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Executive Summary
1. The purpose of this study is to assess the extent to which Oxfam is meeting its accountability
commitments to partners and to communities, measuring its own Minimum Standards on
accountability. By conducting an analysis of how accountability standards and tools are currently
being used it is possible to gain a snapshot of ‘accountability in action’ to serve as a baseline upon
which improvements can be made. The study was conducted in South Kivu of the Democratic
Republic of the Congo (DRC) between 10 and 22 April 2013 by a team of four national and
international consultants. Data was gathered through on-site focus group discussions with
beneficiary communities and structured interviews with Oxfam staff, partners and other
stakeholders. Results from the study aim to assist Oxfam’s learning process of improving
accountability to beneficiaries and partners.
2. OGB defines accountability as "the process through which an organisation balances the needs of
stakeholders in its decision-making and activities, and delivers against this commitment”. Oxfam
takes accountability to mean:
. being transparent in relationships - transparency
. projects are undertaken in a participatory manner – participation
. ensuring that feedback mechanisms exist and - feedback
. having partnerships and alliances grounded in institutional partnership principles
. meeting international codes and standards
Achieving these to an agreed standard will, it is hoped, allow Oxfam to give account to, take account
of, and be held to account by stakeholders.
3. The study team examined three key indicators of accountability: Transparency, Participation and
Feedback (including complaints mechanisms), drawing results from four sources: Oxfam staff,
partners, key informants and beneficiary communities involved in three different projects. Focus
Group Discussions were held with community members, beneficiaries of Oxfam projects, in genderdisaggregated or mixed groups. Key informants, partners and Oxfam staff were interviewed using
questionnaires. All participants were asked to grade their perceptions of their relationships both
immediately above and below in the hierarchical chain, according to four scores: low, average, high
and very high. Results were shared with Oxfam staff and partners at a half-day workshop at the end
of the study (workshop presentation attached as Annex C).
4. Summary of findings:
The summary below includes aggregate findings only. A greater breakdown is provided in the body
of the text (Sections V and VI).
Overall scores (aggregate)1
Acct. Indicator
Partner views
Transparency
3.7
Participation
3.7
Feedback
2.3
Overall
3.2
1
2

Community views2
2.9
3
3
2.9

Scores can range from 1 (very low) to 4 (very high)
Including key informants

Oxfam views
2.7
2.3
2
2.3

Review Team views
1
2
2
1.7
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The main line of questioning sought to determine how Oxfam measures up in its accountability to
partners and to communities. According to data gathered (see above table) partners consider that
Oxfam is in the higher range of accountability to them in terms of transparency, participation and
feedback, giving an overall score of 3.2. This is based on their views that they enjoy a high degree of
openness and participation with Oxfam and an average degree of feedback. They consider that
Oxfam shares information with them and answers rapidly to queries, that they have a high degree of
autonomy in participation with Oxfam decision-making, bringing to the table community concerns
and incorporating community suggestions where possible. They consider feedback to be slightly less
positive but have no problems with oral tradition of discussing complaints and providing feedback,
both with Oxfam and communities they work with.
Communities consider that Oxfam and partner accountability to them is average to high, giving an
overall 2.9 score. They suspect they are not participating as fully as they could in decision-making,
notably in budget preparation. Communities have not participated in drawing up project budgets
and are not aware of those elements of project budgets that concern them (this is a consistent ‘low’
rating of 1 in all of the community FGDs) so they are unable to assess the degree to which project
funds have been well-spent. Oxfam/partner Information shared with communities is more about the
project itself rather than the organization’s philosophy, vision or principles, or the way it works.
Communities in OSB and ON projects considered participation to be ‘high’ while in OGB projects
they consider it as ‘low’ to ‘average’ – mainly because they believe not having enough say in what
the project should incorporate in terms of inputs and would have preferred more involvement in
costing these. Their experience to date has been that some project inputs are not necessary and
other inputs that would be necessary are not included. Community scoring on feedback and
complaints is high (3) but people recognize that they do not have formal recourse to higher authority
in case of need. They agree it would be useful to know Oxfam contact details for this purpose.
The opinions of the review team (evaluators) are lower in each of the three key indicators than those
of partners, communities and Oxfam staff, yielding an aggregate score of 1.7 (low to average). The
evaluators consider that while all Oxfam projects (a) have very high community participation in
needs assessments and project activities (with the exception of ON women who attested to not
being sufficiently involved), (b) give partners a high degree of autonomy to take decisions based on
community feedback and (c) share project-related information, it is falling short in all indicators
when measured objectively against the Accountability Matrix guidelines. During interviews with
partners and communities it became clear that these see their role as distinctly subordinate to
Oxfam rather than the ‘partnership of equals’ that Oxfam accountability standards strive to achieve.
5. The evaluators conclude from the quantitative and qualitative evidence gathered, including their
observations throughout, that Oxfam makes committed and enthusiastic efforts to be accountable
to its partners and beneficiaries, to share information about its projects and receive feedback but is
weaker when it comes to involving communities in project strategy, design and decision-making. A
key finding from this exercise is that Oxfam staff, partners and communities do not sufficiently
understand what accountability really means. As one staff member put it: “To most of us
accountability means that we should be pleasant and respectful”. Communities, partners and Oxfam
staff would benefit from forging a common knowledge, vocabulary and understanding on
accountability, using the Accountability Matrix more systematically as a guide.
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Programme Learning Considerations
6. To meet Oxfam’s own accountability standards the evaluator proposes the following actions
(expanded in Section IX).
Transparency
- Oxfam affiliates communicate more comprehensively to all stakeholders the organization’s
aims, vision, principles and commitments. These, as well as project information, need to be
visible in communities where Oxfam works (possible use of billboards and one-sheet
summaries in village/municipal offices);
- Government partners and village chiefs are informed to a greater extent about Oxfam
projects. Regular visits are made to village/municipal offices to keep officials informed of
project progress with a view to engaging their commitment to project sustainability;
Participation
- Communities participate in the concept, strategy and design of projects, providing their
opinions on project inputs, including costs;
- Oxfam involves partners more systematically in decision-making on current project
implementation and on future plans re sustainability. Partners do the same with
communities;
- Women are systematically targeted for their participation in decision-making and
information dissemination. All partners have a female staff member dealing with gender
issues who regularly visits womens’ groups in projects and encourages their participation.
Feedback/Complaints
- A written document visible to all parties defines feedback and complaints mechanisms,
including the names and contact details of Oxfam staff for this purpose, and is available in all
communities. This could be combined with a community billboard giving summary
information on the project.
Other
- Oxfam and its partners forge a common language and understanding of Accountability terms
and practices, using the Accountability Matrix on Accountability Minimum Standards as a
guide.
- Again using the Accountability Matrix as a guide, Oxfam and its partners draw up a work
plan to attain the highest accountability standards where possible and, at the least,
minimum standards in all indicators.
- Oxfam encourages partners to make creative proposals to enhance accountability.
To take this work forward, the Country MEAL Adviser could consider organizing a workshop to
operationalize the above proposals. While some progress was made towards this in the end-ofreview workshop, it needs to be deepened and made and feasible for the different affiliates and
their partners and tailored according to context.

vi
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I.

Introduction

Oxfam’s methodology for assessing accountability in its projects has evolved from an internal
process that enables project teams to learn what accountability means to Oxfam, have a shared
vocabulary and vision of how improved accountability will be achieved and to have guided
conversations to elicit feedback from people on their perceptions of our accountability to date. This
process has been used in a number of pilots that assessed performance against OGB’s Minimum
Standards for Accountability, based primarily on the perceptions of staff, partners and communities
about various aspects of accountability. Whilst still useful Oxfam feels it needs a more rigorous
approach to assessing accountability.
The protocol followed in this pilot draws on work previously done to assess the degree Oxfam to
which is meeting its own standards for accountability at project level in two key areas: accountability
to partners and to communities.
OGB defines accountability as "the process through which an organisation balances the needs of
stakeholders in its decision-making and activities, and delivers against this commitment”. Oxfam
takes accountability to mean:
.
.
.
.
.

being transparent in relationships
projects are undertaken in a participatory manner
ensuring that feedback mechanisms exist3
having partnerships and alliances grounded in partnership principles
meeting international codes and standards.

