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CASE STUDY
Streamlining Due Diligence through 
HQAI CHS Certification services : 
A Collaboration With FCDO and NRC

The duplication of due diligence requirements across the humanitarian sector has long been 
a challenge, creating unnecessary administrative burdens for aid organisations and donors 
alike. As part of ongoing efforts to reduce these inefficiencies and improve the speed and  
effectiveness of aid delivery, the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) 
partnered with the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) and the Humanitarian Quality Assurance 
Initiative (HQAI) to explore the potential of using CHS (Core Humanitarian Standard) certi-
fication as a “passport” for due diligence processes. This case study outlines the steps taken,  
the collaboration between FCDO, NRC and HQAI and the tangible benefits achieved for  
everyone involved.

In the aid sector, the multiplication of donor-specific due diligence requirements can delay 
funding and inflate administrative costs. This can be particularly burdensome for Local and 
National Actors (LNAs), who often face additional scrutiny and onerous processes. The 
situation becomes more acute in emergencies where rapid response is critical, and donors 
need to fast-track agreements with trusted partners. This was the case when FCDO sought 
to improve the efficiency of its due diligence procedures, especially in the context of more 
urgent humanitarian responses.

To address this challenge, FCDO, NRC and HQAI embarked on an innovative initiative aimed 
at integrating CHS certification into their due diligence process. CHS certification is a globally 
recognised standard that helps actors in the aid ecosystem improve quality, accountability 
and transparency. HQAI, an independent auditor for the humanitarian and development 
sector, conducts robust audits of organisations’ compliance with the CHS.
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1 Building Trust and Understanding

• Initial Engagement: The collaboration began with FCDO’s Due Diligence Hub and NRC 
working together to understand the needs and priorities of each organisation and potential 
added value of HQAI CHS audits. FCDO was keen to explore how third-party audits could 
meet their own rigorous due diligence requirements.

• Shadowing the Audit: To increase FCDO’s confidence in the process, two senior auditors 
from HQAI worked closely with FCDO’s Due Diligence team throughout the entire audit 
process. FCDO was invited to shadow the audit team in action, observing firsthand the 
rigour and thoroughness of HQAI’s audit procedures.

• Onsite and Remote Engagement: FCDO team members travelled with the HQAI audit 
team to participate in interviews with NRC staff in Oslo, and later remotely with staff and 
partners in sampled country programmes, to get a comprehensive understanding of NRC’s 
internal systems, policies, practices and overall conformity with the CHS.

2 Audit Process

• Customising the Approach: As part of the collaborative process, FCDO’s due diligence 
team was fully involved throughout audit planning and execution. This helped the team 
to understand how HQAI’s auditing process works, assuring them that it was sufficiently  
robust to meet FCDO’s standards for due diligence. 

• Sharing Audit Evidence: A key component of the collaboration was establishing a mechanism  
to share audit documentation. Data protection and confidentiality requirements were  
carefully considered to ensure compliance while enabling efficient information exchange.

3 Making it Work

• Flexibility and Adaptability: Throughout the process, NRC and the HQAI audit  
team demonstrated flexibility. When FCDO required specific details or clarifications,  
the audit team adjusted its approach and provided tailored responses. This open and  
adaptable approach fostered a collaborative and trusting relationship between all parties.

  KEY STEPS TAKEN

For FCDO’s Due Diligence the HQAI audits provide greater assurance and economies of scale. They include 
deeper insights into quality and accountability, site visits and stakeholder interviews and their detailed rating 
system enhances evidence quality and consistency. Trusting HQAI means supporting impactful initiatives and 
upholding our Grand Bargain commitments.

Linda Sloan
MBE | Senior Due Diligence Advisor | Due Diligence Hub | Centre for Delivery  

Finance and Corporate Directorate | Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office FCDO
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1. Simplified Due Diligence Process: NRC benefited from reduced duplication in due diligence 
activities. NRC was able to leverage the results of their CHS audit to meet most of FCDO’s due 
diligence requirements, saving time and resources in the process.

2. Significant Time Savings for Staff: The use of CHS audit findings to inform FCDO due  
diligence allowed NRC to bypass standard assessment processes, significantly reducing  
administrative hurdles and saving valuable time for staff. This freed up resources, enabling staff 
to focus more on programme implementation and support, rather than navigating compliance 
requirements.

