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Start Fund: Learning from 
Accountability to Crisis-Affected 
Communities

The Start Fund is a multi-donor pooled rapid response fund that that selects projects for funding within 
72 hours. It is collectively owned and managed by the Start Network Members, a group of 42 national and 
international aid agencies from five continents. The fund was launched on 1st April 2014 and was designed 
to fill gaps in the humanitarian funding architecture in three main areas: underfunded small to medium scale 
crises; forecasts of impending crises; and spikes in chronic humanitarian crises.

This review is one in a series of learning products developed by the Start Fund Monitoring, Evaluation, 
Accountability and Learning team with the intention of providing actionable recommendations to improve 
decision making at the project, crisis and system level. This learning product was led by Apoorva Mishra of 
World Vision UK, with input from a reference group made up of Start Fund committee members and subject 
matter experts and explores what the Start Fund has learnt about accountability, an increasingly important 
component of crisis response. A more detailed version of this learning product is available at: 

https://start-network.box.com/v/accountabilitylearningproduct

CATHOLIC RELIEF SERVICES STAFF TALK TO COMMUNITY AT-RISK OF FLOODING IN SAN, MALI (ALERT 
117 MALI ANTICIPATION OF FLOODING). PHOTO CREDIT: CATHOLIC RELIEF SERVICES
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Introduction 
Accountability to affected populations has various definitions, but at its core is an active commitment to 
use power responsibly by taking account of, giving account to, and being held to account by the people 
humanitarian organisations seek to assist. It recognises that “women, men, girls and boys receiving assistance 
are the primary stakeholders and have a basic right to participate in the decisions that affect their lives, 
receive the information they need to make decisions and hold aid actors to account, and to complain if they 
feel the help they receive is not adequate, well targeted or has unwelcome consequences.” (CHS Alliance). 
Accountability is key in ensuring that responses are tailored to communities and enhances their dignity 
as well as helping to restore their lives. Upholding accountability to affected communities was one of the 
commitments in the Grand Bargain agreed at the World Humanitarian Summit in May 2016 in order to further 
greater trust, transparency and accountability between donors, aid organisations and populations affected by 
disasters. 

“We need to include the people affected by humanitarian crises and their communities in our decisions to 
be certain that the humanitarian response is relevant, timely, effective and efficient. We need to provide 
accessible information, ensure that an effective process for participation and feedback is in place and that 
design and management decisions are responsive to the views of affected communities and people. Donors 
and aid organisations should work to ensure that the voices of the most vulnerable groups considering gender, 
age, ethnicity, language and special needs are heard and acted upon.” Grand Bargain, May 2016 

For this reason, accountability is integrated into Start Fund supported projects at various stages. Despite 
some limitations given the short timeframe of projects (45 days), the findings show that implementing 
agencies have succeeded in upholding accountability commitments in numerous aspects, and some 
recommendations for further improvements are suggested below. 

What was the study
A desk review of 71[1] Start Fund supported emergency response projects which took place between 
May 2016 and April 2017 focused on learning on good practices, challenges and gaps in accountability to 
communities. The overall objective of this study was: to support evidence-based decision-making within 
the Start Fund at project, crisis and system levels in terms of accountability to communities. With a specific 
objective to present evidence using the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability (CHS) as 
a lens on the extent to which Start funded projects are accountable to disaster-affected populations, and the 
influence this may have on the quality and relevance of these projects.

Specifically, four commitments of the nine (1,2,4 and 5) were chosen for the study which focus more 
specifically on accountability to communities during the phases of design, implementation and evaluation of 
responses. 

What were the findings?
This study was not an exhaustive analysis of the extent to which agencies are meeting the CHS commitments 
in their wider programming and there were several limitations to this study. In particular, there was no mention 
in project reports of the negative impact of responses, it was not compulsory to include the extent to which 
crisis-affected communities felt that their needs were met in the reporting template and cannot assess the 
depth of engagement of crisis-affected communities and the accessibility of feedback mechanisms. A more 
detailed account of limitations can be found in the longer version of this review: https://start-network.box.
com/v/accountabilitylearningproduct. Nevertheless, this study showed that all humanitarian agencies consult 
communities about their needs to inform their project design.  Communities are also largely involved at the 
evaluation or post-distribution stage to comment on the response (80% of projects reported this) and 73% 
of projects reported community involvement in projects. (e.g. committees set up for helping in beneficiary 
selection, involvement of volunteers at distributions, or collecting information about the community). 
Most humanitarian agencies are also sharing information with communities about the project intervention, 
although this was reported by fewer agencies (56% of projects). There is less information reported on getting 
community feedback during the entire response cycle however, only 55% of projects sought community 
feedback or set up community feedback mechanisms. The study also found that communities are much less 
involved in the project design phase itself (31% of projects) and only 18% of projects specifically mentioned 
that feedback or complaints were responded to.
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CHS 1: COMMUNITIES AND PEOPLE AFFECTED BY CRISIS RECEIVE ASSISTANCE APPROPRIATE TO THEIR 
NEEDS. 