Achieving these to an agreed standard should allow Oxfam to give account to, take account of, and
be held to account by stakeholders.
Accountability is a core Oxfam value (alongside inclusivity and empowerment). Accountability to a
wide range of stakeholders is premised on Oxfam’s commitment and ability to be accountable to its
partners and to the people for whom its work is designed and implemented. These commitments
mean that how Oxfam does its work is as important as what is done.
The purpose of the current study is to pilot Oxfam’s Accountability Effectiveness Review protocol to
assess (a) to what degree, in a limited number of projects in eastern DRC, Oxfam is meeting its own
Accountability Standards towards communities and partners, and (b) to test Oxfam’s approach and
protocol. An integral part of the review was for the evaluator to share with (a) in-country senior
management and the project team and (b) in a formal written report, findings and conclusions as to
what extent and how OGB standards for accountability are being met. The feedback process with
Oxfam staff and partners took the form of a workshop at the end of the review. The workshop aimed
at forming a common understanding and vocabulary on accountability as well as seeking
commitment from staff and partners to learn from the review and its findings.
A further aim of the review is to provide feedback to Oxfam on the extent to which the AER protocol
is fit for purpose and how it can be improved.
3

The order in which questions were put to all stakeholders: Transparency, Participation and Feedback, was
found to be the most logical. Starting off with how stakeholders view information-sharing, followed by how
they participated in decision-making was then rounded off by soliciting how they fed back any of the issues in
transparency and participation that had not been adequately dealt with.

vii
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Matrix – Accountability to People and Communities4
Oxfam GB Definition: "Accountability is the process through which an organisation balances the needs of stakeholders in its decision-making and activities, and delivers against this
commitment. Accountability is based on four dimensions: transparency, participation, learning and evaluation, and feedback mechanisms that allow the organisation to give account to, take
account of, and be held to account by stakeholders."
Oxfam GB Principles: “We hold ourselves primarily accountable to people living in poverty, but we take our accountability to all stakeholders seriously, and continuously strive to balance
their different needs. Increased accountability will be achieved and demonstrated through respectful and responsible attitudes, appropriate systems and strong leadership.”
Levels
1

2

3

4

Participation
Programme Standard 11

Transparency
Programme Standard 11

Dimensions

4

Limited project information is
shared in an ad hoc manner
ii
with stakeholders . Most
information is provided verbally
and/or informally. It is
generally provided at the
beginning of the project and
may not be updated.

i

iii

Stakeholders are informed
about the project. Plans are
discussed with key informants
in the community, who are
taken as representative of the
full community. There is
limited analysis of who holds
authority in the local
community and how.

Stakeholders are consulted about project
plans. They provide information which
project staff use to make key decisions
about their work, at all stages of the
project cycle. Women and men are
consulted separately, and main social
groupings in the community are
identified, including the most
marginalised.

Detailed project information is made
publicly available: basic information
about who Oxfam is, what we do, how
we do it, who we work with, who funds
us and basic information about project
budget and activities. Methods for
sharing information are chosen by
project staff and/or partners.

Detailed information about Oxfam, the
partner and the project, including
budgetary information and M&E reports
are made available in appropriate local
languages using methods that are easy for
stakeholders to access: this information is
regularly updated. A public annual report
of Oxfam’s work in country is available in
hard copies in all country offices.
Decisions are made jointly by project
staff, with stakeholders consulted about
plans. Stakeholders regularly provide
information that project staff use to
make key decisions about their work, at
all stages of the project cycle. Women
and men are consulted separately, and
teams ensure main social groupings in the
community are identified and their voices
heard.

This matrix is drawn from the Adherence to OI Programme Standards - Self Assessment Tool - with minor alterations:
inclusion of a MEL indicator; focus at project level, reflect OGB’s wish and need to make partners an inherent part of the way we become increasingly accountable.
i. The matrix focuses on project level activities but can, equally, be applied at a programme level.
ii. For the purpose of this document ‘stakeholders’ refer to people, communities and partners with whom Oxfam is working.
iii. Bold text indicates that this is the OGB Minimum Standard for this particular dimension.

Full project and financial information is made
available in ways that are easily accessible for all
stakeholders. Project staff negotiate how best to
share project information about objectives, budget,
progress and complaints-handling procedures with
stakeholders: in ways that are relevant, accessible
and appropriate to them. MEL findings are fed back
and reviewed with stakeholders.
Decisions are made jointly by project staff and
stakeholders. Stakeholders contribute equally in
making key decisions about the project, throughout
the entire cycle, including planning the budget.
Project staff make sure they work with individuals
and organisations who truly represent the interests
of different social groups. It is clear that Oxfam’s
projects are influenced by partners and
communities where Oxfam works.

9
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Levels
1

2

3

4

No formal feedback or
complaints mechanisms are in
place.

Stakeholders are informed of their right
to give feedback about projects, to make
complaints and are offered at least one
way to do both. Project staff ask for
information feedback from stakeholders.

Project has formal feedback and
complaints mechanisms in place; actively
encourages stakeholders to give feedback
and make complaints; and records all
feedback and complaints. Feedback and
complaints always receive a response.
Project demonstrably seeks continuous
improvement in the quality and use of
the complaints mechanisms.

Project staff understand that
respect for stakeholders is
important but are unsure how
to strengthen these
relationships.

Project staff are always polite and patient
with stakeholders and try to understand
local social expectations, and mostly
speak local language(s). However staff
don’t have much time to devote to this
challenge.

Programmes help stakeholders build up
their self-confidence and self-respect.
Project staff aim to help local people to
analyse and tackle their own issues in their
own ways. Formal mechanisms exist to
support this aspiration.

Feedback and complaints systems are designed
with stakeholders, building on respected local ways
of giving feedback. Systems encourage the most
marginalised to respond and are comprehensive.
Feedback and complaints always receive a
response. Trends are monitored and learning is fed
to the wider organisation. Project demonstrably
seeks continuous improvement in the quality and
use of complaints mechanism.
Programme actively promotes dialogue and
reflection between project staff and stakeholders
on each others’ experience. By working together
new options for action are developed without ideas
being unilaterally imposed. Formal mechanisms
support this aspiration and are regularly reviewed
and adapted jointly by project staff and
stakeholders.

Relevant international standards or codes
that Oxfam is signed up to, are clearly
referenced in the project approach, and
communicated to stakeholders.

Relevant international standards or codes
that Oxfam is signed up to are clearly
referenced in the project activities, and a
clear process to measure performance
against these standards is set out. Review
and reflection on performance is done ad
hoc

iv

Standards
Relationships
Programme Standard Programme Standard
11
11

Feedback
Programme Standard 11

Dimensions

Project team is not aware of the
international standards or
codes that Oxfam is signed up
to

Relevant international standards or codes that
Oxfam is signed up to demonstrably inform project
design and delivery. Clear processes for measuring
and reflecting on performance against these
standards exist, and are used to develop plans to
improve future practice.

iv. ICRC NGO Code of Conduct, Sphere Humanitarian Charter, People in Aid Code of Good Practice, IANGO Charter, HAP Principles, Code of Conduct against Sexual Exploitation and Abuse.
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II.

Methodology

The methodology used for this review was drawn from the OGB document: Accountability
Effectiveness Reviews: An Overview. The review team used as a basis of ratings the matrix above (an
integral part of the AER Overview document) which shows different degrees of transparency,
participation, feedback/complaints and staff attitudes, from 1 to 4: 1 being a ‘low’ rating, 2
‘average’, 3 ‘high’ and 4 ‘very high’.
OGB contracted an international evaluator to lead the process, Anne Davies, who had just
completed another Oxfam study: Assessment of the Global Humanitarian Indicator Tool (GHIT) for
Chad, and whose experience of leading humanitarian and development evaluations, including
accountability, was relevant for the review.
Advance preparations for the review entailed Oxfam affiliates being asked to select projects for
review according to two main criteria: (1) structural/early recovery in character (ie. not humanitarian
relief projects) approximately mid-way through their implementation, and (2) at least one project
close to Oxfam base and at least one project at a fair distance away, but which could be reached and
reviewed in one or two days. Affiliates were asked to forward their selected projects in advance to
the OGB and the evaluator but only one (Novib) complied with this request. On arrival at the Oxfam
regional hub in Bukavu, the evaluator held a one-hour meeting with Oxfam Regional Coordinators
and key project staff to outline the purpose and scope of the review, ask for samples of beneficiary
groups, partners, key informants in project areas and staff for interviews, emphasizing that the
sample should be as representative of the intended key stakeholder group as possible. The evaluator
also asked for a minimum of two beneficiary groups to be organized per project, comprising 12 men
and 12 women in each group, and a maximum of six groups for any one project. OGB was also
requested to identify two local consultants (one male and one female) to facilitate the FGDs and
conduct other interviews. The OGB MEAL Officer from North Kivu, Alexis Orhacumya, arrived to lend
assistance and participate in the review at the initiative of the OGB MEAL Adviser in Kinshasa, the
initiator of the review.
Two external consultants – Ines Kajumba and Christian Munguiko - were identified from a pool of
former Oxfam staff. This proved to be an advantage given their knowledge of how Oxfam worked,
yet their independence was assured since they had not worked on the selected projects and were no
longer Oxfam staff members.
The study team spent half a day based at the OGB office in Bukavu, reviewing the methodology,
testing questionnaires and FGD modalities, preparing materials and logistics and ensuring that
everyone understood the task at hand. Subsequently all team members conducted interviews with
Oxfam staff and partners based in Bukavu.
The field phase took place between 13 and 19 April. The team travelled to the three pre-selected
project locations – Kavumu (one hour’s drive from Bukavu), Walungu (two hours drive) and the
Ruzizi plain (three hours drive) – to hold focus group discussions with members of the beneficiary
community and interviews with key informants and other partners on-site as follows:


