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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Recently, Mark Lowcock (Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency
Relief Coordinator) called the humanitarian sector to appoint an independent commission to
hold humanitarian organisations accountable, putting again high on the humanitarian agenda
the need for accountability. The Humanitarian Quality Assurance Initiative (HQAI), in a twitter
stated that such a body already exists and it is HQAI itself. Indeed, this organisation is the only
existing one providing quality assurance to humanitarian and development NGOs against the
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability (CHS), which is the most widely
adopted and recognised voluntary standard in the humanitarian sector. However, although
certification is not a new practice in the sector, it is still little used, recognised and known. In
particular, as for other accountability tools, it is still to be understood how it could contribute to
the accountability of humanitarian and development actors.

This research aims at understanding the contribution of certification to humanitarian
accountability, by studying the specific case of HQATI’s certification scheme against the CHS. In
particular, this study explores the motivations and expectations that drive humanitarian and
development organisations to be certified, as well as the perceived impacts and benefits of
certification to their accountability.

To assess the impact of certification on accountability, the literature review identified four
dimensions that define the concept and the different forms of accountability: 1) ‘to whom’ and
2) ‘for what’ organisations become more accountable due to their certification experience, 3)
how it contributes to accountability ‘conceptual foundations’ and 4) what are the ‘drivers’ for
applying to certification. On the basis of this framework, interviews were developed and
conducted with six HQAI-certified NGOs of different geographical origins and sizes. To
triangulate the information obtained, interviews conducted by HQAI with some of their
certified organisations and reports of audits conducted by HQAI's auditors were also analysed.
Finally, three NGOs that comply to the CHS, but are not certified were interviewed in order to
understand their motivations and opinions regarding the certification scheme against the CHS.

The results show that humanitarian and development organisations decide to be certified for
internal reasons and motivations such as the willingness to improve, learn, share best-practices
or because their own values and objectives are in alignment with those of the Standard and
certification. External reasons and motivations for certification are donors requirements,
contextual pressures or the wish to externally signal the reputation, image and legitimacy of the
organisation.

The findings also show that HQAI's certification scheme against the CHS is able to

contribute to different dimensions and forms of accountability of humanitarian and
development NGOs. It improves the participation of affected communities in decision making,
evaluation and monitoring. NGOs also improve responsiveness to their needs, demands and
complaints. Respondents demonstrate better transparency, answerability and accountability
towards primarily affected communities, but also other stakeholders. In practical terms,
respondents reported having improved their policies, procedures, guidelines, introduced more
specific and broader risk assessments, improved project planning, monitoring and evaluation,
improved organisational and staff capacity, and more.
From the interviews with certified NGOs, affected people resulted to be the stakeholder group
towards whom NGOs become the most accountable due to certification. However, they also
reported enhanced accountability towards donors, peers, partners and even towards their own
internal staff and principles.

This study serves as basis for future research on quality assurance schemes for humanitarian
and development actors and can be used by non-certifitd NGOs to learn more about the
certification scheme against the CHS to make informed decisions on their accountability
strategies.



INTRODUCTION

For the past three decades the number of civilians needing humanitarian and development
assistance has increased due to the increase in number of conflicts, crises and natural disasters
(Leigh, 2019). These developments have been accompanied by an increase in humanitarian
spending, humanitarian actors have grown bigger and have proliferated and by consequence,
donors and funders started demanding accountability for their money (Leigh, 2019; Daun,
2020). Main events in the 1990s led humanitarian accountability to become a central topic
beyond spending. Among them, the Yugoslav war, the Somalian famine and the Rwandan
genocide (Simm, 2014 ; Foran & Williams, 2014; Leigh, 2019). Many were the scandals,
misconducts and failures associated to humanitarian assistance in those contexts, which finally
led humanitarian actors to be under strict scrutiny worldwide. Their legitimacy and
effectiveness started being doubted and demands for greater transparency and calls to reform
the whole humanitarian system started emerging (Leigh, 2019). In response to these claims,
humanitarian organisations have started adopting more diverse accountability tools and
initiatives for quality and accountability (e.g. the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership
(HAP), the Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance (ALNAP) and
others) (HQAI, 2019a; Leigh, 2019; Simm, 2014). Accountability was becoming increasingly
important in the humanitarian sector. Nevertheless, disasters caused by the Haitian earth-quake
and the Pakistan flooding in 2010, shed light on the gaps between the aid needed and the aid
provided, as well as the lack of enforcement due to the over-abundance of standards, initiatives
and requirements from donors that were too demanding on humanitarian and development
actors (CHS, n.d.-b, Simm, 2014). Self-regulatory and voluntary initiatives and the promotion
of quality and accountability common standards for non-profit organisations have been the
most frequently adopted attempts to promote accountability. Indeed a study from Lloyd et al.
(2010) has identified more than 350 of these forms of initiatives (Crack, 2014), which highlight
how the search for more and better accountability has become central to the humanitarian
sector. The centrality of this topic has re-emerged in recent years with scandals linked to well-
known humanitarian actors. As Crack (2014) reports, “NGOs are exposed as never before to
allegations of corruption, incompetence and abuse of power” (p.40).

It is in this context and with the aim of harmonising existing standards and making their
implementation easier, that HAP, People In Aid and Sphere came together under the Joint
Standards Initiative (JSI) in 2012 (CHS, n.d.-b). In 2013, a survey done among more than 2,000
humanitarian and development workers showed the need for greater standards harmonisation.
The three organisations (joined in 2014 by Groupe URD) decided to develop the Core
Humanitarian Standards on Quality and Accountability (CHS) to include together previous
humanitarian standards (CHS, n.d.-b). This was the first humanitarian standard developed with
the cooperation of a broad group of humanitarian actors, influenced by affected populations
and the first to be so widely adopted and incorporated into other standards or agreements
(HQAI 2019a). Today, the CHS is the most widely adopted humanitarian standard. In the
present moment, it is also the only existing humanitarian standard for which independent and
third-party quality assurance services exist and are performed by the Humanitarian Quality
Assurance Initiative (HQAI).

Recently, the topic of humanitarian accountability re-emerged at the Washington-based
Center for Global Development, during which Marc Lowcock (Under-Secretary-General for
Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator), highlighted the need to appoint an
independent commission in order to hold humanitarian organisations accountable and manage
complaints (Wintour, 2021). HQAI, in a twitter, replied to this comment highlighting that there
is no need to ‘reinvent the wheel’, since such a body already exists and is HQAI itself
(Appendix 1), which provides specific accountability services: benchmarking, independent
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verification and certification schemes. Indeed, as for the CHS, for HQAI as well, one of the
goals of their services is to improve organisations’ accountability.

As can be understood from the history and evolution of the concept as well as recent
debates, humanitarian accountability is a central topic and under constant discussion among
practitioners, but also among scholars in the academic field. Previous research has extensively
discussed and explored the concept of humanitarian accountability and how it can be
operationalised through different mechanisms such as social audits, reports, performance
assessments, evaluations, self-regulation and others (Ebrahim, 2003). The literature agrees that
strong forms of accountability are generally external and independent, this being the case of
certification, whose impact however, is still little explored in the humanitarian sector (Crack,
2014). Among other studies, A.M. Crack has studied the contribution of peer regulation
initiatives and particularly the Sphere Project and HAP certification (2014) on humanitarian
NGOs accountability. However, research in relation to peer regulation activities and
certification remains scarce (Crack, 2014) and opinions often diverge. Nevertheless, as Becker
(2018) recalls, understanding and assessing the impacts of different forms of accountability
mechanisms remains important. This research is situated in this broad field of study and it has
the specific goal of understanding the contribution of certification to humanitarian
accountability, by studying the specific case of the Humanitarian Quality Assurance Initiative
(HQAI) certification scheme against the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and
Accountability (CHS). In particular, this research aims at responding to the following research
question:

How does HQAIS certification scheme against the CHS contribute to humanitarian and development
NGOs accountability?

Since this study adopts a qualitative approach and focuses on humanitarian and development
NGOs’ perceptions about certification, the two specific guiding questions that help answer the
main question of this study are:

1) What are the perceived reasons and expected benefits that lead NGOs to decide to be certified by HQAI?
2) How do NGOs perceive the changes and impacts of HOALS certification on their accountability?

In other words, this research looks at the motivations and expectations that drive humanitarian
and development organisations to be certified, as well as the perceived impacts and benefits of
certification to their accountability. This leads to an understanding of the contribution that
independent quality assurance, and in particular the certification scheme, can provide to
humanitarian accountability.

In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to understand what the CHS is, what its
requirements and objectives are and how HQAI's certification scheme against the CHS
operates. These are presented in the first chapter of this paper, 7. The CHS and HQOAIS
certification scheme

Since the objective of this research is to assess the impact of the certification scheme on
humanitarian accountability, it is of paramount importance to acknowledge how the concept of
humanitarian accountability is defined. Chapter 2. Defining Humanitarian Accountability consists in
a literature review aiming at defining humanitarian accountability and exploring its
conceptualisations and its operationalisation tools. From the literature review, a conceptual
framework (Figure 3) was developed that summarises the dimensions that make up and define
humanitarian accountability. This was consequently used to develop the interview plan and to
help understand the impact of certification on different dimensions of accountability of
audited organisations.
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Chapter 3. Research approach & Methodology presents the approach adopted by this research,
data collection, sampling and data analysis methods.

Chapter 4. NGOs expected benefits & reasons to be certified answers the first guiding question by
presenting the motivations that led certified humanitarian and development organisations to
decide to be certified by HQALI against the CHS. In contrast, this chapter also presents reasons
for not being certified, as presented by organisations adopting the CHS but not having applied
for HQAT’s certification scheme.

The following chapter 5. The impacts of certification on accountability presents challenges and the
impacts of certification on humanitarian accountability as perceived by certified NGOs.

Chapter 6. Certification as a driver for change?, presents the mechanisms through which
certification has an impact on organisations’ accountability and leads to change and
improvement. Indeed, the goal of this research is not only to list the benefits and impacts of
the certification scheme, but also to understand how those changes are driven.

The final chapter 7. Conclusions & Recommendations, summarises the research, its findings and
contributions, discusses its limitations and presents recommendations for future research.

11



1. THE CHS AND HQAI’S CERTIFICATION SCHEME

This research aims to understand how certification can contribute to the accountability of
humanitarian and development NGOs. To do so, the certification scheme of the Humanitarian
Quality Assurance Initiative (HQAI) against the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and
Accountability (CHS) is specifically studied. For this reason, this chapter presents both, the
CHS, as well as HQATI’s quality assurance services and in particular, its certification scheme.

1.1 THE CHS: AN EFFORT FOR EFFECTIVENESS, QUALITY AND
ACCOUNTABILITY

The Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability (CHS) is a voluntary and
open standard: it is publicly available, developed and maintained through a collaborative and
consensus process (ITU, n.d.). Indeed, the standard is the result of a 12-month global multi-
stakeholder consultation process which involved humanitarian workers, affected communities
and individuals, UN agencies, donors, governments, hundreds of NGOs and scholars, who not
only developed, but also tested it in the field (CHS, n.d.-a). The CHS was finalised and
published in 2014, with the aim of being a common framework for actors working in disaster
and emergency responses and development programs (Simm, 2014).

The CHS is composed of Nine Commitments (Figure 1), which explain what affected
communities and people can expect from humanitarian service providers (CHS Alliance, 2014).
Each Commitment has a Quality Criteria explaining to organisations and their staff how they
should work to comply with the Commitment (CHS Alliance, 2014). Commitments also have a
list of Key Actions and Organisational Responsibilities: the former describes what the
humanitarian staff should do to deliver services of high quality, and the latter mainly relates to
policies, processes and systems to ensure quality and accountability (CHS Alliance, 2014).