All 71 response projects reported that they responded to needs and all reported that needs were met 
with only two in the sample saying needs were partly met. Of the 71, all mentioned that they consulted 
communities about their needs which helped inform the design of the project. However only 22 (31%) 
specifically stated that communities were consulted in the design of the project. The Start Fund has also been 
appreciated for being a niche funding mechanism that allowed agencies to focus on specific needs as well: 

“Funding from the Start Fund highlighted the needs of specific communities as all projects responded 
to areas that the government had not prioritised, which was impactful”. (Alert 131 Dominican Republic 
Flooding)

HYGIENE WORKERS FROM CONCERN WORLDWIDE MEETING WITH PEOPLE AT-RISK OF CHOLERA IN 
GEDO, SOMALIA (ALERT 087 SOMALIA CHOLERA). PHOTO CREDIT: CONCERN WORLDWIDE.

GOOD PRACTICE EXAMPLE: NEEDS ASSESSMENT

Relief International (Alert 088 Somalia Flooding) utilised the 1% learning budget to do a necessary more 
detailed needs assessment in two areas that had vulnerable groups following OCHA’s initial assessment. This 
led to their response being tailored to specific vulnerable groups and their needs in Health and WASH. It also 
helped Relief International make decisions about providing long-term assistance for these groups to reduce 
vulnerability. Therefore, listening to communities during needs assessment led to better project outcomes.
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CHS 2: COMMUNITIES AND PEOPLE AFFECTED BY CRISIS HAVE ACCESS TO THE HUMANITARIAN 
ASSISTANCE THEY NEED AT THE RIGHT TIME. 

Affected communities are involved to a degree in assessing whether the response met their needs such 
as through a participatory group discussion process or a post distribution monitoring survey. 80% of 
projects reported that communities were involved in judging whether their needs were met, (62% using 
post-distribution surveys to assess this). However only 14% of projects specifically referenced data from 
post-distribution surveys to convey community perception and satisfaction of the response which makes it 
challenging to assess the extent of community satisfaction with responses as it is not currently mandatory to 
provide this information.

CONSULTING INTERNALLY DISPLACED PEOPLE IN ALMAR DISTRICT, AFGHANISTAN (ALERT 135 
AFGHANISTAN DISPLACEMENT). PHOTO CREDIT: ENAYATULLAH AZAD, NORWEGIAN REFUGEE COUNCIL

GOOD PRACTICE EXAMPLE: INVOLVING COMMUNITIES IN POST-DISTRIBUTION

Verifying what has been mentioned in surveys or interviews through other methods such as focus groups 
is a good practice to ensure a more inclusive perception of the response. Post distribution monitoring by 
CAFOD enabled any issues or concerns to be rectified or improved before project completion (Alert 102 India 
Flooding).
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CHS 4: COMMUNITIES AND PEOPLE AFFECTED BY CRISIS KNOW THEIR RIGHTS AND ENTITLEMENTS, 
HAVE ACCESS TO INFORMATION AND PARTICIPATE IN DECISIONS THAT AFFECT THEM.

This commitment is important to ensure that communities have timely and appropriate information that they 
can utilise to make decisions, such as having access to information about the project, what communities could 
expect in the response and a means of participating in the response (e.g. through committees, as volunteers 
or via consultations). 56% of projects reviewed mentioned that communities were provided with information 
concerning the response, such as details of the project objectives and what they can expect from the 
response.  Furthermore, 27% of projects mentioned that they used more than one communication channel to 
communicate with communities. While this is a low number, it is still noteworthy that agencies are investing in 
multiple communication channels which helps to target different community groups. 