1 FGD was held in Kavumu territory with a mixed group of community members, three FGDs
(one group of men, one of women and one mixed) were held in two different villages in
Walungu territory and four FGDs (two groups of men and two of women) were held in two
villages in Kamanyola territory on the Ruzizi plain (eight FGDs in total). The men’s groups
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were facilitated by the two male team members and the women’s groups by the two female
team members while the mixed groups involved all four team members. Overall, 81 people
participated in the FGDs - although given that additional people joined in the discussions
mid-way through, and others left, means that the numbers varied between 78 and 81. Each
FGD took between one and a half and two hours. The Ten Seeds technique5 was used to seek
community members’ perspectives on accountability. Participants were each given a seed
and invited to place them according to four different ratings: low, average, high and very
high against three main criteria: Transparency, Participation and Feedback6. To make it easy
to identify the ratings, ‘low’ was coloured red on the chart, ‘average’ was white, ‘high’ blue
and ‘very high’ green. A discussion ensued after the scores were given, seeking to deepen
community understanding of accountability and how they perceived the performance of
partners who were their main links to Oxfam through the project. After the discussions
participants more often than not changed their ratings ie. position of their seeds, reflecting
their heightened understanding of the questions and their revised perceptions7.

Fig.1 – Chart showing ratings given according to the ‘Ten Seeds technique’ in community FGDs
5

The Ten-Seed Technique, Dr. Ravi I. Jayakaran, 2002.
For ‘Transparency’, participants were asked ‘yes/no’ questions to ascertain their knowledge about the project
and the partner, the score calculated by taking an average of the answers. ‘Participation’ and ‘Feedback’ were
assessed by using the ‘Ten-Seed technique’.
7
The ensuing discussion was rich and lively. Participants insisted on showing their individual scores rather than
reaching consensus. The evaluator believes that this gave a more realistic result: people would have got bored
by too much discussion, would not have achieved consensus and very much wanted their own, individual score
to be noted.
6
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Interviews were semi-structured, following set templates as indicated in the AER Overview
document, the line of questioning in the following order: Transparency, Participation and
Feedback. Interviews were held with:
 3 key informants in the communities – 1 hour duration;
 I vulnerable person (elderly woman) in the community of Mugangane, Aire de Santé of
Mwendo, Walungu territory – 40 minutes;
 11 Oxfam partners both in Bukavu and at field locations – 1 hour;
 7 Oxfam staff involved in project implementation, including the heads of the three
Oxfam affiliates (OGB, Novib and Solidarity) – 1-2 hours. The questionnaires used for
partners and staff were identical, seeking to elicit ratings on accountability performance.
Partners were asked to rate their views of how accountable they felt Oxfam was in their
dealings with them and Oxfam staff were asked to rate their own performance vis-à-vis
their partners.
A workshop was held on the last day with Oxfam staff and some of the partners the team
had met, with the attendance also of the MEAL Adviser for DRC, Mr. Sidy Guèye Niang. The
team presented its findings and recommendations following which a one hour discussion
period allowed for clarifications and questions on how certain recommendations could be
carried out. An additional (unplanned) session in the afternoon looked at operationalising
the recommendations but was not completed due to time constraints and lack of electricity
to project findings.

Constraints
DRC is a country where it takes time to organise meetings, travel plans and get from A to B. Two of
the FGDs had not been planned in advance and communities were not prepared for our visit. In
some cases it was necessary to ask people to come from their fields to join the group – in itself an
accountability problem that can be considered a lack of respect towards the communities. The
learning point from this experience is that it is necessary to advise Oxfam teams well in advance of
the study so that they have the time to prepare communities for FGDs and to set up key informant
meetings with community leaders and other influential individuals in the project area. In some cases
FGDs included influential people such as cooperative committee leaders who tended to dominate
the group discussions. Although it had been stipulated that the group be comprised of similar groups
of people (ie. not a mixture of influential and non-influential people), they were included anyway. In
such cases we asked them to allow other people to talk and encouraged the others to speak their
views, but the latter were manifestly in some thrall to the influentials. That said, there was quite a
wide diversity in ratings once the team deepened the questioning, with several individuals changing
their ratings. While there is no proof, it was evident that people had been primed by partners to give
only favourable feedback and responses. This was mitigated to a degree by more probing questions
which allowed for a more faithful rendition of people’s knowledge and opinions. Scores were at first
very favourable with no one wanting to indicate that there was anything negative about partner or
Oxfam accountability. After further probing and questions, scores were modified in most cases. In
the final FGD men’s group, even after probing the men refused to change their ‘very high’ scores.

12
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Despite these drawbacks to obtaining honest views, the team was satisfied that – given the cultural
context – it would not have been possible to obtain a different picture. Even the FGDs that were not
prepared in advance yielded positive scores at the beginning, modified after discussion – and can be
considered something of a ‘reality check’ against the FGDs that were prepared in advance. This
situation of course raises questions about the merits of preparing people in advance: On the one
hand they should indeed be asked to attend well in advance to the discussions and on the other, if
they are too well-briefed by partners, their responses may not be spontaneous or sincere. The team
concluded that it is always better to ask people in advance to attend such meetings.
The time it took to travel to project locations did not allow for as many FGDs and KII as hoped.
Security constraints meant not being able to leave before 8.30 am and return to a field base by 5.00
pm. Given that some of the locations were far from base and took up to one hour of travel to reach
them, it left only three or four hours on site for FGDs and interviews. Formalities also had to be done
on arrival, such as a quick courtesy call to government offices/community leaders. Delays on-site
meant another wait for communities to gather. Optimum use of time would have meant two FGDs in
the morning and two more in the afternoon with KIIs either side, but this was simply not possible
given time constraints. A detailed itinerary of the visit with groups/individuals interviewed can be
seen in Annex B.
All interviews were conducted in French and the raw data analysed and presented in French.

III.

Situational Summary

Successive conflicts in Eastern DRC have left physical infrastructure in a state of devastation and
inoperability as well as reducing the capacity of those entities responsible for maintaining them
(brain drain, low budgets, low levels of pay, inadequate transport to visit communities etc.). After
years of insecurity and conflict South Kivu is currently experiencing relative calm. Isolated outbreaks
of violence are common in different parts of the province. The main threat to all – locals and
internationals alike - is criminality, sometimes armed, of which there are daily incidents in the
region. The legacy of prolonged conflict is widespread poverty and livelihoods insecurity.
Humanitarian indicators remain alarming in the sectors of health, WASH, malnutrition, food security
and education. According to UNDP, 71% of the population lives below the poverty line (less than a
dollar a day) and its 2011 Global Human Development report puts DRC in last position in terms of
multidimensional poverty. Child and maternal mortality rates are among the highest in the world.
Throughout the DRC only 2 out of 5 people have access to potable water and 13% of the population
lives in a situation of food insecurity and in certain zones8. Yet child and mother mortality are often a
result of treatable or preventable conditions such as malnutrition and water-borne diseases.
On the social level also, the years of conflict and general insecurity have ingrained a sense of
wariness among people and social capital is weak in most communities. Brutalized by successive
conflicts and periodic displacement, people do not trust each other - both within communities and
towards state authority. Most people in the projects visited have lost their assets many times over
and a general sense of exhaustion and resignation prevails. They survive through a combination of
subsistence farming (small ruminants, vegetable and fruit growing, cassava and corn cropping) and
petty commerce – selling surplus produce at market or along the road to passers-by. Some of the
8
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project sites, eg. OGB’s Villages et Ecoles Assainis (VEA) in Walungu, are based in isolated rural areas
with extremely difficult access.

IV.