The CHS is not a technical standard that explains what has to be done, but how it has to be
done. However, it can be used in complementarity with other standards, to which the CHS
Guidance Notes and Indicators make reference to. Furthermore, the Standard states that
organisations can use it to “improve the quality and effectiveness of the assistance they
provide” (CHS Alliance, 2014, p.2) and to facilitate: “greater accountability to communities and
people affected by crisis” (CHS Alliance, 2014, p.2). Therefore, guality, effectiveness and
acconntability, are the three main goals of the Standard and affected communities the main
target. Quality is defined as:

“the totality of features and characteristics of humanitarian assistance that support its ability to,
in time, satisfy stated or implied needs and expectations, and respect the dignity of the people it
aims to assist” (CHS Alliance, 2014, p.19)

Quality is defined in relation to the beneficiaries’ needs and expectations. Hence, it can only be
measured if needs and expectations are well known and if affected communities are
interviewed about them. Effectiveness, is defined as:

“the extent to which an aid activity attains its objectives” (CHS Alliance, 2014, p.19).

While quality is defined in relation to affected people, effectiveness is defined with
reference to the organisation’s services objectives. Nevertheless, at the heart of the CHS
there are affected people and communities, which is reflected in the definition provided
by the CHS to accountability:

“the process of using power responsibly, taking account of, and being held acconntable by, different
stakeholders, and primarily those who are affected by the excercise of such power” (CHS Alliance,
2014, p.19)
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Even though organisations are expected to be accountable to all its stakeholders, the priority is
given to affected people and communities.

Finally, the CHS is a measurable standard with performance indicators. The document CHS
Quality Assurance Verification Scheme (CHS Alliance, 2020) developed by the CHS Alliance,
provides tools to measure the commitment and compliance to the Standard and the
improvements done (CHS Alliance, 2014). This document consists of three verification options
(Appendix 2), all resorting to the same indicators and differentiated only by the degree of
rigour and objectivity: validated self-assessment, independent verification and certification
(CHS Alliance, 2020). The self-assessment is done by the NGO itself and then validated by the
CHS Alliance (CHS Alliance, 2020). Independent verification and certification are done by
independent and external auditors of an accredited body (CHS Alliance, 2020). Up until today,
the only accredited body providing these two services is HQAI, which will be presented in the
tfollowing chapter.

The Nine Commitments and Quality Criteria of the CHS

1. Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance appropriate to their needs.
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response is appropriate and relevant.
2. Communities and people affected by crisis have access to the humanitarian assistance they need at the
right time.
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response is effective and timely.
3. Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively affected and are more prepared, resilient
and less at-risk as a result of the humanitarian action.
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response is strengthens local capacities and avoids
negative effects.
4. Communities and people affected by crisis know their rights and entitlements, have access to information
and participate in decisions that affect them.
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response is based on communication, participation and feedback.
5. Communities and people affected by crisis have access to safe and responsive mechanisms to handle
complaints.
Quality Criterion: Complaints are welcomed and addressed.
6. Communities and people affected by crisis receive coordinated, complementary assistance.
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response is coordinated and complementary.
7. Communities and people affected by crisis can expect delivery of improved assistance as organisations
learn from experience and reflection.
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian actors continuously learn and improve.
8. Communities and people affected by crisis receive the assistance they require from competent and well-
managed staff and volunteers.
Quality Criterion: Staff are supported to do their job effectively, and are treated fairly and equitably.
9. Communities and people affected by crisis can expect that the organisations assisting them are managing
resources effectively, efficiently and ethically.

Quality Criterion: Resources are managed and used responsibly for their intended purpose.

Figure 1: The Nine Commitments and Quality Criteria of the CHS (CHS Alliance, 2014)
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1.2 THE OMBUDSPERSON & HQAI’S QUALITY ASSURANCE SCHEMES
1.2.1 The origins of the ombudsperson

Today, the Humanitarian Quality Assurance Initiative (HQAI) is the only existing body
providing independent quality assurance services to humanitarian and development NGOs
against the CHS. However, the practice is not unknown. Indeed, already in the 90s, after the
Rwandan humanitarian crisis, the Joint Evaluation of Emergency Assistance to Rwanda’s
(JEEAR) report suggested establishing a humanitarian ombudsperson - an external and
independent actor able to regulate and hold humanitarian organisations accountable and
manage complaints (Daun, 2020; Hilorst et al., 2018; Leigh, 2019). In fact, as Leigh (2019)
explains, “though codes and standards have been the most prolific tools for promoting
accountability, their application in practice has been uneven and strategies for turning them into
a reality at field level are underdeveloped” (p.82). In other words, the simple adoption of
standards, self-assessment or reporting practices is not considered as being sufficient to
guarantee compliance and accountability: NGOs objectivity in assessing their own commitment
to humanitarian standards cannot substitute the rigour of an external assessment, which is
considered as being a strong form of voluntary accountability (Becker, 2018 ; HQAI, 2019a).

After many challenges and debates, the first attempt of third-party conformity assessment
came from HAP in 2008, offering independent verification against the HAP Standard (HQAI,
2019a). Successively People in Aid developed the Quality Mark against their Code of Good
Practice. However, they were never truly successful in attracting humanitarian organisations
(HQALI 2019a). A third attempt came after the 2010’ Haiti earthquake and the Pakistan floods,
when the Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response (SCHR) tested the possibility of
having certification in four different contexts with different NGOs (HQAI, 2019b). The report
concluded that those schemes could not only be feasible, but also relevant and that there was
enough interest to put such a scheme in place (HQAI 2019b). Today, the Humanitarian Quality
Assurance Initiative (HQALI) is the only existing certification body providing quality assurance
services to NGOs against the CHS.

1.2.2 The Humanitarian Quality Assurance Initiative

The Humanitarian Quality Assurance Initiative (HQAI) is a non-profit, independent
certification organisation founded in 2015 and accredited against ISO/IEC 17065:2012
Conformity assessment — Requirements for bodies certifying  products, processes and services. The
organisation provides independent quality assurance services to humanitarian, development and
advocacy organisations (HQAI, 2019b). Its aims are:

“Systematically improve the quality and accountability of humanitarian and development work”
(HQAI n.d.-e)

HQATI does so by assessing their performance against the CHS and by identifying areas of
improvement (HQAI, n.d.-a) through its quality assurance services: benchmarking, independent
verification and certification (Figure 2). The three different schemes are structured around
similar procedures and principles to allow NGOs to pass from one scheme to another (HQAI
n.d.-d) through a bridge process. Benchmarking is the less robust service, which consists in a
one-time audit (HQAI, n.d.-b) providing information about the commitment of the
organisation to the CHS in one specific moment in time. The independent verification scheme
is a four-year cycle providing assurance that the organisation being audited is making
continuous progress in the application of the CHS and shows its commitment to overcoming
its most serious weaknesses thorough a work-plan (HQAI, n.d.-d). Finally, the certification
scheme is defined as:
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“the independent and objective assurance that an organisation or a group of organisations meet the
requirements specified in the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability
(CHS), good practices or commitments” (HQAI, n.d.-c)

This scheme is the most robust as it is based on a pass or fail decision: the certifications is
cither granted or it is not. The certificate is released at the end of the initial audit and is valid
for four years provided the organisation proves continuous commitment to the CHS’s
requirements during the annual maintenance and mid-term audits (HQAI, n.d.-c). Indeed,
during these audits, auditors verify if the organisation is making progress in closing corrective
action requests (CARs)!. Following HQATD’s internal policy POL114 - Third-party guality assurance
policy (2018b), in case of major non-conformities? being identified, the certificate is either not
granted, suspended or withdrawn - this depending on the stage in the audit cycle and whether
the timeframe for closing non-conformities has expired. Thus, the certification scheme is a
demanding process requiring a strong engagement and commitment from the audited
organisations.

HQAT’s services are not forms of program or project evaluation, but assessments that go
beyond the outputs of the organisation being audited: they are assessments of the
organisations’ internal quality control mechanisms and management system in relation to the
CHS requirements (HQAI, n.d.-e). In practice, audits look at the audited organisation’s
management processes, policies, procedures, guidelines and how the organisation is able to
enforce them. Auditors also look at the organisation’s practices and interview its partners, staff
and the communities that they serve in order to assess both, the capacity of the organisation to
meet the CHS and their practices. Concretely, this translates into a first stage of the audit that
consists in a document review and interviews at Head Office level. During the second stage, a
sample of country programmes is selected and on-site or remote visits and interviews with
staff, partners and affected communities are undertaken.

Self Assessment

Initial Audit X X X X

LR e Self Assessment Mid-term Renewal
Verification Initial Audit Self Assessment Audit Self Assessment Audit

Benchmarking

Work-plan for the
imination of
weaknesses

>

Continuous improvement in the implementation of the CHS

Self Assessment Maintenance Mid-term Maintenance Recertification
Initial Audit Audit Audit Audit Audit

Certificate Certificate Certificate Certificate Certificate
issued maintained maintained maintained renewed

Figure 2: HQATI's independent quality assurance schemes
(HQAI, 2018)

Certification

I Request from the auditors of an “action” by the organisation being audited in order to close non-conformities identified during the
audit process.

2 A major non-conformity is a non-fullfilment of a CHS requirement “that affects the capability of the organisation to achieve the
intended results” (HQAI, 2018, p.4).
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2. DEFINING HUMANITARIAN ACCOUNTABILITY

The previous chapter presented HQAI’s quality assurance services and in particular, its
certification scheme against the CHS. To understand the impact of this scheme on NGO’
accountability, this last concept has to be defined. This chapter, through a literature review,
defines the concept of humanitarian accountability and presents the pros and cons of
certification as an accountability operationalisation mechanism. However, defining
humanitarian accountability is a challenge since, the concept has different meanings to different
actors (Cavill and Sohail, 2007). It follows that the humanitarian sector is still missing an agreed
and consensual definition of humanitarian accountability and how to implement and
operationalise it (Leigh, 2019). This chapter does not presume to find a commonly agreed
definition, but suggests a way to obtain a conceptual framework able to summarise different
conceptualisations of humanitarian accountability on which, later in this research, the impact
of certification will be analysed.

2.1 FUNDAMENTAL CONSTITUENTS OF ACCOUNTABILITY

While accountability is a generally accepted concept and duty, it “is a theoretically embedded
concept, with each theory producing various conflicting models of accountability” (Walker,
2002, p.62)

The principal-agent theory is often used to explain the rationale behind accountability: a
principal delegates some activities to an agent, which has to report and be held accountable to
the principal (Cavill & Sohail, 2007). The agent has a responsibelity towards his agent, which is
understood as the duty to perform a service as requested (Leigh, 2019). The principal knows if
the services are carried out as expected thanks to transparency and answerability on how the
service is executed. For Brinkerhoff (2004), answerability is the essence of accountability, since
the agent should report to the principal about the activities carried out, the decisions made,
how they were done and why. If the services are not carried out as expected, the agent might
have to face (some) repercussions or sanctions. Indeed, “the ability of the overseeing actor(s) to
impose punishment on the accountable actor(s) for failures and transgressions gives ‘teeth’ to
accountability. Answerability without sanctions is generally considered to be weak
accountability” (Brinkerhoff, 2004, p.372). The Institute of Social and Ethical Accountability
(ISEA) includes as component of accountability also compliance as the duty to comply with
the standard and report to it (Raynard, 2000).

In more recent years, humanitarian accountability has been moving from the pure technical
and reputation-based form to focus on reflectivity and learning. For this reason, some authors
highlight the importance of participation and social interactions for accountability (Leigh,
2019). The Global Accountability Project (GAP) Framework states that accountability is “first
and foremost about engaging with, and being responsive to, stakeholders; taking into
consideration their needs and views in decision-making and providing an explanation as to why
they were or were not taken on board” (Blagescu, Casas & Lloyd, 2005, p.11). The ability of an
organisation to take into consideration its experience and its stakeholders’ views and adapt,
change and improve, is called responsiveness (Leigh, 2019). As Blagescu et al. (2005) stated, the
commitment of an organisation to accountability is “reflected in its responsiveness to
stakeholders’ concerns and needs, and the willingness to adjust policies when necessary” (p.27).
Leigh (2019) states that even though these two elements - participation and responsiveness - are
not considered as key components by the main literature, they are nevertheless crucial in today’s
conceptualisation of humanitarian accountability and are thus considered in this thesis.
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2.2 TO WHOM

One way of defining and differentiating forms of accountability is to state whom
humanitarian organisations are accountable to.