GOOD PRACTICE EXAMPLE: INFORMATION PROVISION

Christian Aid used two mediums of communication (local radio and community representatives) to share 
information about the project to beneficiaries which helped clear any misunderstandings, mostly about why 
only 400 beneficiaries were chosen. They also trained community members on accountability principles: do 
no harm, conflict sensitivity, protection and gender and participatory vulnerability and capacity approaches, 
to be applied in the project (Alert 122 Democratic Republic of Congo Storm).

Of the 16 projects that mentioned committees, they carried out various functions, from selection of 
beneficiaries and representing community views to agencies to handling complaints, conveying project 
information to other community members and overseeing distribution, site management and helping in child 
protection activities. Reliance on community leaders and committees, while helpful in involving communities, 
can also carry the risk of key stakeholder bias or over-reliance on gatekeepers, which may prevent access to 
the most vulnerable and marginalised. A few agencies noted that they attempt to cross check information 
which might help in ensuring that the right people are included e.g. door to door verification of beneficiary 
lists.

GOOD PRACTICE EXAMPLE: INVOLVING COMMUNITY VOLUNTEERS IN A RESPONSE

Welthungerhilfe report: “Communication was also through our volunteers who conducted door-to-door 
visits for registration and delivering hygiene messages on prevention of typhoid followed by distribution 
of hygiene kits, whilst in schools it was through group hygiene education. Volunteers used loudspeakers 
to communicate to larger groups at market places…The volunteers who were selected from the affected 
community, were trained and they conducted the door-to-door interpersonal education and registration. 
As they moved around communities, they brought back reports of suspected cases in community, blocked 
sewer lines and places with illegal dump sites. They also identified the possible distribution points for the 
hygiene kits. The volunteers ensured the registered households came to the right places to collect the 
hygiene kits and participated in the distribution.” ( Alert 136 Zimbabwe Typhoid).

70% of projects mentioned that communities specifically participated in the response either through 
consultation meetings, participation in committees and volunteering. 46% of these projects where 
communities participated mentioned that communities helped in beneficiary selection, verifying beneficiary 
lists or setting criteria for beneficiary selection.

Commitment 4 of the CHS also relates to the need of agencies to provide adequate channels for communities 
to provide feedback to agencies on their responses and this includes making it accessible and safe for 
different community groups to do so. Feedback must also be responded to, thereby closing the loop (even 
when they may not be able to fulfil the request) to enhance transparency and trust between agencies and 
different community groups. 55% of projects reported they sought feedback from affected communities, of 
which 23% mentioned providing more than one channel. 18% of projects reported using feedback to change 
their activities. Acting on feedback from community members has helped agencies to align their activities 
towards communities needs and thus making the intervention more effective. For example, in Tanzania, World 
Vision’s feedback mechanism led them to note that: “It is through this communication that communities could 
express the need for shelter support and that there was no requirement for food, blankets or tarpaulins.” 
(Alert 114 Tanzania Earthquake).
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CHS 5: COMMUNITIES AND PEOPLE AFFECTED BY CRISIS HAVE ACCESS TO SAFE AND RESPONSIVE 
MECHANISMS TO HANDLE COMPLAINTS.

This commitment is important to ensure that affected communities can complain during the implementation 
of project intervention so that agencies can respond to changing needs. Complaints mechanisms also raise 
serious concerns e.g corruption and abuse. There are two aspects to meeting this commitment, one is to have 
appropriate channels for complaints so that vulnerable groups (such as children, women and marginalised 
groups) are also able to complain if necessary. The other is the ability to act on and respond to the complaint, 
thereby closing the loop. 

GIRLS GROUP EXERCISE IN PULI KHUMRI, AFGHANISTAN. ALERT 119 AFGHANISTAN DISPLACEMENT. 
CREDIT: WAR CHILD

GOOD PRACTICE EXAMPLE: HOW ADDRESSING COMPLAINTS HELPS TO RESTORE CREDIBILITY 
AND TRUST

Collecting and responding to ongoing feedback is much more desirable than finding out what went wrong 
after the response is over and nothing could be done. It is also important to respond to feedback (even if 
the response might be that nothing can be done) to ensure that communities feel listened to. Collecting 
feedback without responding to it can raise false expectations, exacerbate tensions and decrease trust. In the 
Alert 132 India Cyclone response, communities complained about receiving damaged goods or items missing 
in the hygiene kit and this allowed agencies to replace them. In Afghanistan, War Child’s local partner ECW 
(Empowerment Centre for Women) had initially created a child friendly space (CFS) that had integrated 
both boys and girls together but there were complaints from the community, which then led them to provide 
separate spaces, resulting in very positive feedback (Alert 119 Afghanistan Displacement).