Project Summaries

The review team visited three projects, one from each Oxfam affiliate. Two of the projects visited
are approximately mid-way through three year cycles and are funded by different donors. Only the
OGB VEA project has been completed.
1. The OSB project visited in Kavumu territory on 13 April 2013 focuses on improvement of
socio-economic conditions to coffee-growing communities through enhanced coffee
production. OSB’s partner for this is Regroupement des Agriculteurs et Eleveurs de Kabare
(RAEK) which works with communities, bringing technical guidance and material inputs such
as drying tables and machines in order to help coffee cultivators to improve their coffee
production in terms of quality and quantity. The overall aim is to improve their coffee
cultivators’ earnings per kilo for their produce thereby boosting the community’s economy
and indirectly benefiting others. OSB has invested significant time and resources into
capacity-building for its partners and while its staff visit the project periodically, its
philosophy is to improve the chances for sustainability by allowing the partner a fair degree
of autonomy to manage the project. OSB’s policy is to procure goods over a certain value
and provide these to the project beneficiaries rather than provide the funds to partners or
beneficiaries to purchase needed goods themselves.
2. The OGB project in Walungu territory, visited on 15 and 16 April, was of five months’
duration, completed in December 2012. Although a project of short-term duration it aims at
long-term sustainability. OGB works through the Bureau Central des Zones de Santé (BCZS,
commonly known as BCZ) to improve water quality, sanitation and hygiene in 68 villages and
45 schools in two territories of South Kivu9. OGB works directly with communities both by
identifying and building necessary inputs with its own engineers and by mobilizing
community participation to dig sanitation ditches and canals and to maintain water and
sanitation infrastructure (water sources, water pumps, latrines) through community
committees (comités d’eau). It also brings needed capacity-building to BCZ staff who work as
animators within the community. Oxfam and BCZ work together to train families in hygienic
practices and to train the comités d’eau in maintaining project infrastructure.
3. Oxfam Novib works in Kamanyola territory, visited on 17 and 18 April, to improve socioeconomic conditions through increased production of milk. Working through its partner
l’Association paysanne pour le développement intégré au Sud-Kivu (APDIK), itself a local
NGO that has its roots in the communities, the project uses technical improvements and
training to farmers through a cooperative system. The idea is to encourage as many farmers
as possible to join the cooperative and reap several economic benefits while contributing to
it with a membership subscription. Novib has invested resources to build the capacity of its
partners in a bid to increase project sustainability. Like OSB, it has less direct contact with
project beneficiaries and more interaction with APDIK which implements the project.

9
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V.

How accountable is Oxfam to partners and communities in
these projects?

By collecting data using the same questions across the three levels of analysis (Oxfam staff, partners
and communities) and by having all parties ‘rate’ their perception of performance using the three
main indicators (transparency, participation and feedback/complaints), it has been possible to group
responses according to the table below.
Acct. Indicator

Partner views

Transparency
Participation
Feedback
Overall

3.7
3.7
2.3
3.2

Community
views10
2.9
3
3
2.9

Oxfam views

Review Team views

2.7
2.3
2
2.3

1
2
2
1.7

Fig.2 – Aggregate responses: all Oxfam affiliates by respondent, indicator and score

The aggregate scores of the review team (evaluators) are lower in each of the three key indicators
than those of partners, communities and Oxfam staff. The evaluators used criteria given in the
Oxfam Accountability Matrix by which to assess responses and found, according to this criteria, that
accountability merits an ‘average’ score, ie. midway between low (1) and very high (4). These
aggregate scores are further broken down as follows.
V.1. Transparency
Oxfam Transparency to partners
Agency
Partner views
OGB
3
OSB
4
ON
3

OGB staff views
3
2
2

Review Team views
2
3
4

On average, partners and Oxfam staff rated transparency between average to high (scores between
2 and 4) which the review team agreed is merited. OGB’s relations with and transparency vis-à-vis its
governmental partner is quite limited but the partner does not appear unduly perturbed by this,
judging from the score given.
Oxfam/Partner Transparency to communities
Agency
Community views OGB staff views
OGB
2.6
3
OSB
3
2
ON
3
2

Review Team views
2
2
2

Communities (including key informants) awarded an average to high score (between 2.6 and 3) to
Oxfam/partner transparency. The review team considers a 2 rating to be more realistic given that no
public information is disseminated about the project and village chiefs interviewed attested to not
being sufficiently informed. Communities have not participated in drawing up project budgets and
are not aware of those elements of project budgets that concern them (this is a consistent ‘low’
rating of 1 in all of the community FGDs) so they are unable to assess the degree to which project

10
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funds have been well-spent. Oxfam/partner Information shared with communities is more about the
project than the organization’s philosophy, vision or principles, or the way it works.
Aggregate comparison between Partner, Community and Oxfam views on Transparency
Partner views
Community views
Oxfam views
RT views
3.7
2.9
2.7
2
It is perhaps no surprise that partners have the highest score for transparency given that they enjoy
open relations with both Oxfam and communities, whereas Oxfam has some misgivings about its
own transparency to both beneficiaries and partners. The evaluators’ assessment is lowest because
it recognizes, according to the Accountability Matrix, the lack of public information dissemination
about the project – a view shared by village leaders.
Partners indicated that there has been a good two-way exchange of information about the project
and fair communications about each agency’s philosophy, vision, principles and ways of working.
Some partners feel that Oxfam lacks sufficient trust in them to procure major project items even
though they understand that this is agency policy and not limited to South Kivu. Their understanding
is that Oxfam does not believe the agency able to withstand the pressures of graft, which is why this
policy exists. While perhaps not a comfortable issue for either party, it does appear that a
transparent exchange on the subject has taken place.
In the case of all of the projects the method has been for Oxfam affiliates to share project details
(and some aspects of the project budget) at a project start-up workshop. In the workshop partners
have the opportunity to seek additional information and to discuss workplans, implementation,
monitoring and reporting procedures as well as all other project-specific details. Periodic budget
amendments are made after mutual consultation between the parties. The issues are discussed
openly and agreement sought by both parties. There are differing time periods for project
discussions with partners. In some agencies it is monthly, in others, once a year. The partner is not
encouraged to share budget information with communities although budget lines that pertain to
communities can be shared, eg. the price of agricultural inputs – but this is shared mainly orally and
not in written form. Novib and OSB also held start-up workshops with their respective communities.
V.2 Participation
Agency
OGB
OSB
ON

Partner views
3
4
4

OGB staff views
1
3
3

Review Team views
1
2
4

Views are quite diverse regarding participation. OGB partners rate participation as ‘high’ whereas
OGB and the review team consider it ‘low’ due to the limitations OGB has in its VEA programme on
partners and communities being able to negotiate programme strategy, activities and budgets. This
is not so much a ‘fault’ but rather the way the programme has been somewhat imposed by the
donor. Partner participation has been highest with regard to ON due mainly to the way it allowed
the partner to draw up the project and present it to ON, with input from communities as well. This
‘bottom up’ approach is commendable. OSB partners are content with their participation in project
activities but during the interviews it was clear that they see their role as a subordinate one (possibly
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a cultural factor where the party with ‘power’ – ie. money - is commonly seen as the leader and
everyone else as the follower).
Agency
OGB
OSB
ON

Community views
2.8
3
3

OGB staff views
1
3
3

Review Team views
2
2
1

Communities and Oxfam staff in OSB and ON projects considered participation to be ‘high’ while in
OGB projects they consider it as ‘low’ to ‘average’. While all projects have very high community
participation in needs assessments and project activities (with the exception of ON women who
attested to not being sufficiently involved), there is little or no community participation in designing
project activities or costs.
Aggregate comparison between Partner, Community and Oxfam views on Participation
Partner views
Community views
Oxfam views
RT views
3.7
3
2.3
2
Partners feel most comfortable with their high degree of participation in decision-making and
programme strategy involvement, mainly because they are involved at both ends (communities and
Oxfam) and feel empowered: “We bring ideas from the community to Oxfam (Novib) and discuss
them, then feed back the results of our discussions again to the community. A General Assembly is
held once a year with the ON, community and us, and we go over what has worked well and what
needs changing” (APDIK, ON’s partner). Despite their low participation in budget preparation, which
would indicate a ‘low’ to ‘average’ score, communities on average feel highly involved in projects –
but less involved in decision-making and programme strategy (especially women in the ON project).
Oxfam indicated that partners’ and communities’ level of engagement with regard to project
planning and implementation was one of consultation rather than equal participation – a view
shared by partners and communities. Most partners had not been the drivers of project design.
Only APDIK, Novib’s partner, had been the initiator of the project along with the community, writing
its submission, including the budget, in response to a call for bids. All partners indicated that they
had held discussions with Oxfam prior to contracts being signed, in an effort to reach consensus
after some apparently long and tough negotiations – especially regarding budgets. Some Oxfam staff
thought partner participation to be average to high, citing frequent meetings with partners to
discuss progress, opportunities, risks and possible changes to project orientation and/or budget.
Some – but apparently not all - partners have gender focal points who seek specific and greater
participation from women in communities.
OSB would like partners to be more proactive about suggesting innovative ideas and ways to
introduce new techniques, and encourage partners to do this. Novib considers that their partners
are proactive and show initiative in wanting to learn more about potential new activities that could
improve project modalities, eg. enhancing beneficiaries’ dignity through the use of cash and
vouchers in emergency settings. The partner asked to learn more about this modality and Novib
organized a workshop to build partner capacity to implement it.
Viewed against the Accountability Matrix criteria, the review team considers the rating to be
‘average’: Stakeholders are consulted about project plans. They provide information which project
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staff use to make key decisions about their work, at all stages of the project cycle. Partners are
consulted about the program strategy and provide information that informs it. Some aspects can even be
considered as ‘very high’ when compared with the criteria in the Matrix: Project staff make sure they work