NGOs face different demands from different stakeholders. In particular, four accountability
forms can be identified on this basis: backward/upward, forward/downward, internal/inward
and horizontal. Backward or upward accountability is the accountability that NGOs hold
towards their donors, national authorities, host governments, foundations and other
stakeholders financing their activities (Ebrahim, 2003; Cavill & Sohail, 2007). Downward or
forward accountability is directed towards affected people and communities, the recipients of
their services (Ebrahim, 2003; Cavill & Sohail, 2007). Horizontal accountability is a form of
mutual or inter-agency accountability ; it addresses other humanitarian organisations, NGOs,
peers, ethics committees, ombudsmen, independent review bodies and, more broadly, the
humanitarian sector (Cavill & Sohail, 2007; Leigh, 2019). Finally, internal or inward
accountability is addressed towards the internal staff of the organisation, but also the
organisation’s own values, culture, mission, vision, directives, beliefs, norms and expectations
(Cavill & Sohail, 2007; Leigh, 2019).

More recently, the focus of humanitarian accountability has shifted towards affected people
and communities. It became central after the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS), during
which accountability towards affected populations (AAP) received large consensus (Daun,
2020). New approaches have been developed supporting the belief that aid services should not
only save lives, but also guarantee human rights and dignity (Leigh, 2019). The concept of AAP
aims at putting affected people at the centre of humanitarian action and in particular at
involving them in decision-making and the planning of the aid provided that directly affects
them (Leigh, 2019; Daun, 2020). Recall, that those are also key goals of the CHS and HQALI

2.3 FOR WHAT

What an organisation is accountable for depends on many factors: one of them is “to whom”
(Leigh, 2019). Indeed, organisations are accountable in different ways to different audiences.
The literature identifies mainly practical and strategic forms of accountability (Cavill & Sohail,
2007). These two forms of accountability are related to what Ferguson (1994) identifies as the
two functions of the development industry: self-reproduction and produce outcomes (Cavill &
Sohail, 2007).

Practical accountability covers the function of self-reproduction and is related to the use of
resources and inputs, organisational policies, decision-making processes, how and why activities
are performed, their results (Cavill & Sohail, 2007), cost-effectiveness and efficiency,
management processes (Leigh, 2019). This form of accountability is often, but not exclusively,
donor-oriented and defensive (Leigh, 2019). These requests are associated with the push by
donors to promote enhanced managerial expertise and efficiency among NGOs (AbouAssi &
Trent, 2016). Thus, this form of accountability responds to the need of legitimisation and
NGOs self-reproduction and concentrates on “short-term outputs, meeting quality standards,
and accounting for expended resources” (Cavill & Sohail, 2007, p. 234). Mawdsley et al. (2005)
are of the opinion that this for of accountability is “the kind of mechanism that typically result
in distorted efforts, paperwork, demoralised workforce, and extra costs” (Cavill & Sohail, 2007,
p-234). In some scholars’ opinion, this accountability form pushes the NGOs’ focus away from
their beneficiaries and mission (Leigh, 2019).

The strategic form of accountability relates to the performance of the organisation to its
mission, core purposes and the reasons for their existence (Cavill & Sohail, 2007; Dhanani &
Connolly, 2014). It is a long-term impact-oriented form of accountability with a focus on the
sustainability of the organisation’s initiatives (AbouAssi & Trent, 2016).
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Cavill and Sohail (2007) suggest that the majority of international NGOs focus on practical
accountability leading to some accountability gaps in achieving their mission, learning and good
practices, individual accountability, and others.

Over the past years there has been a tendency towards broadening the scope of
humanitarian accountability and moving away from the donor-oriented form to “include
results, quality, and impact, and more recently, appropriateness, engagement, sustainability, and
mission” (Leigh, 2019, p.15).

It remains to be seen in this research to what form of accountability HQAI's certification
scheme against the CHS contributes to.

2.4 KEY DRIVERS

Beyond financial and legal reasons, the existing literature shows how accountability is driven
by several motivations, expectations and reasons presented through different theories.

The club theory presents reputation, performance improvement, trust building among
different stakeholders as drivers to accountability (Crack, 2018). This form of accountability is
often referred to as “accountability as a mechanism” and it is very common in the organisation-
donor relationship (Daun, 2020). The reasons mainly come from external pressures. Indeed
even though external pressures might come from affected people, those are generally limited in
power ; external pressures are mainly dominated by donors and governments (Leigh, 2019).
Raynard (2000) states that it is generally this type of external pressure that puts accountability
into an organisation’s agenda. As Cavill and Sohail (2007) explain, some accountability choices
are made as resolution and mitigation of legitimacy crises, scandals, criticisms from media, the
misuse of funds and donations, abuse of power, the need to show continuous improvement,
learning, better performance and so forth (Cavill and Sohail, 2007). Indeed, accountability
requests often follow scandals that lead to lower public trust, credibility and ability to attract
funds (Zarnegar Deloffre, 2016). Even though this form of accountability can be effective in
avoiding misconduct due to fear of sanctions, it is result- and performance-oriented, which
leads to neglecting the quality of the services provided to those they serve (Daun, 2020).

The constructivist theory provides different motivations for accountability that go beyond
self-interest and are related to an interest and desire to share norms and best practice, to engage
in social learning (Crack, 2018). This last theory relates to the concept of “accountability as a
virtue”, a form of accountability based on the willingness to be accountable, open and
transparent (Daun, 2020). Values can be a driver too and can lead to focusing on the
prioritisation of organisational learning, improvement and quality (Leigh, 2019). Internal
strategies or pressures are also important drivers since “for accountability to be taken seriously
it needs to be seen to have strategic value in making an organisation more effective [...]. This is
of particular importance when trying to influence powerful actors to be accountable.”
(Raynard, 2000, p.3).

These two forms of accountability (i.e. as a mechanism and as virtue) and theories are not
mutually exclusive (Crack, 2018) and can coexist. Some studies show that more and more
donors are not only asking for performance and financial information, but also require their
beneficiaries to continuously show their learning and improvement (Cavill & Sohail, 2007).
Moreover, a study done by Crack (2018) on the key drivers to join the INGO Accountability
Charter proved that organisations were motivated to join by both, self-interest and norm-
guided reasons. This research will help highlight if this finding also apply to the reasons for
entering the certification scheme.
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2.5 OPERATIONALISING ACCOUNTABILITY: PROS & CONS OF CERTIFICATION

The accountability tools adopted by non-governmental organisations to operationalise
accountability are generally classified as internal or external (Ebrahim, 2003; Cavill & Sohail,
2007). Internal mechanisms are for instance, self-regulation, internal initiatives, or codes of
conduct to ensure quality assurance and are generally self-assessed (Cavill & Sohail, 2007).
Ebrahim (2003) states that those are “motivated by “felt responsibility” as expressed through
individual action and organisational mission” (p.814). Other internal accountability tools might
include consultation and participatory mechanisms involving stakeholders, monitoring and
evaluation practices, peer review, disclosure of information through financial reports and other
means (Cavill & Sohail, 2007). External initiatives are taken by independent and third-party
actors and include the development and adoption of common guidelines and standards,
independent audits, certification schemes (Cavill & Sohail, 2007). Accountability tools depend
on the form of accountability: to whom, what for, to which degree of rigour the organisation is
accountable. Becker (2018) defines internal accountability tools as weaker forms of voluntary
accountability, while external ones as strong accountability.

It is crucial to understand the benefits and contributions of these operationalisation tools on
humanitarian and development organisations’ accountability. However, these benefits are still
little known and explored, particularly with regard to quality assurance schemes, such as
certification.

2.5.1 Certification: pros

The academic literature about certification of humanitarian and development non-
governmental organisations against a humanitarian standard is still very limited. The existing
literature has mainly focused on quality assurance and certification schemes in the private or
other sectors, or other forms of NGOs’ certification (e.g Standards for FExcellence
Certification).

Some often mentioned benefits of third-party audits and thus, certification, are increased
public support (Feng, Neely & Slatten, 2016), the development of information systems,
inclusion of stakeholders’ views, learning, strategic planning, enhanced public trust and
reputation (Ebrahim, 2003), a higher perceived quality of the services provided (Becker, 2018 ;
Cerqueira, 2009). These allow reducing the risk of media reporting bad practices (Schmitz-
Hoftmann et al., 2014) and allow to improve competitiveness in the global market. Certification
would also allow to assess services quality and safety, improve best-practices sharing and
improve accountability (Cerqueira, 2009). Further advantages can also be the reduction of costs
and turnover rates, easier access to financial resources and investments, improved performance
(Alvarez et al.,, 2018). Indeed, independently verified or certified actors are subject to regular
audits and review of their improvements from one audit to the other, which lead to a higher
compliance to the requirements based on previous recommendations or performances (Harvey,
2000).

Very often, especially in sensitive sectors, companies not adopting standards (or other corporate
social responsibility measures) risk losing not only competitiveness, but also their license to
operate (Hamann, 2003).

Specifically to the humanitarian field, the Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response
(SCHR), investigated through its Certification Review Project what and how a successful
certification model could be, its feasibility and relevance, its impacts and explored several
stakeholders’ opinion about it (SCHR, 2013). Previous experiences in the field showed that
certification leads to a higher commitment to standards, to humanitarian principles, to a wider
adoption of good practices and to a more effective programming and practice (SCHR, 2013).
According to the SCHR (2013) if a certification system was able to impose it-self widely, that

19



could become a reference for decision-makers to identify the organisations which better meet
the affected populations’ needs, are more accountable and reliable and deliver higher quality
and effective responses. Thus, those organisations would have an easier access to funds and
donations (SCHR, 2013). Moreover, as stated for the private sector, external and independent
assessment schemes are often a strategy to avoid governments’ stricter interventions through
regulation (HQAI 2019a).

HQALI, referring to its certification scheme, states that organisations benefit from it since,
the audit reports show them the areas of weaknesses that need to be improved (HQAI, n.d.-f).
By complying to the CHS, organisations meet the commitment made to its stakeholders about
good practices, quality management and accountability (HQAI, n.d.-f). HQALI also states that
people affected by crisis, who are recipients of the services provided by the organisations being
audited, also benefit from HQAI audits (HQAI n.d.-f). In fact, they are interviewed about their
opinion on the quality and appropriateness of the services received and their opinion also
forms a basis for the audit findings and report (HQAI, n.d.-f). By helping organisations
improve the quality of their services, HQAI contributes to the humanitarian sector overall by
joining the effort of “making aid better” (HQAI n.d.-f).

Crack has contributed to the research of the impacts and contribution of some
accountability tools to non-profit organisations accountability. In particular, in a study about
the Sphere Project and HAP’s certification scheme (2014), the author presented the benefits
perceived by the interviewed NGOs: the legitimacy and expertise of those tools, the
momentum for change generated through them, the ability to showcase accountability among
staff members, the promotion of new accountability conceptualisations, the success in setting
policy agenda, learning opportunities, enhanced donors confidence, reputational advantages
and the signalling of organisational credibility (Crack, 2014).

Despite these identified benefits, the study by Crack (2014) presents many more challenges
than benefits associated to HAP certification. Moreover, even though many benefits have been
identified in the private sector and were associated to certification, the extrapolation of the
results of studies conducted in other sectors can be misleading and not appropriate, since those
results do not take into account specific characteristics of the humanitarian sector (Juillard,
2015). Moreover, from the presentation of the Certification Review Project, the correlation or
causal relation between certification and the enhancement of the quality of humanitarian
operations was not clearly corroborated (Juillard, 2015).

