As was noted last year, Plan UK recognises that individual country 

programmes can have good downwards accountability practices and have plans to 

specifically include supporting partners in their Accountability Framework.  

 

Text Box 7: CAFOD: Assessing 
Partners’ Accountability 

CAFOD’s Accountability Minimum 

Standards Tracking Tool identified that 

CRS Haiti needed to focus on 

accountability to disaster affected 

populations.  CRS International 

recognised the value of the thorough 

assessment, and responded effectively to 

its findings, bringing in staff to support the 

Haiti office, and subsequently sharing the 

learning from this exercise with their other 

country programmes. 
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5.5 Key Learning is effectively communicated to staff, partners and other 

stakeholders (Way of Working 4.2) 

Figure 14: Distribution of RAG ratings for Way of Working 4.2

 

 

5.5.1 Overview 

This Way of Working was chosen because the subject of effective communication of learning 

was considered as part of the DECAF Validation process in 2010/11. Under the previous 

DECAF Framework, Way of Working 5.4 asked if “Key learning is effectively communicated 

to staff and partners”. At the time, there was considerable discussion around the issue of 

Humanitarian learning, and particularly regarding how agencies can ensure that learning is 

effective. In revisiting this topic, it was hoped that some progress on thinking around learning 

would be seen.  

Learning is undoubtedly a complex and much discussed issue for all Humanitarian 

organisations. There is a general lack of confidence that any agency can guarantee it always 

learns from its mistakes. Furthermore, improvements in organisational learning require 

considerable change to achieve: how to measure and thus quantify such improvements in 

learning is an additional issue which agencies are only just beginning to consider (see 

Practices that lead the way below). Despite these complexities, it is to be hoped that in 

future year’s agencies do not shy away from meeting the challenge of learning effectively. 

5.5.2 Common practice 

In general, learning is seen as an area for continued improvement by the majority of 

agencies, although it is an area where there is already some good practice to build upon. 

Established practices to sharing learning with staff included agency Intranet sites, such as 

ActionAid’s HIVE, Plan’s PlaNET and the BRC’s RedRoom. Several agencies also hold 

learning events for staff, at the national, regional or international level: the BRC has a yearly 

“Learning Week” with events for staff across the organisation on a range of topics. Tearfund 
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works across all its chapters with 

‘Footsteps’ a field office and partners 

oriented practical publications series to 

address particular issues and 

disseminate lessons learnt.  

As the Tearfund example shows, efforts 

to share learning with field offices tend 

to use similar mechanisms as those 

intended for partners, although it may 

be debated to what extent internet 

based resources are easily accessible 

to grassroots organisations. Several 

organisations bring their partners 

together so that they can share 

learning: CAFOD holds regional 

conferences for partners. ActionAid 

have trialled “Exposure Visits” in South 

Asia: taking a community member from 

one response to visit another, in order 

to promote the sharing of learning and 

exchange of ideas between local 

community members around resilience 

issues. ActionAid are now looking at 

ways to achieve the same exchange of ideas without the need for costly air travel.  

All agencies were able to demonstrate that they have shared learning with external 

stakeholders by publishing accounts of their projects 

and research through sectoral fora such as HAP, 

ALNAP and the ODI. For example, CAFOD have 

published many of their accountability tools and case 

studies on the HAP website; Plan has published a 

briefing paper on Climate extremes through the ODI; 

World Vision is currently undertaking research on 

Child Friendly Spaces in collaboration with Columbia 

University.  Concern Worldwide is actively pointing 

staff to external fora such as ALNAP as a 

recommended ‘go to’ place for sharing its own and 

other good practice.  

However, this tends not to be as systematic as 

internal learning and often depends on whether the 

agency has produced a particularly interesting case 

study, an approach to a specific challenge or have 

recently been involved in sector wide learning 

events. Some agencies, such as the BRC, recognise 

that sharing learning externally and incorporating 

external learning is not yet an area where they are 

systematically confident.  

Figure 15: Tearfund's 'Footsteps' series 

Figure 16: ALNAP publications as 
recommended reading 
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Figure 17: Key practice aspects in evidence on Way of Working 4.2 
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5.5.3 Practices that lead the way 

Innovative thinking around this Way of Working occurred where agencies addressed the 

issue of whether learning is “effectively” communicated. The majority of agencies did not 

consider the effectiveness of their approaches to sharing learning. However, Christian Aid is 

hoping to be able to demonstrate that learning is being effectively taken on board by staff. 