with individuals and organisations who truly represent the interests of different social groups. It is
clear that Oxfam’s projects are influenced by partners and communities where Oxfam works. The
review team found this statement to be true. On the other hand it was not at all apparent from
interviews that a key component of the Matrix was met in any of the projects: Women and men are
consulted separately, and main social groupings in the community are identified, including the most
marginalised.
OSB’s comments regarding the need for greater partner initiative and proactivity merit some
reflection. What tools exist to encourage partner innovation, greater space for testing new ideas and
greater leeway for proposing different modalities? The current state of affairs reflects to a great
extent the cultural modus operandi in DRC where people and groups perceived to be ‘lower’ in
decision-making chain have traditionally taken orders from those with monetary power. The latter
are culturally considered as being responsible for innovation, using a directive style to state what
they want from others in the chain. The partners’ contentment with the status quo could be
interpreted as a mixture of laziness or fearfulness: on the one hand they are assured of Oxfam
delivering project inputs, including salaries, and there would seem no need to go beyond this
‘comfort zone’. Why run the risk of proposing ideas which could conceivably incur the displeasure of
the ‘bailleur’ – even to the extent of the project being discontinued – according to their calculations.
Oxfam staff mention that it is only in workshops where partners have the space, time and perhaps
confidence to come up with new ideas and suggestions, implying that these are readily available
when solicited. One of the recommendations of this review is to help Oxfam and its partners to
identify tools that could encourage partners to be more proactive.
V.3 Feedback and Complaints
Agency
OGB
OSB
ON

Partner views
2
3
2

OGB staff views
2
2
2

Review Team views
2
2
2

Both partners and Oxfam staff considered feedback, including complaints mechanisms as average
(high in the case of OSB). Feedback and complaints are informal and mostly take the form of oral
discussion. Partners do not consider formal mechanisms to be necessary, either between themselves
and Oxfam or between themselves and communities, believing the oral mechanism to be sufficient.
The evaluators agree that an ‘average’ score is realistic. For it to be considered ‘good’, the Matrix
specifies: Project has formal feedback and complaints mechanisms in place.
Agency
OGB
OSB
ON

Community views
3
3
3

OGB staff views
2
2
2

Review Team views
2
2
2

Communities feel satisfied with the current oral system of feedback and complaints: «We try to
solve our problems between us and we are satisfied with the oral method of discussing problems as
it is transparent and usually we find a solution» (Walungu community, OGB project). Partners also

Accountability Effectiveness Review – April 2013

find this system satisfactory because it is rapid and based on trust between themselves and the
communities they work with. The evaluators appreciate that an oral system is satisfactory and in
accordance with local customs but a formal feedback and complaints mechanism is also necessary
should problems need to be referred higher up in the hierarchy. Communities thought it would be
useful to have an anonymous system for depositing feedback and complaints, such as a suggestion
box. Others felt that a community task force to handle complaints would be a good method.
Aggregate comparison between Partner, Community and Oxfam views on
Feedback/complaints
Partner views
Community views
Oxfam views
RT views
2.3
3
2
2
Partners believe that they have ample opportunity to provide feedback to Oxfam and can raise
issues outside regular meetings if necessary. Their contact in Oxfam is invariably the project
manager. However, after some questioning it emerged that there are no formal complaints
mechanisms and the partners do not know either the Regional Coordinator or the Country Director,
or have their contact details (with the exception of Novib’s partner APDIK who often has meetings
with the Regional Coordinator). They did not wish to change their score however, believing that they
can solve problems that arise together with the community. One recurring issue raised with OSB’s
partner RAEK by the community is that of needing credit to tide them over until their coffee
production can reap greater economic gains. RAEK raised the issue with OSB, who gave the reason
why it would not be possible to add this activity, which would require additional project funds that
they did not have. RAEK told the community the reason but told the review team ‘they (the
community) don’t believe us because they think we have access to funds, seeing the nice bureau and
computer we have’. On the other hand, APDIK gave an example of beneficiary feedback that
resulted in positive action from Novib, that of a visit of selected dairy farmers to Rwanda to study
their techniques and experiences which according to the farmers was of great assistance in
illustrating how to do things differently.
Oxfam rating is ‘average’ mainly due to acknowledgement that senior management and project staff
do not always get to hear about community opinions or grievances from partners: “If we didn’t have
our community animator in the villages we wouldn’t know half the problems that occur, but our
partners see our staff as policemen” (OSB staff). There is a difficult balance to reach here: Oxfam
builds the capacity of partners to empower them to deal with issues in the community and solve
problems without recourse to Oxfam. Yet this very logical strategy for self-sufficiency can reduce the
contact that Oxfam has with communities to understand first-hand their views and grievances.
Tensions could be smoothed out by frequent reassurance to partners that part of their
accountability agenda must include a frank and comprehensive discussion with Oxfam about
problems encountered by communities and how these have been handled so that, in the end,
community animators have nothing to ‘police’.
There are good examples of how feedback is handled informally, which is in accordance with local
tradition. Novib has a ‘complaints committee’ that regularly discusses complaints from communities
that are filtered through the partner, and from the partner to Novib managers. The committees
provide a useful opportunity for not only airing any grievances but also for furthering discussion and
explanation on aspects beyond project implementation that partners wish to raise. On the other
hand, there is no recourse for communities to make complaints directly to Oxfam staff if necessary,
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all complaints being filtered through the partner. OSB has indicated its intention to learn from
Novib’s mechanism and to replicate it in the near future.
Partners attest to knowing how to reach higher up in the hierarchy if they have a serious complaint
that needs by-passing Regional Coordinators but have never felt a need to do so. Even staff within
the partner organization who wish to bypass the NGO director with a complaint know how to
contact a person in Oxfam. The exception here is OGB’s partner the BCZ which seems unaware of
higher recourse for complaints, has no formal mechanism in place and would not know who to
contact in Oxfam beyond the usual project managers. Both Oxfam and partners recognize the need
to strengthen complaints mechanisms from beneficiary communities. Both consider that due care
must be taken to work these out responsibly and in a spirit of ‘do no harm’ by avoiding potential
grievances within communities that could upset their harmony.
V.4 Partnership management and relations
Partner views
3

Oxfam views
2.5

RT views
3

Partners professed ‘high’ and Oxfam staff ‘average’ to ‘high’ satisfaction with the way partnerships
have evolved over the years and partner relations continue to strengthen. Partners find that Oxfam
staff are always open to discussion and explanation, are friendly and respectful towards them and
listen to their views. Partners are especially satisfied with the capacity-building exercises, workshops
and training Oxfam has provided them and feel comfortable in discussing capacity-building needs
with Oxfam staff. Novib has a system – ‘Ramon’ – that assesses partner capacity, especially
management capacity. The system is a self-evaluation for partners with respect to their technical
capacities, allowing Novib to assess where more training may be needed.
Novib is essentially a capacity-building focused organization and is highly committed to training.
However, many partner staff leave the NGO and training continues to be a constant need for
incoming staff, meaning that Novib’s intention to capacity-build its partners to the extent where
they can operate on their own has never been consolidated.

VI.

Triangulation - other data

This section looks at data gathered from FGDs, presented in absolute numbers.
Indicator

1 = Low

2 = Average

3 = High

Transparency
Participation
Feedback

3
1
7

43
44
6

23
24
52

4 = Very
high
12
12
16

Fig.3 - Community responses re Transparency, Participation and Feedback

VI.1 Transparency
Communities awarded an average score to partner transparency (43 people out of 81) with a total of
35 people rating it as high and very high. This indicator was the subject of close scrutiny and
discussion: preliminary ‘yes’ and ‘no’ questions were asked about key agency information (see
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below), then the ten-seed exercise was conducted to rate transparency overall11. It emerged that
although the communities know very little about Oxfam in OSB and Novib, mainly due to the fact
that they are more familiar with the partners through whom these two affiliates work in project
implementation, they attest to knowing key information about the partner NGO. Communities in the
VEA project are more knowledgeable about OGB because there was more direct contact with OGB
staff during the installation of WASH infrastructure in the community sites as well as through
hygiene promotion.