2.5.2 Certification: cons

If the benefits are often highlighted, a voice has to be given also to those shedding light on
the negative or challenging aspects of the practice. The frequently mentioned are additional
workload and costs, uncertainty related to whether donations increase or not as a consequence,
skepticism and lack of general agreement regarding the effectiveness and usefulness of these
schemes and of standards being implemented in different programs and fields (Ebrahim, 2003;
Cerqueira, 2009). Some show to be worried about the possibility that standards, audits and
certification through their compliance-based model, could simplify accountability to a simple
‘tick-box’ exercise or paper commitment (Crack, 2014).

The SCHR's study also showed that certification might not be relevant for all and every
NGO and that it might not be a solution for funding, political and structural issues and cannot
be a replacement for other accountability tools and activities (Launch of the Core
Humanitarian Standard and Outcome of the SCHR Certification Review, n.d.).

Some argue that certification would only be an additional burden for organisations, which
are already being extensively controlled by their donors (Loiacono, 2015). This was also put
torward by NGOs interviewed by the study of Crack (2014) about the Sphere Project and
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HAPs certification. Others believe that simplistic evaluations of NGOs' work and the fear of
sanctions might lead NGOs to avoid complex situations and instead, simply adopt standardised
mechanisms and operations that would undermine the humanitarian imperative of assisting
communities with means relative to their needs (Loiacono, 2015). The fear of sanctions could
also be counter-productive and be a disincentive to transparency and disclosure, which in turn

would lead to lower organisational learning and improvement as short-comings cannot be
identified and discussed (Crack, 2014).

2.6 ACCOUNTABILITY CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The aim of chapter 2 was to explore the definitions of humanitarian accountability. This was
crucial in this research in order to identify the different dimensions that compose and define
this concept and understand how certification impacts them. A conceptual framework that
summarises the dimensions, concepts and different forms of accountability was inspired by
Leigh's work (2010) and developed on the basis of the literature. It is presented in Figure 3.

Humanitarian accountability and its different forms are defined on the basis of four
dimensions: the fundamental constituents of accountability, who accountability is addressed to,
what an organisation is accountable for and what drives it to be accountable.

In this research, this conceptual framework is used as a reference to understand the impact
of HQAIs certification scheme on audited NGOs accountability. In fact, the interviews
conducted, as well as the analysis and the subsequent chapters of this research, refer to these
tour dimensions. Chapter 4 explores the drvers that led humanitarian and development NGOs
to decide to be certified by HQAI, the following chapter explains 7 whom and what are the
audited organisations more accountable for due to the CHS certification as well as how this
scheme covers and contributes to the fundamental constituents of accountability.

The following chapter 3. Research & Methodology clarifies how data were collected and
analysed on the basis of the humanitarian accountability conceptual framework developed in
this chapter.

o Internal acconntability
* Horizontal accountability
To whom * Backward/ upward accountability
* Forward/ downward acconntability
* Practical accountability For what Humanitarian Driver o Accountability as a mechanism
o Strategic acconntability Lot what Account abi]jty AJLLVELS © Acconntability as a virtue
* Responsibilty
Fundamental . gmmpareng/ / Amw_erabi/zy
e o Consequences | Sanctions
constituents o Participation
* R 5p 7 S8

Figure 3: Humanitarian accountability conceptual framework
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3. RESEARCH APPROACH & METHODOLOGY

As already explained, in the humanitarian and development sectors research about
independent quality assurance schemes - and thus certification - have so far been little explored.
Even though a few studies about HAP certification exist, they do not specifically address how
certification impacts and contributes to the different dimensions and forms of humanitarian
accountability identified in chapter 2 and presented in Figure 3. This thesis aims at exploring
the contributions of HQATI’s certification scheme to the different dimensions and forms of
humanitarian accountability. To do so, this study adopts a grounded inductive approach, in
which “data analysis is guided by the evaluation objectives, which identify domains and topics
to be investigated” (Thomas, 20006, p.239) and which allows findings to “arise directly from the
analysis of the raw data” (Thomas, 2006, p.239).

Data used in this research is qualitative, consist of texts primarily collected through semi-
structured interviews with certified NGOs about their certification experience and opinion. To
triangulate the information obtained, interviews conducted by HQAI with some certified
organisations and HQATI’s audit reports are also collected. Interviews are then analysed through
inductive coding, In order to facilitate the understanding of the impact of certification on
accountability, data collection and analysis methods are based on the four dimensions of the
humanitarian accountability conceptual framework. More specific information on data
collection and analysis are presented in the following sections of this chapter.

3.1 DATA COLLECTION

This thesis builds on the perceptions and opinions of certified organisations about their
certification experience and the impact of the certification scheme on their accountability.
These are collected through semi-structured interviews held with 6 NGOs (Table 1) and
interviews made publicly available by HQAI (Table 4). To further triangulate information
gathered through interviews, HQAI’s audit reports (Table 5) were also used as a source of
information on the changes and improvements made by organisations throughout their
certification experience.

During the analysis of the interviews and the audit reports of certified organisations, the
necessity to interview non-certifitd NGOs (Table 2) emerged to understand why some
organisations are not driven to apply to the HQATI’s certification scheme.

3.1.1 Semi-structured interviews with certified and non-certified NGOs

As this research builds on organisations’ perceptions and opinions about certification, its
principal method of qualitative data collection are interviews.

Until May 2021, 23 were the organisation certified by HQAI against the CHS (Appendix 3).
The majority of them were international and European NGOs, while only a small minority
were Asian and/or national organisations. Following this major stratification of the population
of certified NGOs, 6 of them were selected to be interviewed (Table 1). Some of them decided
to remain anonymous and are therefore referred to as NGO-1, 2, and so on. Among the
selected organisations, NGO-1 and COAST Trust were selected as being small organisations
certified. Moreover, COAST is one of the few national and Asian NGOs certified. Medair and
Finn Church Aid (FCA) were selected as ‘medium’ size international and European NGOs,
having 13 and 11 country programmes respectively. Finally, Danish Refugee Council (DRC) and
Islamic Relief Worldwide (IRW), with 39 and 32 country programmes respectively, are among
the largest European and international organisations certified by HQAI (i.e. in this research
they are referred to as ‘big’). Having diversity among the organisations being interviewed was
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considered important in this study to allow different and context-specific opinions and
certification experiences to emerge.

During the first interviews to certified NGOs and an initial analysis phase, some questions
emerged and revealed the need to also interview NGOs that although adopting the CHS are
not independently audited by HQAI against the Standard. Therefore, three additional
organisations were interviewed (Table 2). These are CHS Alliance members, adopt the CHS
and conduct self-assessments, but are not certified by HQALI

The interviews conducted with both certified and non-certified organisations were semi-
structured and conducted virtually on video-call. Regarding the certified NGOs, in order to
reduce the bias of having the interviewees expressing their personal opinion rather than the
organisation’s one, interviewees selected were the organisations’ focal points (Table 1). Indeed,
the focal point is the person working in the organisation being audited and who is in charge of
preparing and helping implement some steps of the audit process. Nevertheless, complete
objectivity cannot be guaranteed, due in part also to this author's position as a former intern at
HQAI, which might have created a deference effect in the interviewees' answers.

The questions that were asked during the semi-structured interviews (Table 3) were
developed on the basis of the humanitarian accountability conceptual framework developed
and presented in Figure 3. In other words, every question the interviewees were asked was
related to at least one of the four dimensions presented in the conceptual framework (Figure
3). This allows us to understand how respondents perceive the four dimensions of
humanitarian accountability in relation to certification and how they perceive the impact of the
certification scheme on them.

Size Organisation’s name Type Interviewee, Job position Date Duration
NGO-1 . . .
(@oriEdani) Confidential Confidential 01.06.2021 30 min.
Small ' ' .
COAST Trust N Iqbal Uddin, Joint Ditector 23062021 | 50 min.

MEAL & Research

Aarno Lahtinen, Quality and

Finn Church Aid International-European . 05.08.2021 40 min.
Accountability Manager
Medium
. . Andrew Parris .
Medair International-European ; 21.06.2021 30 min.
Process Excellence Manager
Islamic Relief . Mayumi Fuchi, Global Programme .
Worldwide (IRW) International-Furopean Accountability and Learning Lead 05.07.2021 40 min.
Big
Danish Refugee . Joanna Nevill, Global Accountability and .
Council (DRC) International-European Participation Advisot 01.07.2021 40 min.
Table 1: Certified organisations interviewed
Size Organisation’s name Type Interviewee, Title Date Duration
. NGO-2 . . .
Big (@orEani) International-European Confidential 05.07.2021 25 min.
. NGO-3 . . .
Medium (ComiEdlain) International-European Confidential 28.07.2021 25 min.
Small Mavi Kalem National-Turkey Umut D ‘laraDBijz;lg’r Programme 15 48 2021 20 min.

Table 2: Non-certified organisations interviewed
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NGOs interviewed Questions

1) What are the motivations and expectations that led your organisation to decide to be
certified by HQAI against the CHS?

2) Since being certified, how has certification impacted your organisation’s accountability?

rtifi 3) Since being certified, what have been the benefits and disadvantages or challenges of
certification for your organisation?

4) Since being certified, for what has your organisation been more accountable?

5) Since being certified, to whom has your organisation been more accountable?

1) What are the motivations and expectations that led your organisation to decide to
adopt and apply the CHS?

2) How has the CHS contributed to your organisation’s accountability?

. 3) Has your organisation ever considered being certified by HQAI against the CHS?

Non-certified
- If yes: Why? Why it has not happened yet?
- If not: Why not?

4) How do you think that certification could contribute to your organisation's

accountability?

Table 3: Semi-structured interviews questions

3.1.2 Triangulation of data: secondary sources and audit reports

Interviews with selected organisations is the main data collection method of this study.
However, since the number of interviews conducted with certified organisations is limited, the
qualitative data collected through them is triangulated with two further data collection methods.
Triangulation allows for a more comprehensive understanding and it allows to test the validity
of the findings from the interviews if information from different sources converge (Carter et
al., 2014). Two additional data collection methods are used in this study.

The first consists of secondary sources and in particular of seven interviews published by
HQATI on its website (Table 4), reporting their experience with being certified. Although these
interviews do not cover the full spectrum of questions that were asked during the semi-
structured interviews with certified organisations, they allow to triangulate the information
obtained and confirm (or not) some of the findings of the analysis.

The second source of data used to collect information and triangulate it are the reports of
audits conducted and published by HQAI These are not the complete and detailed reports of
the audits, which are confidential, but they are a part of them and are indeed called ‘summary
reports’. They contain information such as general facts about the organisation being audited,
activities undertaken by the audit team (e.g. sampling, interviews), the NGO’s performance and
specific scores against the CHS and the final decision of HQAI on weather to grant, maintain,
suspend, withdraw or reinstate certification. For some of the certified NGOs interviewed, the
first initial audit and the mid-term audit reports were used to obtain further information
regarding the changes and improvements made by them throughout their certification
experience (Table 5). Audit reports are not only useful to triangulate the information obtained
through interviews, but also to partly mitigate the possibility of subjectivity of the answers
given by the respondents and the risk of deference and social desirability effects.
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Organisation Publication Direct link
interviewed | Claracteristics Title date (Retrieved on July 10, 2021)
Small European- Since the audit, we pay more attention to how we https: thqai.org/en
LRl International share information and set-up complaint channels. barch 2021 news/ takaful-alsham-sto
European - The CHS provides for a common language o https://wwwhqai.org/en/
ACT Alliance pe improve our humanitarian work around quality | December 2020 | news/actalliance-story/
Network s
and accountability
Mission East Mez;’z:m European - Mission East’s commitment to erisis-affected | =\ 5000 | https:// wwwhqai.org/en/
ternational communities news/missioneast-story/
COAST Trust | JS7@/Asian- Gatting off 1he banana skin April201g | Dutps://wwewhqaiorg/en/
National news/coast-trust-story/
Small Asian/ Certification was a unique learning experience https: rhqai.org/en
L2 European- Intern. | and we are proud of what we have accomplished October 2019 news/ibe-story/
Small Asian - The certification process was an eye-opening https: rhqai.org/en
10,00 National excperience for EFICOR [y news/ eficot-story/
Medium Eutopean - Checks and balances - ZOA’s certified https: zhqai.org/en
Sl International commitment to crisis-hit communities May 2020 news/zoa-story/
Table 4: Interviews held by HQAI analysed in this research
Oreanisation Audit report collected Report date Direct link
g and analysed P (Retrieved on August 4, 2021)
NGO-1 Confidential
L. . https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/Coast_Trust_-
Eisstinitiztandit 11152017 | " CHS_ Certification_Audit Report. - 2017-12-06_- FINAL.pdf
COAST Trust
. . https:/ /hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1-COAST-
Mid-term audit 12122019 1A 2020-Summary-2020-01-06_Vp9eOGK. pdf
L. . https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/
First initial audit 10.05.2017 Finn_Church_Aid_initial_audit_report_summary-2017-06.pdf
Finn Church Aid
. . https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1._FCA_Mid-
Mid-term audit 10.09.2019 1 i Audit_Report_2019-09-10_copypdf
https:/ /hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1._MEDAIR_-
First initial audit 27.11.2018 _CHS_Certification_-_Initial_Audit_Summary_Report_-
Medair _2018-11-27_Final.pdf
. . https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/
Mid-term audit 23042021 | \'TA_MEDAIR _summary_2021-04-23.pdf
First initial audit 25.03.2017 https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/IRW-
q q CERT.2017-004.pdf
Islamic Relief
Worldwide . .
" . https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1_-
Mid-term audit 26062019 "\ MTA_Summary. Report-_2019-07-08.pdf
N . https:/ /hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/DRC-CHS-
Danish Refugee et Tl sl AVBANT | @ it teRepes TLEA et e 92l
Council
Mid-term audit 19.07.2019 https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1._DRC-