The development of a Humanitarian Performance Report will track the impact of Christian 

Aid’s work around the world. Christian Aid hope that this will enable them to identify where 

staff are building upon previous lessons to improve their performance, and therefore whether 

the learning has been effectively shared. World Vision’s H-Learn unit is a team specifically 

tasked with gathering, processing and disseminating learning about Humanitarian responses 

throughout World Vision, and with external stakeholders. H-Learn’s existence therefore 

provides World Vision with assurance that learning is being shared. In order to ascertain the 

effectiveness of their work, the H-Learn team are currently reviewing their business plan, 

and have a working group which is specifically looking at how learning is being used by 

World Vision staff.  

5.5.4 Need for improvement 

Some agencies recognise that learning is an area where they are not yet confident: in some 

cases this is due to staff not yet fully engaging with tools that have been developed to better 

capture and share learning. In other cases this is because the organisational does not yet 

have a strategic focus on the need to share learning. As mentioned above, some agencies 

also recognise that whilst they have strengths in sharing learning internally, they still have 

room for improvement as regards sharing learning with partners and external stakeholders. 
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Conclusion 

The DEC Accountability Framework Validation Process for 2012/13 demonstrated that the 

evidence submitted by all Member Agencies’ against the sample of self-assessed Ways of 

Workings were accurate. Therefore the One World Trust can conclude that the Member 

Agency self-assessed ratings submitted for the entire DEC Accountability Framework are an 

accurate reflection of how they work. In addition, the Validation process highlighted some 

interesting examples of innovative practice, and areas where Member Agencies recognise 

they need to improve.  

A broader consideration of achievement against the DEC Accountability Framework as a 

whole, shows that Agencies have made gradual yet important improvements in their 

accountability policies and practices not only over the past two years, but across the whole 

period that the DECAF has been in use, including its first form, since 2007. The submission 

of “Improvement Commitments” is a key way in which Agencies are encouraged to plan and 

reflect on how they are planning to continue their accountability achievements.  

The One World Trust believes that DEC Accountability Framework provides leadership in 

Humanitarian standards, and that by striving to refine and improve both its content and 

methodology of assessment it will continue to offer a valuable tool for the improvement of the 

DEC Member Agencies. 
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Appendix 1: DEC Accountability Priorities and Ways of Working 
1. We use our resources efficiently 
and effectively 

2. We achieve intended programme 
objectives in accordance with agreed 
humanitarian standards, principles and 
behaviours 

3. We are accountable to disaster 
affected populations 

4. We learn from our experience – 
taking learning from one emergency 
to the next 

1.1 Documented processes are in place 
at the appropriate level governing the 
use and management of funds 

2.1 The agency has defined and 
documented processes for programme 
management which are underpinned by 
a clear statement of standards 

3.1 A defined and documented 
Accountability Framework is in place 
governing accountability to disaster 
affected populations 

4.1 A documented process is in place 
at the appropriate level to ensure 
that learning is systematically 
captured, shared and utilised 

1.2 Approach to the management and 
care of staff reflects People in Aid code 
of good practice 

2.2 Programmes respond to clearly 
defined needs and are adjusted as needs 
change 

3.2 Information on agency background, 
programme timelines, beneficiary 
entitlements and selection criteria is 
communicated to disaster affected 
populations 

4.2 Key learning is effectively 
communicated to staff, partners and 
other stakeholders 

1.3 Programme design and 
procurement processes maximise value 
for money - balancing quality, cost and 
timeliness at each phase of the 
response 

2.3 Staff and partners understand and 
integrate agreed standards in to their 
programmes 

3.3 Disaster affected populations 
participate in programme assessment, 
design, implementation and evaluation 

4.3 Key learning (including from 
evaluations) is incorporated into 
processes and programmes in a 
systematic and timely manner 

1.4 Incidences of actual/suspected 
fraud or loss are investigated and 
actioned 

2.4 Agencies participate in established 
coordination mechanisms and support 
their partners to do the same 

3.4 In consultation with disaster affected 
populations appropriately designed and 
described complaints handling 
procedures are implemented 

4.4 Agencies contribute to peer and 
sector learning in humanitarian 
response 

1.5 Partners are consulted and their 
capacity is assessed, utilised and 
developed where appropriate 

2.5 Unintended programme impacts and 
outcomes are identified and acted upon 
in a timely manner 

3.5 Agencies shall work with partners to 
strengthen their capacity to be 
accountable to disaster affected 
populations 

 
 

1.6 Local structures (including 
governments, civil society 
organisations and markets) are 
consulted and strengthened 

2.6 Programmes contribute to disaster 
risk reduction and build the resilience of 
communities, partners and governments 

 

 