Question: Do you know...

Highest scoring
answer

Lowest scoring
answer

Who is the main person assigned to
your village, from the NGO?
How to contact them?
What the NGO’s objectives are here?
Who the NGO is trying to help?
What the NGO’s budget is for its work
here?
How the funds are being spent?

Yes: 56 = 62.2%

No: 22 = 24.4%

Yes: 47 = 52.2%
Yes: 70 = 77.8%
Yes: 68 = 75.6%
No: 67 = 73.3%

No: 33 = 36.7%
No: 9 = 10%
No: 13 = 14.4%
Yes: 14 = 15.6%

Yes: 46 = 51.1%

No: 35 = 38.9%

Fig.4 – Aggregate community responses regarding Transparency

12

The highest scoring ‘Yes’ answer is to the question of knowing what the NGO’s objectives are
(77.8%), and the highest scoring ‘No’ answer refers to not knowing how the project funds are being
spent (38.9%).
During visits to communities the review team did not notice any information billboards or other
means of sharing project, partner or Oxfam information. When asked how they received information
about the project, participants said these were shared orally in meetings with the partner. The BCZ is
a good source of information-sharing according to communities in the OGB VEA project, who think
that BCZ shares all that they know about the project. Communities in Novib and OSB projects have
heard about Oxfam but do not know that they are the organization that funds the project.
Asked how they could judge if the project funds were being well-spent (51.1%) when the majority
did not even know the budget (73.3%), people answered that they had seen materials arriving in the
village, such as bags of cement, coffee drying tables, water pumps, latrines etc., and considered
these inputs to be useful. When questioned further they admitted that they did not really know if
the funds had been well-spent after all since they had no idea if the bag of cement had cost $10 or
$100. This admission and other realisations during the probing led to the overall score being
downgraded to ‘average’. OGB does not share budgetary information regarding WASH inputs such
as pumps, water source improvement or digging and cleaning material costs so they cannot know if
funds have been well-spent. OSB communities did not know how much a drying table cost and Novib
women beneficiaries did not know the cost of any of the project inputs, mainly because they are not
11

Scoring did not take place systematically for Transparency because the evaluators’ instructions appeared to
favour rather the ‘yes/no’ questions. Only after a phone conversation with the Accountability Adviser in
Oxford did it become clear that scoring was necessary for Transparency too.
12
Although the highest number of participants in community FGDs was 81, the fact that additional people
arrived while others left the meetings means that the numbers do not always add up to 81.

22

Accountability Effectiveness Review – April 2013

involved in committee meetings and hardly ever get to hear the details of the meetings from the
men-folk who do attend them.
From observations and discussions in the group work and measuring the responses against what
communities should know about the partner, the review team considers a ‘low’ to ‘average’ score to
be more realistic, reflecting more faithfully the situation described in the Accountability matrix:
Limited project information is shared in an ad hoc manner with stakeholders. Most information is
provided verbally and/or informally. It is generally provided at the beginning of the project and may
not be updated.
An ‘average’ score is described in the matrix as: Detailed project information is made publicly
available: basic information about who Oxfam is, what we do, how we do it, who we work with, who
funds us and basic information about project budget and activities. Methods for sharing information
are chosen by project staff and/or partners.
Given that communities do not know about Oxfam or have access to detailed project information,
transparency does not reach this ‘average’ rating.
VI.2 Participation
Participation

22%

8%
22%

Low
Average

47%

High
Very High

Fig. 5 – Community responses regarding Participation
Communities rated participation in the project as mainly ‘high’. They feel that they are fully engaged
in project activities and participate actively to its success, which includes their own personal success.
However, participation in project strategy and decision-making was low, according to deeper
questioning.
Although needs assessments are participatory exercises with communities and partners in all
projects, participation becomes more problematic when seen from the perspective of the question
‘did the proposal for the project come from you or from someone higher up?’ the answer to which
was invariably from someone higher up. The Walungu communities had written a letter to OGB
asking them to be considered as participants in the VEA project but this, they admitted, had been
suggested to them by BCZ as the only way to be included in the project. The VEA project is almost a
set template used throughout OGB programmes with very little variation possible, although
communities said they had worked with OGB staff to negotiate precise inputs such as the number
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and site of water source/s, latrines and pumps. OGB is to be commended for reaching out to
vulnerable individuals: in both communities visited people told the team that care had been taken to
do house-to-house visits for hygiene promotion including the elderly and infirm who could not get to
group meetings; a visit to one elderly person’s household confirmed this. Novib’s milk project was
the result of the partner APDIK submitting a proposal and winning the competitive bid and
communities indicated that they were the driver of the proposal, which APDIK helped them refine.
The women’s group said they had been consulted on the project being implemented in their villages,
as did the OSB communities in Kavumu. All the communities said they had been involved in
consultations with Oxfam or the partner and expressed satisfaction that the project suited their
priority needs. Only one of the Ruzizi Plain (Novib) communities said their main priority was
improved drinking water rather than increased milk production. Although they submitted two
requests for assistance to Novib, they said they had not received a response.
Communities expressed a wish to be more involved with budget preparations. When asked why they
thought this might improve the quality of the project, they indicated that their input could provide a
more realistic costing to certain items and could also ensure that the right inputs were included,
thereby improving cost-effectiveness. One man gave an example by suggesting it would have been
useful to include rubber boots for those working on improvement of water sources and these could
have been procured out of savings made on digging machinery that was not needed or appropriate
for South Kivu. Women said they knew the price of certain items better than men and could ensure
more realistic budget costings for them, using savings for other needed items.
Participation of women appeared to be a problem in the Ruzizi Plain communities. The women said
that their men-folk were the decision-makers and little information trickled down to them. After
discussions on what participation meant – greater knowledge and decision-making but also greater
commitment to participate in meetings and making time for discussions – a majority of the women
said they would like to be more involved in the committee meetings and that, following these FGDs,
they would seek more active inclusion.
Throughout project implementation communities were consulted on their participation in, for
instance, committees and cooperatives. The Novib and OSB projects work mainly to benefit those
who have joined cooperatives although others in the community are expected to benefit indirectly
from greater income-generation. BCZ continues to be involved in motivating the ‘comités d’eau’ to
continue their work; committee members in all three projects attested to their participation in
decision-making regarding specific implementation aspects.
Partners had access to the project budgets but said they only shared parts of the budget with
communities, suggesting that sharing the full budget would not be appropriate as ‘people would
seek to maximise their own gains’ had they done so – although it was never articulated as to how
this could happen.
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VI.3 Feedback/Complaints mechanisms
Very High
15%

Feedback and Complaints Low
1%
Average
33%
High
51%

Fig.6 – Community responses on feedback.

Communities rated feedback as mainly ‘high’, stating that they were able to discuss all project
aspects openly with partners during meetings and visits. When questioned more closely about what
complaints mechanisms were in place, most community groups said that they aired their complaints
orally when they met with partners or Oxfam. No formal mechanisms to lodge complaints exists in
any of the communities and no one except for the OGB beneficiaries knows how to contact Oxfam if
they want to by-pass the partner. The groups were asked if they thought a complaints box would be
a good idea, eliciting an overwhelmingly positive response. Novib has a complaints mechanism –
‘Listening Committee’ - in its humanitarian projects that could easily be replicated in structural
projects, disseminated in communities orally and in writing (as an annex to its project information).
Other indicators
Widening the indicators to include ‘active listening’, ‘satisfaction’ and ‘attitude’ in relations with
each other, communities felt these merited a ‘very high’ score. Partners are always open to
discussion and explanation, are friendly and respectful towards the beneficiaries, according to the
latter. Asking for two examples each of what communities were satisfied with and what they were
not satisfied with, the majority ‘satisfaction’ elements emphasized how the projects had made
concrete improvements to their lives thus far, or had given them hope that improvement would be a
result of their efforts in the projects; less than satisfying were the lack of response (or perhaps the
kind of response they were seeking) from Oxfam and the partner regarding additional priority needs.
Individual community responses can be found in the FGD annex.
Unpacking these indicators further, the above scores were then contrasted with sub-indicators
under transparency, participation and feedback, provided in the Accountability Matrix. This way of
comparing what informants actually said when questioned closely and comprehensively with the
sub-indicators on the Accountability Matrix allowed the team to discount possible biases and to rate
accountability performance objectively. Thus, objectively rated against the criteria in these subindicators, feedback and complaints merit a ‘low’ to ‘average’ score in the aggregate. For example,
whereas communities had given a ‘high’ score for feedback, sub-indicators for this rating from the
Accountability matrix suggest: “Project has formal feedback and complaints mechanisms in place;
actively encourages stakeholders to give feedback and make complaints; and records all feedback
and complaints. Feedback and complaints always receive a response. Project demonstrably seeks
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continuous improvement in the quality and use of the complaints mechanisms”. Responses from all
four groups more closely match the ‘low’ score for Feedback and Complaints: “No formal feedback
or complaints mechanisms are in place”. These are areas where Oxfam could engage in more work
(see Recommendations, below).