CHS_MTA_Report-2019-SG_sign-off.pdf

Table J: HQAI audit veports analysed in this research
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https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/Coast_Trust_-_CHS_Certification_Audit_Report_-_2017-12-06_-_FINAL.pdf
https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1-COAST-MTA2020-Summary-2020-01-06_Vp9eOGK.pdf
https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/Finn_Church_Aid_initial_audit_report_summary-2017-06.pdf
https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1._FCA_Mid-term_Audit_Report_2019-09-10_copy.pdf
https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1._MEDAIR_-_CHS_Certification_-_Initial_Audit_Summary_Report_-_2018-11-27_Final.pdf
https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1_MTA_MEDAIR_summary_2021-04-23.pdf
https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/IRW-CERT.2017-004.pdf
https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1_-_IRW_MTA_Summary_Report-_2019-07-08.pdf
https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/DRC-CHS-Certification-Report-2017-06-20-signed_n6StgE2.pdf
https://hqai.contentfiles.net/media/documents/1._DRC-CHS_MTA_Report-2019-SG_sign-off.pdf

3.2 DATA ANALYSIS

The semi-structured interviews conducted for this study (Table 1) as well as those conducted
by HQAI (Table 4), were analysed through text analysis methods and in particular through
Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA), one of the most widely used methods in qualitative
research (Kuckartz, 2019). Therefore, coding was the principal data analysis technique.

In grounded inductive research approach, “findings result from multiple interpretations
made from the raw data by the evaluators who code the data. Inevitably, the findings are shaped
by the assumptions and experiences of the evaluators conducting the study and carrying out
the data analyses.” (Thomas, 2006, p.240). In order to minimise this bias, in this research an
initial coding was developed on the basis of the accountability conceptual framework (Figure 3)
developed in chapter 2: themes were identified and served as basis for an initial analysis of the
NGO interviews. This initial coding work was considered fundamental in order to have
information to look for during the analysis (Bernard, 2011).

In a second moment, interviews were analysed through inductive - i.e. data-driven - thematic
coding. This inductive approach was adopted in order “to allow understanding to emerge from
close study of the texts” (Bernard, 2011, p.430), organisations’ narratives, experiences and
opinions.

Each interview transcript was studied and intensively read multiple times. To identify themes
scrutiny techniques were used: observe repetitions, similarities, differences and missing
information (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). A constant comparison method was also adopted by
constantly comparing and looking for similarities and differences between expressions and
units of data from the same text and from different texts.

The end result of the coding and analysis is a matrix that presents text expressions related to
the identified themes for each organisation interviewed (Appendix 4). The following chapters
of this research present the results of data analysis in more detail and provide case studies as
examples of the motivations that led NGOs to decide to be certified (chapter 4), their
perceived impacts of HQATIs certification scheme on their accountability dimensions (chapter
5) and how certification drives those changes (chapter 6).
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4. NGOS’ EXPECTED BENEFITS & REASONS TO BE CERTIFIED

One of the guiding questions of this study is to understand what are the reasons,
motivations and expected results or benefits that lead NGOs to decide to be certified by
HQALI This chapter presents the reasons and expected benefits mentioned by the interviewees
of this research, which can be linked to both forms of accountability, as a virtue (chapter 4.1)
and as a mechanism (chapter 4.2).

In contrast, the last section 4.3 of this chapter, presents the reasons of the three non-
certified NGOs interviewed for not being certified.

4.1 ACCOUNTABILITY AS A VIRTUE: VALUES, LEARNING, IMPROVEMENT &
BEST-PRACTICE SHARING

Among others, the most mentioned reasons for organisations to be certified are the
perceived compatibility of the CHS and the certification practice with their internal beliefs, values
and goals, the aim for learning and improvement, the objectivity of the certification scheme and some
best-practice sharing. 'These motivations are identified by the literature as accountability as a virtue.
This concept ‘as a virtue’ does not presume to make a value judgement, but rather to
distinguish these internal motivations from external ones, which aim at sending signals to
external stakeholders (see chapter 4.2).

The objectivity and expertise of HQAI as opportunity for learning & improvement:

Out of all the motivations to apply for certification, learning and improvement and the objectivity
of the audits are mentioned by the majority of the organisations interviewed for this study and
by HQAL These two drivers are related: organisations see in HQAI’s certification scheme an
opportunity to obtain an external, objective and professional assessment of their performance
in relation to the CHS and thus, a chance for learning about their areas of strength and those
of weakness to be improved. Indeed, while organisations can do a self-assessment to
understand their commitment to the CHS, this is not considered as objective and rigorous as an
audit conducted by external independent and objective experts.

Learning was often mentioned by organisations in relation to the willingness to improve
their commitment to the CHS and their accountability to different stakeholders - specifically, to
affected populations:

At the end of the day the core purpose of the CHS is accountability to affected populations
promoting learning culture and that is the main reason why we went for CHS certification.”

(M. Fuchi, IRW)

Two small organisations, COAST Trust and IBC (interviewed by HQAI) also mentioned their
wish to improve their institutional capacity and reach good governance and organisational
excellence as a reason to be certified:

“We wanted to see organisational excellence, institutionalise capacity and extend onr existing

capacity |[...].”
(I. Uddin, COST Trust)

“We saw the best way to go for the CHS' through HQAIS independent andits to explore onr
weaknesses and to improve our institutional capacity.”

(N. Uker, IBC, interview held by HQAI)
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Alignment of values, beliefs and goals:

The majority of the organisations interviewed for this research, but also those interviewed
by HQAI showed a desire to be certified since the CHS” and HQAI’s goals, values and beliefs
are aligned and help them to better commit to their own internal principles:

“I...] with the belief of power and the importance of the accountability, we decided to be a
certified NGO.”

"we really wanted to be an NGO to act in accordance to CHS"
(Anonymous, NGO-1)

“I...] we are a human-rights based organisation and the Standard is about the rights of the
people. We thought that, if we want to be that sort of organisation, this was something we had to
follow in order to put in practice what it means to be a human-rights organisation.”

(A. Lahtinen, Finn Church Aid)

Willingness to share best-practices:

Finally, even if it was the least frequently mentioned driver related to ‘accountability as a
virtue’, best-practice sharing was identified as a further driver for certification. For example,
COAST Trust mentioned to be willing to be an example for other national and local
organisations, IRW was willing to align itself with the broader humanitarian sector, NGO-1
wanted to share this common goal of the humanitarian sector and ACT Alliance was willing to
encourage its members to be audited by HQAI against the CHS as well.

4.2 ACCOUNTABILITY AS A MECHANISM: EXTERNAL IMAGE & REPUTATION,
LEGITIMACY AND DONOR’S REQUIREMENTS

In addition to the motivations mentioned above and which have been associated with the
concept and form of accountability as a virtue, there are other reasons and expected benefits
mentioned by the interviewees that have prompted their organisations to decide to apply for
HQALI certification: to enhance #zage, reputation and legitimacy to operate and due to an external
demand from donors. These are associated with the form accountability as a mechanism, and are
generally used externally to send signals to stakeholders.

Enhance image and reputation

The most stated reason to be certified is related to image and reputation, mentioned by all the
interviewees. Through certification, organisations seek to communicate and prove to their
stakeholders that they are accountable and to have public recognition:

“I...] by becoming certified we felt we were able to signal stronger commitment on onr
accountability to the public, to the donors, to the people that we are accountable to.”

(M. Fuchi, TRW)

“One [reason] is the public recognition that the certification gives us as we are officially certified and
that means that we are not just just trying to apply it [the standard], who knows how well, but
that we meet the minimum requirements for certification [...]. 1t5 a public recognition. We are
committed to excellence, and we want to be seen as a frontrunner in humanitarian work. The public
recognition from HQOAI that we are CHS-certified is valuable testimony to that.”
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(A. Parris, Medair)

During his interview with HQAI Mr. Hoovield, explained that trust is no longer enough; it has
to be supported by a robust mechanism, which was a driver for ZOA to be certified:

“Trust alone is not enough |...]. More is required, namely a system of checks and balances and
robust mechanisms of collecting evidence and proof to demonstrate your commitment to
acconntability towards affected communities.”

(G. Hoovield, ZOA, interviewed held by HQAI)

Small and national NGOs seek legitimacy to operate: NGO-1 & COAST Trust

Image and reputation are tightly linked to /egitimacy, which were rather highlighted as drivers
by NGO-1 and COAT Trust, the two smallest organisations interviewed. These two explained
that they were or still are in a highly competitive environment and needed to prove their
competence, increase their image and reputation through certification in order to gain
legitimacy for their activities. For instance, the interviewee from NGO-1 explained that the
organisations decided to be certified in a particular and difficult context, in which there was a
multiplication of humanitarian actors in their country and that certification was a way to
demonstrate the uniqueness of the organisation and a mean to distinguish itself from other
actors, considered by the interviewee as being less competent:

“Too many new INGOs were established not understanding what they were doing |...] We
understand the need of help that should be delivered to needy people. However, we cannot
understand the not-enongh capacity of NGOs established every other month [...]. That’s why with
the belief of power and the importance of accountability, [NGO-1| decided to be a certified
NGO [...] It was the motivation point: to be unique.”

(Anonymous, NGO-1)

NGO-1 wanted to be certified to distinguish itself from the other new and inexperienced
organisations and ‘%o raise more resources, more funds”. A similar motivation was also presented by
Mr. Uddin, who explained that there is a form of competition between multiple local actors,
IONGs and UN Agencies in Bangladesh. Through certification COAST Trust wanted to show
they are able to commit and comply to an international humanitarian standard and even meet
minimum requirements for certification in spite of being both a local NGO and smaller than
its competitors. This was one of the principal motivations that led the national NGO to apply
for certification:

“I...] our second objective was to demonstrate to other NGOs that COAS'T, even if it is a small
organisation, can go to certification and maintain that global humanitarian standard. So, it is a
demonstration to others, so that other international organisation or UN agencies cannot challenge
COAST [...]. So, we can say: “yes, we met a global standard and we are the only certified local
organisation in Asia. So, we became an example with our own resources and subsidy from HOAI
and our own capacity to show to the rest of the World that a small organisation with own fund can

meet the international standard and be an example for others.”
(I. Uddin, COAST Trust)

This is a motivation that was often highlichted during the interview with COAST Trust’s
representative. Certification becomes a mechanism of legitimisation and defence against
possible external criticism and as a competitive advantage tool:

“So, when we are leading localisation campaign, many organisations, INGOs, and UN might ask
us: “What is your capacity? What is your good governance system? What is your expertise so that
you can claim that local leadership will go with the local organisation?” [...] So, we can say that
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many international organisations are trying to achieve the CHS certification, but due to the lack of
their capacity and government systems many of them are struggling, but COAST even being a
small organisation, already achieved the certification. So: “don’t you dare ask what is my capacity,

bS]

we have completed a four years certification cycle with our own income and desire”.