Many other examples centre around beneficiary selection criteria, who had been missed off lists and how 
beneficiaries could check or ask to be added through suggestion in feedback boxes. None of the projects 
cited any serious complaints however, such as corruption or abuse.
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Recommendations
The study highlights numerous good practice examples and a broad range of accountability functions taking 
place in Start funded projects, in line with CHS commitments. In order to further strengthen accountability to 
communities, (and in line with the Grand Bargain stipulations for improvements in this area), the following are 
recommended which focus largely on amending project documentation and processes for capturing evidence. 
These recommendations should be assessed within the overall processes of the fund to ensure they remain 
agile and timely while making a change to further accountability to affected populations:

1. At the stage of the alert activation ask agencies for specific documentation of community needs 
(disaggregated) and the source of the arising needs so that these can be captured and used to 
check that the proposed intervention is in line with the expressed needs of the population (and if 
not/why not, for example, government is meeting this need).

2. Throughout each stage, encourage agencies on how they could utilise the learning budget 
more often for doing community focussed needs assessments and if time and budget does not 
permit for a needs assessment, encourage agencies to learn from innovative and ‘good enough’ 
approaches to communities’ influence on the design of interventions. Rapid communication needs 
assessment tools can be used to assess what different communities need information on and the 
best ways to communicate with them.[3]

3. At the proposal stage, include a section under MEAL that asks to outline what information 
provision channels and feedback mechanisms they are planning to use, explaining the basis of what 
evidence they have collected on these preferred channels.

4. In the reporting template, under the activities section, include a mandatory line on post-
distribution monitoring and evaluation outputs and how communities will be involved in judging 
the relevance and targeting of the response. This would ask for some evidence of the results and 
action taken and not be limited to done/not done.

5. In the reporting template, include a section on feedback and complaints mechanisms, including 
disaggregation of feedback by certain groups (e.g. women and children) and what (if any) changes 
were made because of community feedback.

6. In the learning exchanges, have a standing item on the agenda for discussion on accountability 
to communities, to capture learning on the benefits and challenges encountered in implementing 
feedback mechanisms and making changes in response to feedback and suggestions they might 
have for the future.

7. Annually, Start Fund MEAL could conduct some specific interviews with project staff to find out 
detailed information such as age, gender, ethnicity disaggregated information on use of feedback 
channels and information on how committees, leaders and volunteers are selected and how they 
are engaged. This would enable greater learning of what has worked well and what may be the 
gaps as current reporting forces agencies to look at communities as homogenous and it would be 
important to balance onerous reporting with getting relevant information.

8. In the Start Fund Handbook, add guidance on accountability practices to form a minimum 
standard operating procedure. For example, the CHS Key Action questions could be used as a 
guide in the design. Furthermore, implementation of projects and some of the good practice 
examples noted in this paper.  and levels of flexibility in the Fund should be clarified to members 
since there is some confusion among agencies on the extent to which they can adapt projects to 
changes in needs. Examples of amendments that would be allowed or disallowed could support 
this.
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Further learning required
• In order to obtain a more in-depth understanding of accountability practices in Start funded projects, it is 

necessary to conduct further case studies and interview project staff and crisis-affected communities. 

• A study to understand how local relationships and pre-existing partnerships influence accountability 
practices and whether they help or hinder outcomes when agencies must complete projects within 45 
days

• How agencies recruit volunteers and committee members to ensure participation from community groups, 
especially the most vulnerable (in short time frame). Readers can contact: startfund@startnetwork.org for 
more information related to this report.

Notes
[1] Representing 32% of total projects during the period

[2] The full study report is available here: https://start-network.box.com/v/accountabilitylearningproduct

[3] For example, CDAC Network & ACAPS (2014) Assessing Information and Communication Needs: A Quick 
and Easy Guide for Those Working in Humanitarian Response & CDAC Network (2014) CDAC Network Suite of 
Common Needs Assessment Tools

[4] The Start Fund sets aside 1% of its total funding specifically for Start Network member agencies to 
strengthen humanitarian response through additional learning from past experiences and through increased 
involvement of communities. Agencies can apply for this funding (for any amount up to £10,000) during or 
after every Start Fund project that they are awarded.
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