VII. What/where are the main strengths?
Oxfam can be considered as ‘half way’ towards putting its accountability principles into
practice. There is significant work still to do, but this should not be too difficult. It entails
using this report to note where the gaps lie with respect to the Accountability Matrix and
take phased action to narrow the gap between what is reported here and what needs to be
achieved according to the Matrix. Although Oxfam offices do not have specific protocols for
Accountability, the principles are known and practised by staff – to a lesser extent by
partners.
Oxfam and its partners have excellent relationships with communities, judging from
responses to this effect from all respondents at all hierarchical levels (except where the
village leaders attest to not knowing about projects).
Existing information, feedback and complaints mechanisms seem to be accepted by
communities through oral delivery in informal settings: in meetings with Oxfam and partners
where ideas, suggestions and obstacles can be raised, discussed and acted upon in group
settings.
Partners are perceived to try their best to resolve problems and complaints, with results fed
back to communities or evident through observation (eg. the silage enclosure issue raised by
Novib communities).

VIII. What were the main weaknesses?
Oxfam and its partners do not involve communities in project formulation or
implementation progress to the extent necessary for communities to derive a full sense of
ownership of the project.
There is very little or no involvement of communities in budgetary preparation. Such
involvement is necessary to ensure that project inputs are relevant and not just what Oxfam
or the partner thinks are relevant. It is also necessary so that communities understand the
value of different items, again enhancing their sense of ownership and pride in the project.
Project information, including its value, is not widely disseminated in the communities
where it is taking place or in relevant government offices. There is a lack of transparency
towards communities and state authorities.
Complaints mechanisms are lacking in all Oxfam affiliates beyond oral means. Partners and
communities do not know enough about how to address serious complaints to senior Oxfam
staff if necessary. There is no public information in communities to guide them on to how
and to whom to address complaints.
Communities are unaware of their rights and how to claim them from duty bearers. This was
illustrated by OGB communities wishing to receive capacity-building on advocacy from
Oxfam in order to improve their methods for seeking new assistance through international
or national bodies.
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Not all community feedback and queries are addressed by Oxfam. An example is the
proposed clean drinking water proposal addressed through the partner to Novib in the Ruzizi
Plain, requested by communities but never responded to (we are not discounting the
possibility that Novib has indeed responded to this request but when communities see new
faces on a visit they are inclined to articulate their requests again).
Oxfam affiliates do not appear to be maximising inter-affiliate project synergies: where one
affiliate is implementing a livelihoods project but receives requests for a water project, it
should be possible to advocate to another Oxfam affiliate in the WASH sector to give this
priority attention.
Sustainability is an issue in some communities and projects. For instance, OGB has not
sufficiently addressed the issue of follow-up once a project has ended. Women are indignant
in some areas that there is slippage among some members of the community when it comes
to maintaining hygienic practices but don’t know how to deal firmly with the perpetrators.
This would suggest that Oxfam has not left in place sufficient information with regard to
whom communities can address complaints. The resulting spread of unhygienic practices
and behaviours due to impunity can undo all the good work Oxfam has done if it goes
unaddressed.
State authorities were not always aware of the projects taking place in their area, for
instance one village chief in a community supported by RAEK and another in a community
supported by OGB.
Partnership agreements do not define sufficiently clear complaints mechanisms that should
be accessible to all stakeholders.
The partner does not always address beneficiary complaints comprehensively yet it does not
always relay these to Oxfam, acting as a gatekeeper and keeping a lid on complaints that
might lower its standing in Oxfam’s eyes.
APDIK does not have female staff according to women interviewed in Rutanga. Women want
a greater voice in committee meetings because they get no feedback from the men.

IX.

Recommendations

1. Oxfam affiliates could do more to sensitize their staff and partners on accountability
principles. OGB has ‘accountability in emergencies’ posters in its office which are quick and
easy ‘primers’, also relevant for structural projects. These could be disseminated to partners.

Fig. 7 – Posters on accountability in OGB’s office
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2. Accountability principles could be annexed to staff contracts and staff held accountable in
performance assessments, including senior staff. Leaflets for staff and managers
(corresponding to the posters above) also exist and could form the basis for this initiative
(the leaflets are accessible through the internet).
3. Oxfam affiliates need to communicate more comprehensively to all stakeholder the
organization’s aims, vision, principles
and commitments, not just through
Detailed project information is made publicly
partners. Written material providing
available: basic information about who Oxfam is,
key information about Oxfam, the
what we do, how we do it, who we work with, who
funds us and basic information about project budget
partner, the project – including
and activities. Methods for sharing information are
relevant project costs – should be
chosen by project staff and/or partners.
posted in the form of billboards and
OGB minimum standard
summary sheets at key buildings such
as churches, administrative offices and schools.
4. Oxfam and its partners should involve communities or their representatives to a greater
extent in project design, including budgeting project costs; communities should participate
in project progress reporting and
Decisions are made jointly by project staff, with
monitoring/evaluation reviews with
stakeholders consulted about plans. Stakeholders
the results of such exercises posted in
regularly provide information that project staff use to
make key decisions about their work, at all stages of
writing in community-selected visible
the project cycle. Women and men are consulted
spots. The aim is to enhance the
separately, and teams ensure main social groupings
knowledge of communities to hold
in the community are identified and their voices
heard.
their duty-bearers to greater account.
OGB minimum standard
Annexes F, G and H have some
excellent guidance on different
modalities for achieving this.
5. Oxfam should share with stakeholders
Project has formal feedback and complaints
the names and contact details of
mechanisms in place; actively encourages
stakeholders to give feedback and make
Oxfam staff for feedback/complaints
complaints; and records all feedback and
purposes. These should include who to
complaints. Feedback and complaints always
contact for what kind of grievance,
receive a response. Project demonstrably seeks
continuous improvement in the quality and use of
what kinds of messages would be
the complaints mechanisms.
appropriate and eligible for a response
OGB minimum standard
and what is not appropriate. This might
initially provoke a flood of grievances,
requests and inappropriate suggestions which would need to be dealt with firmly and
consistently until communities understand which kind of message they should address to
whom. Grievances/ complaints/messages should be registered and followed-up with written
explanations of the follow-up made on which date. Normally all messages should be
addressed within a month and can be raised at the next meeting with partners/beneficiaries
if not of a confidential nature. A complaints mechanism should ensure that complaints reach
Oxfam if necessary. One possibility is to have a complaints box (highly favoured among the
communities reviewed) but the modalities of managing this need careful consideration.
6. Some NGOs name a focal point for feedback and complaints and such a system could be
established in all Oxfam affiliates’ offices. The focal point could be roster-based, ie. one staff
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7.

8.