(I. Uddin, COAST Trust)

Finally, enhanced image and reputation was mentioned by all the organisations interviewed as a
driver for certification. However, it was particularly stressed and more widely explained by the
two smallest organisations interviewed, NGO-1 and COAST Trust, in relation to seeking
legitimacy in highly competitive contexts in regards to funds and leadership. This specific need
of smaller organisations to gain image, reputation and legitimacy through certification was
further confirmed by Mr. Uddin, who expressed his opinion by stating:

“‘If HQ |Headquarters| of COAST was based in Geneva or New York, maybe the UN and
IONGs s might not dare ask question.”

Donors’ requirement

Two organisations, IRW and Mission East, mentioned that demands from at least one of
their major donors was one of their motivations to apply for HQATI’s certification. Moreover,
Ms. Nevill, from DRC, explained that being certified against the CHS was an important
element during the establishment of a recent partnership with Sida (the Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency).

Although these three organisations expressed the importance of being assessed against the
CHS for their donors, some of NGOs interviewed mentioned that HQATI’s certification against
the CHS is not yet recognised, valued or introduced as a due diligence criterion by most of
their donors and partners. This incongruence will be addressed and discussed in chapter 5.4.7
HQAIY certification is not well known.

Overall, what emerges from the drivers associated to ‘accountability as a mechanism’ and in
particular, the attempt to improve image, reputation, legitimacy and donot’s recognition, is the
need for survival of the organisations, which have to respond to external, environmental and
context-specific pressures. This is an important drive for organisations to decide to be certified.
Indeed, “the external and internal environments of organizations always change. It is therefore
an imperative that organizations must recognize, plan for, and adapt to change in order to
survive and be effective” (Akingbola et al., 2019, p.2).

Finally, chapter 4 presented the drivers for humanitarian and development organisations to
apply for HQATI’s certification scheme against the CHS. However, it was considered valuable to
also give voice to those NGOs that, although adopting the CHS, are not certified. Their
reasons and motivations for deciding to not be certified are presented in the following chapter.

4.3 WHY DO SOME ORGANISATIONS ARE NOT CERTIFIED?

The previous chapters presented the motivations that lead NGOs to be certified. In contrast,
this section presents reasons for organisations for not being certified. Indeed, three NGOs,
being CHS Alliance members and adopting the CHS were interviewed about their opinion
regarding certification against the Standard.

Non-certified organisations’ mentioned reasons to adopt and comply to the CHS similar to
the above-presented motivations that led NGOs to apply for certification. In particular, the
three non-certified surveyed organisations mentioned to have adopted the CHS to share best-
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practices and be aligned with other humanitarian actors and peers, because of the compatibility
between the CHS and the organisational principles and goals to increase accountability or
because of external donors’ requests:

“We needed the standard in order to be transparent within the association, to be accountable within

the association, then with donors and people as well.”
(U. D. Baycili, Mavi Kalem)

“The CHS self-assessment process allows wus fo insert ourselves into the sector with other
organisations. It allows us to position ourselves as an NGO within the humanitarian ecosysten.’”

(Anonymous, NGO-2)

“I...] Its twofold. One, we find them important, and they make sense to us and we would like to
comply to them. And the other one is donors ask for it. But if they would ask us to comply to

something that we don't support we wouldn’t do it.”
(Anonymous, NGO-3)

While the motivations to adopt the CHS and those to apply for HQATI’s certification seem to
be similar, non-certified organisations presented heterogeneous and different reasons to explain
why they are not certified against the Standard.

NGO-2% interviewee explained that the organisation had not considered being certified
since the organisation has already applied for ECHO’s audit in order to be eligible for its
emergency fund and already possess a label which ensures that donations are directed towards
the projects for which the donors gave their money. The interviewee explained that these audits
and the CHS self-assessment are considered being sufficient to prove their accountability and
trustworthiness:

“In principle, we are not interested because we find the self-evaluation process really interesting in
itself to help us progress.” +

“We consider that becoming a DG ECHO partner is already a quality commitment in itself.
Plus, the CHS' self-certification |...]. The two together were a lot of work for this year, but it

positions us as a quality organisation.” s
(Anonymous, NGO-2)

On the other hand, NGO-3’s and Mavi Kalem’ interviewees provided a remarkably
different answer. Not only have these two organisation considered being certified, but they are
working towards it:

“We are working towards it. We definitely wonld like to, but I am of the opinion that you have to
be prepared for it, so it might take a little bit. [...] You should prepare, prepare, prepare, maybe it
takes 5 years and then you get your reward, your certificate.”

(Anonymous, NGO-3)

“We have decided to start with the self-assessment and then we will continue for certification as well,
because we learnt that we can apply for a subsidy fund.”

(U. D. Baycili, Mavi Kalem)

In other words, these two organisation are not yet certified because before registering for
HQALI's certification they want to improve their commitment and performance against the
CHS. In addition, Mavi Kalem’s interviewee mentioned that the organisation has started the
self-assessment, which is a step required for the certification scheme and it already requires a lot

3 Translated from French.
4'Translated from French.
5 Translated from French.
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of work and time. Moreover, the organisation has also not yet applied to HQATI’s certification
due to the important costs and fear of possible language barriers.

The motivations for these two last organisation to decide to be certified are similar to the
ones presented by the already certified NGOs interviewed and which were discussed in the
previous sections of chapters 4.1 and 4.2. In particular, NGO-3’ interviewee explained that the
organisations wants to pass the audits and obtain the certification, which is perceived by the
organisation as a proof of their real commitment to the CHS and accountability. Moreover, as
the CHS is recognised and adopted by other actors in the humanitarian field, they can share
best practices and align to the broader sector.

“Its kind of a proof that you use: you can tell it yourself but if someone else andits you and says
“Yes they comply”, it has a value. [...] It is an international standard that others comply to as
well, [...] you can learn from each other, you can be part of the community, you can motivate your
partners to go there [...]. In the end, we want that people who need aid are well. So, it serves our
values and purposes.”

(Anonymous, NGO-3)

Mavi Kalem’s interviewee clarified that the CHS is an international standard broadly adopted in
the humanitarian field and recognised by some donors, therefore adopting the Standard and
being certified allows to “talk the same language” and maybe ease reporting procedures.

“The motivation is the international standard. Mavi Kalem has been working with international
donors for almost 10 years and there has to be some standards applied by the humanitarian sector
and donors. This will ease our processes, our reporting, our language - we need to talk a common
langnage. [...] We need to be accountable, we need to be transparent.”

(U. D. Baycili, Mavi Kalem)

To summarise, the motivations for humanitarian NGOs not to be certified are very diverse
and vary from the existence of and competition between different accountability tools, to
strategic decisions within organisations - such as waiting and improving before being certified
in order to succeed the audit.

While chapter 4 has responded to the first guiding question of this study by presenting the
reasons and motivations for NGOs to be certified, the following chapter responds to the
second guiding question of this study, by exploring the impacts and changes on accountability
due to the certification scheme as perceived by the interviewed audited NGOs.
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5. THE IMPACTS OF CERTIFICATION ON ACCOUNTABILITY

This chapter presents the impacts of HQAI's certification scheme on the accountability of
certified organisations and specifically, on three of the dimensions of the conceptual
tframework presented in the second chapter and summarised in Figure 3: the impacts on the
Sfundamental constituents of accountability (chapter 5.1), “for what” (chapter 5.2) and ‘%o whom”
(chapter 5.3) are organisations more accountable. Interviewees were also asked about challenges
encountered throughout their certification experience (chapter 5.4). Throughout the chapter
case study boxes are presented, offering practical examples of changes and improvements
accomplished by certified organisations and disclosed by HQAI's audit reports (Table 5).

5.1 IMPACTS ON THE FUNDAMENTAL CONSTITUENTS OF ACCOUNTABILITY

The literature review presented as fundamental constituents of accountability the following
clements: responsibility, transparency and answerability, repercussions and sanctions, participation and
responsiveness. The interviewees of this study, as well as those interviewed by HQAI, reported
positive impacts for all these constituents as a result of their certification experience. The
following sections will present concrete examples and further explanations. However, note that
the fundamental constituent ‘repercussions and sanctions’ are not addressed in this chapter, but will
be discussed in chapter 6.1.

5.1.1 Impacts on participation & responsiveness

All the organisations reported a positive impact of certification on stakeholders’ participation
and, in particular, that of affected communities through improved complaint mechanisms,
consultation and higher involvement in decision making, planning and evaluation.

“Before the CHS certification, around 65-75% of the programme participants knew how to
complain and since the implementation of changes, it increased to 90%. We certainly pay more
attention to how we share information and set-up complaint channels since the andit.

(M. Ezeldeen, Takaful Alsham, interview held by HQAI)

These participation mechanisms were often referred to in conjunction with increased
responsiveness. Indeed, with the exception of two organisations, all those that reported enhanced
and new participation mechanisms also mentioned having made improvements in regards to
their responsiveness capacity. This means that the participation, the feedbacks, the complaints
and in general the opinion of affected communities are not an end in itself, but those, if taken
into consideration, are inputs for change, improvement, adjustments. A concrete example was
presented by E. Nygren (Mission Fast) during the interview held by HQAI:

“I...] the audit showed that we had a few gaps in the set-up of our mechanisms. We have since
tweafked our process to ensure we consult the affected communities in the set up and monitoring of
the complaint handling mechanism. These consultations have belped Mission East and its partners
in getting clarification on which channels are preferred and actually used by people we work with."

These finding are confirmed by the reports of the audits analysed. In fact, apart from one, all
the reports of the six organisations interviewed report improvements with regard to CHS
Commitments 4. Communities and people affected by crisis know their rights and entitlements, have access to
information and participate in decisions that affect them and 5. Communities and people affected by crisis have
access to safe and responsible mechanisms to handle complaints. In particular, the two smallest NGOs,
COAST Trust and NGO-1 saw their scores for these commitments significantly increase.
However, it has to be explained that, besides ZOA, all the organisations mentioned
improvements in participation and responsiveness only in regards to affected populations, but
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not to other stakeholders. ZOA is the only organisation that explicitly mentioned having
improved participation mechanisms for its beneficiaries as well as for its internal staff and
other stakeholder groups through the development of:

“Standards for how staff, affected communities and other key stakeholders can report a grievance or
complaint with reference to the ZOA Code of Conduct or any aspect of our work.”
(E. Nygren, ZOA, interview held by HQAI)

CASE STUDY: IRW’s improvements against CHS Commitment 4

Following IRW’s initial and mid-term audit reports, the greatest improvements undergone by IRW
are on Commitment 5 (on complaint mechanisms), followed by Commitment 4. Indeed, even
though the initial audit report from 2017 highlichted the existence of policies and guidelines
promoting participation, communities were aware of their rights and were participating in project
decisions, a minor CAR was attributed to IRW due to the fact that systems to monitor
information provision to community members were not in place in all IRW’ project sites. In
relation to this CAR, auditor’s interviews to beneficiaries highlighted that among affected
communities, some vulnerable members were not informed about IRW, their principles, activities,
feedback mechanisms and principles. In 2019, the report of the mid-term audit reported that wide
improvements had been accomplished by the organisation and added: “IR actively shares and
socialises all necessary information with communities through a variety of appropriate and
accessible methods.” (p.13). The report presents that, among these methods, Islamic Relief
introduced Communication and Participation Plans at country office level to ensure timely and
transparent information to their beneficiaries, better promote inclusive representation, encourage
community members to provide satisfaction feedbacks, ensure participation and so on. Therefore,
according to HQAIs reports, IRW more strongly ensures enhanced communication with,
participation of and feedback from the people and communities they serve.