3. Enhanced Trust and Recognition: NRC was able to demonstrate their commitment to  
accountability and quality to FCDO, further strengthening their partnership. They also gained 
recognition for their adherence to the CHS as a globally recognised standard, which enhanced 
their credibility as a partner in humanitarian action.

4. Local and National Actors Empowerment: NRC has decided to adopt a similar due diligence 
passporting system to benefit its local and national partners. If these partners have already 
been assessed by a peer organisation, NRC will rely on existing assessments, streamlining their  
operations and reducing the burden on local actors.

FOR NRC

1. Increased Efficiency: FCDO was able to significantly reduce the administrative and resource 
burden of conducting separate due diligence checks. By relying on the findings of the CHS  
audit, they could focus their efforts on areas not covered by the audit, such as financial or legal 
checks.

2. Faster Processing of Agreements: With fewer additional due diligence requirements to 
meet, FCDO will be able to process agreements with partners faster, which will be particularly  
beneficial in times of sudden onset crises. This will help them deploy funding and support areas 
in need more rapidly.

3. Confidence in the Process: FCDO grew increasingly confident in the HQAI CHS audit  
process as they observed its rigour and transparency. They were reassured by the professionalism  
and expertise of the audit team and felt assured that they were making informed decisions and 
drawing valid conclusions.

4. Long-Term Strategic Value: FCDO recognised that adopting this approach could 
create significant long-term efficiencies, reducing the time and costs associat-
ed with due diligence processes across the humanitarian sector. The success of this  
pilot laid the groundwork for broader adoption of CHS certification audits as a standard due  
diligence mechanism.

RESULTS ACHIEVED

The collaboration between FCDO, NRC and HQAI led to several concrete benefits for  
all involved.

FOR FCDO
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This case study exemplifies the value of using HQAI’s CHS certification as a tool to streamline 
due diligence processes in the aid sector. 

By creating efficiencies, reducing redundancy and fostering greater trust among partners, 
the process benefits all stakeholders involved. 

FCDO’s decision to recognise CHS certification has opened the door for more efficient 
collaboration with aid providers, ensuring that resources are directed towards delivering aid 
to those in need rather than getting caught in bureaucratic processes.

As funding for humanitarian work remains under pressure, the use of CHS certification as 
a passport for due diligence could play a pivotal role in transforming the way the sector 
approaches compliance and accountability. 

The success of this pilot project serves as a model for future collaboration between funders, 
implementing organisations, and oversight bodies, paving the way for a more effective, 
efficient, transparent, and equitable humanitarian system.

The FCDO-NRC-HQAI partnership demonstrates how a shared commitment to quality, 
accountability and efficiency can lead to practical solutions in overcoming long-standing 
challenges in the humanitarian and development sector. 

By embracing CHS certification and due diligence passporting, both FCDO and NRC have 
not only streamlined administrative processes but have also contributed to building a more 
agile and responsive humanitarian ecosystem. 

This case study serves as a call to other stakeholders to recognise the benefits of such  
collaborations, paving the way for broader adoption across the sector.

LOOKING FORWARD

CONCLUSION

Using HQAI CHS audit findings to inform funder due diligence requirements can save time, effort, and costs 
for both the assessed party and assessors. We believe that using our transparent and trusted audit reports 
for multiple purposes contributes to sector efficiencies whilst sustainably upholding accountability commit-
ments.

Victoria Lyon Dean
Head of Quality Assurance, HQAI

The funding gap and the increasing complexity of Due Diligence (DD) processes can be particularly chal-
lenging for organisations: they are and will continue to be demanding in terms of time and resources. Even 
more now with funding reduction and limited resources. Through this pilot, we observed how the joint and 
systematic approach saved time, reduced staff burden and duplication, and was well-coordinated between 
FCDO and HQAI. CHS audits, if used by donors as a “passporting” for the certified organisations, can serve as 
a powerful mechanism to streamline the various due diligence processes.

Alessia Locarini
Global Lead Programme Quality, Global Programme Section, Norwegian Refugee Council NRC
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