9.
10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

member handling it for one week, another for another week etc. This way all project staff
would gain experience on handling accountability issues and the kinds of complaints
registered would help them understand more about their and others’ projects.
Whichever feedback/complaints modality/ies envisaged would need careful reflection to
select the most appropriate for the communities, with their participation in selecting and
designing each complaint and response preference. Communities mentioned that IRC has
useful mechanisms: Oxfam could draw on IRC’s experience and adapt it accordingly.
Oxfam could do more to inform, involve and responsibilize government partners and village
chiefs to a greater extent in order to improve project sustainability: given that these are the
authorities who will remain after the project has ended, it is important for them to know
what was done in the community and who to contact in Oxfam in case of serious problems.
Despite the time constraints Oxfam staff are under when they visit project sites, preliminary
meetings with village chiefs and/or municipal authorities should be a matter of course – not
only to keep Oxfam alive in the minds of these officials but also to update them on Oxfam’s
efforts to develop their communities.
Ensure more frequent visits/meetings with Oxfam staff at project sites for informationsharing, feedback and complaints handling.
In order to encourage partners to be more proactive and come forward with proposals for
new techniques or ideas, Oxfam affiliates could introduce a competition between their
partners with a suitable reward for the one that suggests the most interesting, innovative,
practical idea/s in a given timeframe. The winner could be announced at a workshop and
made to feel proud of its achievement. A monetary prize may not be suitable as it would
have to be shared between all the project staff and would become too diluted as to
constitute a useful incentive, but could take the form of a certificate for display in the
partner’s office. Other incentives should also be considered.
Where community priorities and stated needs are not able to be addressed by one Oxfam
affiliate, it should be actively promoted with one of the other affiliates active in that sector.
The illustration here is of the Novib community in Nyakabere whose main need is for clean
drinking water. Since WASH does not come under Novib’s purview it should be in a position
to advocate with OGB, who could give the proposal a priority consideration under the VEA or
another funding mechanism. Even if another Oxfam affiliate cannot address the need it
could be raised at the appropriate Cluster with advocacy to another NGO. Results of the
attempt to seek alternate means of funding should be relayed back to the community.
While OGB has performed comprehensive hygiene promotion in communities it could pay
greater attention to the special needs of the elderly and disabled. Affixing bars or other
special support in latrines would improve accountability to the most vulnerable.
All affiliates should ensure greater accountability to women, encouraging them to
participate in cooperative committees and ensuring that partners have a female staff
member to mainstream gender-sensitive approaches.
All Oxfam affiliates could engage in capacity-building to help communities advocate for their
rights. Being a champion advocate itself, Oxfam has the means to do this and could support
this important governance aspect.
Considerably more work needs to be done to have communities participate in project
formulation and budget costing in future projects to ensure their ‘ownership’ of the project.
Some suggestions as to how this can be done in a phased manner:
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a. Step 1: Oxfam affiliates communicate to all those involved in bidding for a project
that the procedures below must be followed for their submissions to be considered
eligible.
b. Step 2: Partners encourage communities to submit a project proposal to the partner,
which would then be discussed with the partner and amendments made according
to the partner’s technical knowledge that the communities cannot be expected to
know.
c. Step 3: Partners submit the jointly prepared project proposal to Oxfam – or another
NGO for that matter - that includes a section describing who in the community was
involved – including women - and how they participated in the process, including
costing elements of the project. It is important for communities to participate in
costing those parts of the overall budget that directly affect them so that they
understand the value of the inputs that will eventually accrue to them as profits or
advantages. In OGB VEA projects, OGB staff involve community members and BCZ in
budgetary preparation to ensure inclusion of specific relevant needs and avoid
inclusion of items not relevant to them, and to ensure these fit into the overall
project costs that are ‘directed’ by Unicef. Information currently seems to get stuck
with committee members in the OSB and Novib projects who do not see the need to
pass it on to others – invariably women, who should also participate in project
preparation. In the case of unsuccessful bids, Oxfam will communicate the reason to
the bidder in writing and commit to sharing the project with other Oxfam affiliates
or with other NGOs in the appropriate sector/s.
d. Step 3: The successful project is summarised in the form of community billboards
and written ‘project sheets’ to be posted in government offices, bearing the name of
the donor/s, the Oxfam affiliate, the partner and the community. Billboards and
‘project sheets’ include relevant project data; the names of those in the community
who participated in the project proposal; the overall value/cost of the project; how
to address suggestions and complaints (pre-agreed between the community, the
partner and Oxfam); community, partner and Oxfam contact information for
submission of suggestions and complaints. The costs of these information measures
should be included in partner project submissions.
e. Step 4: Communities decide who among them should participate with partners in
progress assessment and reporting. Their names are included in the report and the
report is shared with them.
f. Step 5: Oxfam communicates to donors – including in donor contracts - that this is
the modality it follows to ensure accountability to its partners and beneficiaries.
g. Step 6: Should communities express the need for a higher priority input and not the
one Oxfam is proposing, the Oxfam affiliate that receives this request, but cannot
satisfy it because it is not its area of expertise or focus, should pass it on to another
Oxfam affiliate that could address it. If none of the affiliates can address it, it should
be taken to the appropriate Cluster meeting and registered with other NGOs who
could possibly be interested in undertaking to address it.
16. To take this work forward, the Country MEAL Adviser should organize a workshop to
operationalize the above recommendations. While some progress was made towards this in
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the end-of-review workshop, it needs to be deepened and made and feasible for the
different affiliates and their partners and tailored according to context.

X.

What are the commitments for/to change?

Following the data gathering exercise a half-day wrap-up workshop was organized involving Oxfam
staff and partners, during which the following commitments and proposals for change were raised
and adopted.
Oxfam staff expressed their commitment to improve performance on accountability and
wanted to learn what concrete measures they could take to do this. They especially wanted
to obtain and learn from practical tools that have been tested by other NGOs. Annexes F, G
and H include some tools and guidance on accountability practices that staff could use.
The MEAL Adviser is committed to working with affiliates to mainstream accountability
practices more comprehensively in staff and partners. Accountability can seem quite ‘heavy’
in terms of time and instilling new ways of working, some of which found resistance with
partners.
Oxfam affiliates profess a willingness to gradually incorporate specific accountability
practices more formally into their policies and ways of working, with the support of the
MEAL Adviser who can work with them to devise practices that fit individual contexts.

XI.

Evaluator’s view on validity of process, findings and results

Even in a short space of time it has been possible to deepen understanding of the strengths of
current Oxfam accountability practices and to identify some of the areas that need more work. The
review was a useful tool through which to examine understanding of accountability at different
levels of analysis (communities, partners and Oxfam staff). The review team considered the
advantages and disadvantages of preparing communities in advance for the review: on the one hand
it is necessary to ask communities to participate in such reviews well in advance so they can be
prepared on a certain day and time and not be simply convened on the day of the review, asking
them to stop what they are doing to participate in the group exercise. On the other hand, in the one
site where communities had received advance notice of the visit, the reviewers found that they had
obviously been briefed by the partner on what to say (everything is positive) which rendered the
exercise invalid. The women’s groups in the same localities were also initially primed to answer
questions in a way they considered the team wanted answering; however when the leading
responders were asked to allow others in the group to have their say, a more realistic dialogue took
place and some findings emerged that were more spontaneous and sincere. For instance, the
women said they were not involved in committee meetings, had not been asked to participate, were
relegated to a passive role and did not have access to any female staff in the partner organization.
The dialogue and examples presented on how they could benefit from having their say encouraged
them to be more assertive and modify scores to a more realistic level. For such reviews to be
effective it is necessary as a mark of respect to seek community permission to interview them in
advance but also necessary that the partner does not try to interfere in the process by briefing them
on what to say. In other community groups answers were also initially positive in such a way that the
researchers detected a strong bias. However, this again was overcome by closer questioning, asking
for examples, asking why they had ‘voted’ with their seeds in a certain way and what that ‘vote’
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actually meant according to the Accountability Matrix. Since this did not always match their
experiences, they were encouraged to look at other options that complemented their views more
realistically. In most instances the initial ‘very high’ scores were lowered to correspond more closely
with the objective ratings of the Matrix.
Triangulation between Oxfam staff, partners and communities through asking the same questions is
also a useful way to ascertain the validity of results. Triangulation was particularly useful in assisting
the evaluators to obtain a more realistic conclusion of respondents’ views.

X11. Evaluator’s view on tool and potential improvements
The Accountability Effectiveness Review document is a solid and supportive guide to reviewers.
However it is too long for Oxfam staff to read in advance of a review and it is recommended that
Country or Regional Coordinators receive a short checklist of priority actions that need to be taken
to prepare for an AER. This would help them ensure that key actions are taken in advance so that the
AER team loses no time on details such as securing logistics, stationery, recruiting national
researchers, signing contracts, setting up meetings etc. It would save time if Oxfam could recruit
national consultants to facilitate the FGDs in advance. This would need a short TOR to be issued in
advance. It would also help the review team to have a meetings programme set up in advance as a
time/cost effective measure.
It is not clear to reviewers that the Transparency element in FGDs needs to be subject to the same
scoring as Participation and Feedback. The initial questions indicated in the AER guidance document
are useful as an opening, to put participants at ease, but there subsequently needs to be a scoring
on Transparency which is not obvious from the document. The first FGD did not include
Transparency scoring but was incorporated into later FGDs when understood to be necessary.
Details that the Evaluator finds necessary to amend are attached as track changes in Annex I.
The templates for questions to staff and partners are very good but there are questions (MEL,
appropriateness, relationships) on the KII interviews that are different to partner/staff interview
questions and community FGD questions. Shouldn’t they all be the same so we can compare like
with like? The only key questions that are the same in all four templates (partners, staff, KII and
communities) are on Transparency, Participation and Feedback.
It is important to ensure that Oxfam and partners feel confident that community feedback in the
review is not a performance assessment but a means to learn how accountability can work better at
all levels. Communities should not be told in advance to give only positive answers. This can
invalidate the process as it is immediately obvious to the reviewers that responses have been preprogrammed. How to do this in a culture that prizes positive feedback to all external bodies in the
hope of securing future project funds (or in the fear of having a project cut), is a challenge that will
not be easy to meet but which is in itself an indicator of the extent to which accountability is
understood.
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