CASE STUDY: COAST Trust’s improvements against CHS Commitment 5

COAST Trust, after NGO 1, is the organisations with the highest score improvement with respect
to Commitment 5 between the initial audit and the mid-term audit, which doubled from 1.5 to 3.
Indeed, HQATs report of COAST’ initial audit (2017) highlighted that even though, the
organisation had a complaint handling policy and system, on the practical side, these were
incomplete, were not systematically and consistently put in place and monitored.

In contrast, HQAI’s mid-term report in 2019, presented several improvements undergone by
COAST. Indeed, the organisation has created new job positions for complaints management and
developed new policies, procedures and tools to collect and address complaints. The report also
explains that the organisation more consistently considers affected communities opinions about
preferred complaint mechanisms. COAST better informs its beneficiaries about the staff conduct
and behaviour that they can expect and about the procedures of how complaints are managed.
Finally, the report presents the opinions of the affected people who were interviewed during the
audit and who report that COAST has consulted them and were confident that their complaints
would have been timely considered.

5.1.2 Contributions to organisation’s responsibility, answerability and
transparency

The fundamental constituent responsibility has never been directly mentioned by any of the
interviewees. Nevertheless, as presented in chapter 2, responsibility is directly linked to
answerability and transparency, which were mentioned by the majority of NGOs as having been
positively impacted by certification. Indeed, since being certified, organisations have been
noticing improved communication and information sharing with different stakeholders about
their work, activities, responsibilities and more.

34



In contrast to what was reported above for participation and responsiveness, organisations
report an enhanced responsibility, answerability and transparency not only towards affected
communities, but to a wider variety of stakeholders. For instance, three organisations - NGO-1,
DRC and EFICOR - presented a reinforced communication with their internal staff, regional
or country-level working groups or country offices. For example, COAST Trust upheld the
policy “Right to know for all” to inform external stakeholders about the organisation
composition and activities. Takaful Alsham uses its social media to share their CHS certification
experience with peers.

Finally, most of the impacts of HQAI certification on accountability fundamental
constituents are related to accountability towards affected populations (AAP): the majority of
information, participation and responsiveness mechanisms mentioned are aimed at the
beneficiaries of the services offered by the surveyed organisations and not so much at other
stakeholders. This information is important as AAP is not only the main goal of the CHS, but
also of HQATIs work, which aim at putting people at the centre of humanitarian and
development activities.

It is important to note that no differences in the impact of certification on conceptual
foundations were observed between organisations of different sizes and geographical origins.
They all report similar developments in this respect.

5.2 WHAT ARE ORGANISATIONS MORE ACCOUNTABLE FOR?

What certified NGOs are more accountable for has already been partially answered in the
previous chapter: they are more accountable in regards to the fundamental constituents of
accountability. Thanks to the CHS certification, organisations have better communication, and
have been increasing their information, answerability, responsibility to different stakeholders.
Indeed, they take more into account the opinion of their stakeholders and in particular that of
their beneficiaries. The latter are more involved in planning, decision-making, monitoring and
evaluation activities. Thus organisations change, respond and adapt better to their expectations
and requests.

Besides these positive improvements, the specific analysis of the coding for what are
organisations more accountable for (Appendix 4.3), has found that HQAIs certification
scheme against the CHS contributes to both, practical and strategic forms of accountability as
presented in the following sections.

5.2.1 Certification contributions to NGOs’ practical accountability

In regards to practical accountability, the most often mentioned changes and impacts of the
certification scheme was on organisational guidelines, policies and procedures. All respondents
mentioned that their NGO has adopted, developed, implemented, changed, updated or
improved policies or other organisational documentation. These policies cover different
aspects, but once again the majority of them are about AAP and more specifically information,
communication, complaint and feedback mechanisms and procedures. Organisations also
mentioned being more accountable for their policies and procedures about learning and
training, data protection and protection from sexual exploitation and sexual harassment
(PSEAH).

Indeed, another important impact area mentioned by about half of the organisations is
related to risk assessment and preventive measures concerning recurring topics and issues:
PSEAH, environmental and context analysis as well as financial risks. Regarding preventive
measures, IBC (interviewed by HQAI) and COAST specifically mention improvements in staff
safety and security.
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Staff conduct is another topic which some organisations claim has been positively
influenced by the certification scheme. In particular, organisations report that they have
modified and improved their Code of Conduct (CoC) or even implemented specific trainings
for their staff about the CoC.

A further contribution of the certification experience mentioned by a few organisations was
on some planning, monitoring, evaluation and control activities (see FCA and COAST Trust’s
case study boxes). Even though only three organisations explicitly presented changes in this
regard, as previously mentioned, almost all of them presented improved complaint
mechanisms, which are also forms of control and evaluation activities.

A few organisations also mentioned improvements in organisational and staff capacity,
which allowed some of them to develop new positions aimed at enhancing accountability as
well as better team work and staff collaboration.

CASE STUDY: FCA’ improvements in monitoring and evaluation (M&E)

Finn Church Aid’s initial audit report from 2017 presented, among other things, margins for
improvement in monitoring and evaluation activities. In particular the weaknesses identified were
that staff members who were implementing projects at the field level were also doing M&E,
which might lead to information being biased. In 2019 the mid-term audit report showed
important improvements. In particular, the report mentioned that FCA developed M&E
guidelines tools, increased M&E budget and staff capacity. The results of M&E are used by the
organisation for learning, improvement, change and to inform innovation.

CASE STUDY: COAST Trust’s improvements in monitoring and evaluation (M&E)

Among the several improvements undergone by COAST Trust, which is one of the organisations
with the highest score improvements between the initial and mid-term audit, the major area of
improvement was in relation to M&E activities. The 2020 mid-term audit report, highlights the
changes undergone by COAST: the development of a new policy on Monitoring, Evaluation,
Accountability and Learning (MEAL), the strengthening of the MEAL team by the appointment
of a Head of MEAL and Social Development, the adoption of standardised monitoring and
reporting mechanisms and tools, among which also affected communities’ feedback mechanisms
are considered.

5.2.2 Certification contributions to NGOs’ strategic accountability

Not only has HQATI’s certification scheme had a positive impact on practical accountability,
but also on the strategic form of accountability. All the organisations interviewed mentioned
better complying to and being more accountable to their own values, principles, culture, ethics.
and goals. This is particularly important: recall that, as explained in chapter 4.1, half of the
organisations mentioned that their internal principles and beliefs where key drivers and
motivations to apply for certification. In other words, due to their core organisational internal
values and beliefs, organisations can decide to be certified, and in turn they are by default
forced to be compliant and accountable to them. For example, accountability is not just a value
but also embedded as a key organisational principle underpinning DRC’s way of working as
part of their new internal 2025 strategy:

“There are elements of our organisational values around inclusion, participation and others that
touch on acconntability, but now, it is a very specific and dedicated principle as part of onr
organisational strategy for 2025. This includes very specific KPIs and initiatives for us to work
towards over the next five years.”

(J. Nevill, DRC)
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“Many of the guiding principles and approaches were there already in the organisation. |...]
Thanks to the regular certification andits, we have now an external “mirror” to help us
systematically assess if we really comply with these principles.”

(A. Lahtinen, FCA)

Similarly, three respondents mentioned that the certification had modified or created a new
organisational culture of openness, communication and has set new priorities:

“The biggest biggest key benefit is the change of organisational culture and how now, right now,

within the organisation, accountability is one of the top priorities and CHS' becomes the top
priority.”

(M. Fuchi, IRW)

This impact is particularly important since, as organisational management theories

explain, what enables change and improvement is “a culture of change readiness, adaptive
system, and behavior” (Akingbola et al., 2019, p.5).

Chapter 5.2 highlighted what organisations become more accountable for through
their HQAIT's certification experience: not only certified NGOs become more accountable
for policies and different practices associated with practical accountability, but they also
become more accountable for their own wvalues and principles (i.e. strategic
accountability). However, when an actor is accountable, it is accountable for something,
but also to someone. The next chapter presents fo whom certified NGOs have become
more accountable to due to HQAT’s certification scheme.

5.3 TO WHOM ARE ORGANISATIONS MORE ACCOUNTABLE?

A defining dimension of humanitarian accountability is 70 whom accountability is directed.
When respondents were asked about the impact of certification on the accountability of their
organisations to different stakeholders, an answer was not always provided easily and some
respondents admitted that they did not know whether or not certain groups benefit from
increased accountability from their organisations as a result of certification.

Although answers were not always easily provided, it was still possible to identify to whom
organisations became more accountable. As shown by the interviews analysis (Appendix 4.4),
organisations perceive that the certification scheme helps them to be more accountable to four
main stakeholder groups presented in the next sections of this chapter.

It is important to clarify that these findings about to whom organisations became more
accountable due to certification were obtained through the opinions and perceptions of the
interviewees of this study. It would be worthwhile to verify through interviews with
beneficiaries and other stakeholders whether they also perceive that organisations have become
more accountable to them as a result of certification. This was not possible in the context and
with the resources available for this study.

5.3.1 Certification contribution to accountability to affected populations

The most frequently mentioned form of accountability which benefited from certification is
accountability to affected populations (AAP), otherwise called downward or forward
accountability.

As mentioned in chapter 5.1, the positive impacts of certification most often mentioned by
NGOs relate to their improved transparency, answerability and responsiveness to their
stakeholders and in particular to their beneficiaries through improved communication and
participation mechanisms. Thus, thanks to mechanisms for participation, complaints,
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consultation and feedback, communities are no longer just passive agents, but become active
players of change and improvement and are more involved in planning, monitoring and
evaluating the services they receive, which can then be adjusted. It is therefore clear that
certification has positively contributed to improving and increasing AAP.

The contribution to this particular group was explicit through all the interviews and, from
the interview’s analysis and findings, it clearly is the group that benefits most from the
certification scheme.

5.3.2 Certification contribution to backward accountability

What emerged from all the interviews conducted for this study, was that HQAIs
certification scheme also contributes to backward/upward —accountability. This form of
accountability includes donors, authorities but also other stakeholders.

In chapter 4.2, it was mentioned that two organisations reported that one of their reasons to
apply for HQATIs certification was an external pressure from some of their donors. Even
though this driver was not mentioned by other organisations, five out of six surveyed NGOs
still report having become more accountable towards their donors and/or having better met
their requirements and thus having had better access to partnerships with them.

“CHS certification helped us in providing our robust quality and accountability system while going
throngh two new partnerships with donors. |...] We have recently gone through several donor
assessments | ... | and they showed confidence in our CHS certification. ”

(M. Ezeldeen, Takaful Alsham, interview held by HQAI)

“The CHS' extensively underpins the key requirements of most of our donors. When we assess
and develop our organisation based on the CHS, it helps us to become better aligned with these
requirements. And as a bonus, we have the certificate to demonstrate our compliance.”

(A. Lahtinen, FCA)
However, Medait’s interviewee however clarified:

“I don't think it mafkes us directly more accountable to our donors, but it gives them the confidence
that we are an organisation that is accountable. Most importantly, it strengthens our accountability
to beneficiaries, and 1 think that’s ultimately what the donor is after.”

(A. Parris, Medair)

Backward accountability includes also local, national or regional authorities as stakeholders.
However, these were mentioned only by the two smallest organisations interviewed: NGO-1
and COAST Trust. This finding appears to be related to one of the key drivers that led these
two organisations to decide to undertake HQAI's certification scheme, namely the search for
legitimacy (see chapter 4.2). This driver was in fact mentioned only by these two NGOs and
COAST in particular seems to take up the same rationale and arguments:

“I...] if we have that type of certification - and this is one of the objectives - we can say: “don’t

ask about onr governance! Don’t ask about our capacity! We are certified by HQOAI and we meet
at least the minimum standard requirements.”

(1. Uddin, COAST Trust)

In other words, the two small organisations used certification in order to signal their
competence, to distinguish themselves from other actors and/or to show that they ate equal or
even better than well-known players (e.g. UN agencies and INGOs). Certification contributes
to it and this seems to be particularly important in order to succeed in a competitive
environment.
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Among the benefits, NGO-1 and COAST Trust repeatedly shown self-pride in achieving the
obtention of certification. In particular, Mr. Uddin, when asked why he would recommend
certification to other local or national organisations and what he would say he answered:

“Uf COAST can do it, then you can do it! |...] 1t will give you satisfaction! |...] Forget funding
[from others, recognition from others, it is about your own satisfaction!”

(I. Uddin, COST Trust)
5.3.3 Certification contribution to internal accountability

Albeit not always explicitly mentioned by the interviewees, a majority of organisations
interviewed for this research show a better znternal accountability to their own staff and own
internal values and principles.

As already reported, the two smallest NGOs, IBC (interviewed by HQAI) and COAST
Trust, have improved the safety of their staff. The two largest organisations interviewed, IRW
and DRC, but also the ACT Alliance group (interviewed by HQAI), explained that thanks to
the certification experience they now have better communication with their staff and country
level offices. Therefore, they are now more involved and there is greater collaboration for the
common accountability effort.

"We are always sharing updates about the audit process, outcomes, corrective actions to be taken
ete. [...] We share our progress reports, action plans and HQOAI report summaries and annexes.
We are transparent about where DRC's weaknesses are and staff definitely appreciate it.”

(J. Nevill, DRC)

CASE STUDY: Medair’s improvements regarding internal accountability

While the Medair interviewee did not mention improvements towards internal accountability
associated to the certification experience, HQAI’s initial and mid-term audit reports show some
positive developments in CHS Commitment 8, whose quality criterion states that “saff are
supported to do their job effectively, and are treated fairly and equitably.” In particular, in 2018, the initial
audit report presented a minor CAR related to Commitment 8 and which reported that Medair
was not providing ongoing staff training on the Code of Conduct, which resulted in lack of
knowledge about its content. The organisation not only addressed this CAR, but even put in place
further improvements. Indeed, the mid-term audit report (2021) mentions that Medair has
reorganised its Human Resources (HR) team considering roles dedicated to staff learning, well-
being and talent development. Moreover, the report explains that the organisation is working on a
software that can be used by the HR personnel to analyse and track staff capacity gaps and
retention rates. HQAI’s mid-term audit report also presents further improvement regarding
internal accountability made by Medair such as for example mandatory trainings for staff on
different topics (e.g accountability, PSEA, etc.). When the audit team interviewed staff members,
those mentioned being satisfied about the organisation’s policies regarding HR.
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CASE STUDY: DRC’s improvements in supporting and
communicating with country offices

DRC’s 2019 HQAI mid-term report presents the improvements undergone by the organisation in
respect to the support provided to its country offices (COs). In particular, the report highlights
greater support from the head office (HO) team to COs in designing and implementing programs,
progress in communication through annual meetings, better information-sharing between COs
regarding lessons learned and enhanced support to COs in implementing their Risk Management
Framework. Further, in 2021, DRC has launched a Regional Accountability Working Group to
serve as the conduit between the HO, regions and country offices directly. The idea is that for
future audit processes, the responsibility and actions required to address weaknesses can be shared
at a more operational level and not just the HO. This will help in reducing the gap between HO
global frameworks and actual implementation on the ground.

5.3.4 Certification contribution to accountability to peers

Finally horizontal accountability was the least mentioned form of accountability benefitting
from certification. However, some respondents said that certification had enabled their
organisations to become an example, raised their image and/or allowed them to establish
themselves within the humanitarian field, provided confidence to stakeholders:

“You don't have to be a certified NGO to apply all the rules, codes and standards. But, to be a
certified NGO approves your status within the bumanitarian environment. |...] 1t5 a kind of
approval mechanism/...].”

(Anonymous, NGO-1)

As NGO-1, Mission FEast’s representative, when interviewed by HQAI explained that
certification has been useful to signal trust and confidence to their partners. Finn Church Aid’s
interviewee also explained that certification has helped the organisation to harmonise their
systems to other peers, partners and local organisations, which was particularly important for
the organisation as they collaborate with several stakeholders and partners at different levels.
Other forms of enhanced communication towards peers or partners have been presented also
by Takaful Alsham, which mentioned using social media to share their experience with
certification. COAST Trust also reported on this type of accountability, by presenting a
document that the organisation developed regarding their experience with HQATIs certification
scheme and which is addressed to local or national peers who might consider applying, It
presents COAST’s interest and motivation in CHS certification, the certification process,
resources needed, benefits, impacts and challenges as well as recommendations.

5.4 CERTIFICATION CHALLENGES

The previous three sections of this chapter (i.e. 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3) have presented how HQAI's
certification scheme is able to positively contribute to different forms and dimensions of
humanitarian accountability. Interviewees reported positive impacts to the core constituents of
humanitarian accountability - i.e. participation, responsiveness, answerability, transparency,
responsibility -, to practical and strategic forms of accountability (i.e. ‘for what” dimension), and
four different stakeholder groups to which certified NGOs have become more accountable to
(i.e. ‘to whom’ dimension).

Beyond the questions that were asked during the interviews about the impacts and
contributions of HQAI’s certification scheme to humanitarian accountability, a question about
the challenges of the process was also asked. These are presented hereafter.
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5.4.1 HQAD’s certification is not well known

Several organisations reported that their experience with certification has made them more
accountable to certain stakeholders, including donors, peers and partners. However, this finding
is in contrast with another one. In fact, 3 organisations interviewed in this study and 2
interviewed by HQAI reported that one of the disadvantages of HQAT’s certification is that
many of their donors, but also partners or other humanitarian actors did not know about the
scheme.

“I...] certification is not well promoted even within the humanitarian environment. Many donors
did not have any idea of what HQAI independent audits and independent certification are. It was
a bit of a disappointment for [INGO-1] because one of our expectation was to be also able to be
known within our donors and the humanitarian environment.”

(Anonymous, NGO-1)
“Everybody will praise you, but nobody will be with you in terms of funding.”

“No donor recognise it and give fund for the certification process.”
(I. Uddin, COAST Trust)

“We had hoped that other donors wonld recognise the CHS and our certification as a form of due
diligence, and hence reduce the duplication in due diligence processes. However, this has not

progressed as fast as we wished. ”’
(E. Nygren, Mission East, interview held by HQAI)

“Many bhumanitarian workers and local humanitarian organisations know about SPHERE
standards but do not know the CHS well.”
(M. Ezeldeen, Takaful Alsham, interview held by HQAI)

This has practical consequences as organisations have several different reports and audits to
undergo, as presented by FCA’s interviewee, who explained that the organisation in 2020 had
three different audits covering very much the same areas.

To summarise the donor-related findings: two organisations partly justified their decision to
be certified due to a request from their donors (chapter 4.2), all respondents report increased
accountability to this stakeholder group, improved trust, image and reputation, and some testify
to having had easier access to partnerships with them (chapter 5.3.2). Nevertheless, some
organisations continue to experience low awareness of the HQAI's certification scheme, not
only among donors, but also among other different actors of the humanitarian sector. Hence,
what stands out is that some donors and actors in the sector value CHS certification, while
some others do not know, recognise, require or value it. This finding is confirmed by HQAI in
their Strategy 2020-2023, in which the organisation points out that “donors in particular and
host governments increasingly recognise independent audits as a tool that completely or in part
satisfies their due diligence requirements. This recognition is however progressing slower than
initially expected” (HQAI, 2019b, p.3). Therefore, one of HQAI’s Strategic goals is “promoting
the value of independent quality assurance for humanitarian and development organisations
including local and national responders by encouraging donors and governments of countries
affected by disasters and crises to recognise HQAI’s quality assurance.” (HQAL 2019b, p.4).

5.4.2 HQAD’s certification requires many resources from organisations

The most frequently mentioned challenge relates to the resources needed and invested for
the certification audits. In particular, certification requires a high level of engagement from
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NGOs and their staff, a lot of work, time and since audits have a cost, it requires also financial
resources. Almost all the interviewees reported at least one of these disadvantages.

This finding is relevant to contemporary debates on certification. In fact, many of the
opponents of certification systems in the non-profit sector use this argument: NGOs
must invest their resources, time and efforts in the activities related to their mission and
audits would be activities that divert organisations from their core missions and goals.
IBC’s interviewee, during its interview with HQAI, reported on this specific issue:

“The biggest challenge was to undergo this institutional development while being operational and

serving the people in need.”
(N. Uker, IBC, interviewed by HQAI)

5.4.3 Challenges inherent to the certification methodology

Four organisations interviewed perceive some disadvantages linked to the methodology and
characteristics of audits per-se. In particular, some organisations complained about the number
of documents and quantity of evidence required by the auditors for their documentary review.
Medair’s interviewee explained:

"There were a couple of areas where we were doing quite well, but we did not have evidence and it

was a bit frustrating.” N ' i
(A. Parris, Medair)

Medair and DRC also explained that a major disadvantage is related to how the results are
presented:

“I...] they visit only one country (sometimes it is not even a physical visit, but a virtual one) and
what they say is good or bad is on going on one country |[...] and if we are doing something in

another country, they can’t just give you credit for that.”
(A. Parris, Medair)

“T think sometimes with country offices which have been engaged in this process, they get a bit

annoyed that they don’t have access to any disaggregated results.”
(J. Nevill, DRC)

In fact, during the audit, the auditor not only reviews the organisation's documentation, but
also selects a sampling of country programmes and project sites to be visited. In part, the
results of the audit are based on these. Therefore, if a non-conformity is present in only one
site, it will influence the final result of the audit of the whole organisation even though that
specific weakness might not be present in other project sites. Although this has been identified
as a disadvantage, most organisations recognise it as benefit as it represents a motivation for
country offices to participate in the common accountability effort (see chapter 6.1).

It is relevant to highlight that no major differences in challenges were identified between
organisations of different sizes or geographical origins.

Finally, during the interviews more positive benefits and impacts of HQAI's certification
scheme were mentioned than challenges. This result is in contrast with the findings of A.M.
Crack’s study (2014) concerning the Sphere Project and HAP certification, for which many
more perceived challenges were reported. Future research could study and compare HQAI and
HAP certification schemes to understand the differences between the two and why HQAI
seems to be more successful so far, although still in the early years of its activities.
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Chapter 5 presented the impacts of HQAI's certification on different forms and dimensions
of accountability of humanitarian and development NGOs. It remains to be elucidated how
these impacts are produced by certification, which is presented in the following chapter of this
study.
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6. CERTIFICATION AS A DRIVER OF CHANGE?

The previous chapter presented several benefits, impacts, improvements and changes
towards a better accountability attributed to the HQAIs certification scheme by the certified
NGOs interviewed. However, two questions emerge at this point in the research:

a) Are the benefits, impacts and improvements identified by certified NGOs and presented
in the previous chapters attributable to certification alone or would they have also been
achieved through the ‘simple’ adoption of the standard?

b) How does certification produces the presented impacts and changes on certified NGOs’
accountability?

This chapter responds to both questions by presenting the benefits attributed to the ‘simple’
adoption of the CHS by non-certified NGOs and by discussing the certification scheme’s
mechanisms that work as catalyst for change and improved accountability (Appendix 4.6).

6.1 ARE BENEFITS DUE TO CERTIFICATION OR THE STANDARD?

In order to understand whether the benefits and impacts of certification presented in
chapter 5 are attributable to the HQAI’s certification scheme or the CHS, three organisations
non-certified were interviewed about the benefits and impacts of the CHS on their
accountability. The benefits mentioned were fewer than those provided by certified
organisations and attributed to the certification scheme. However, even if fewer, they were
similar to those identified by certifitd NGOs as result of their certification experience. In
particular, the CHS was presented as a tool that creates a common language among
humanitarian actors, but also as a reference and learning tool to understand which areas of
their activities could have been improved and how in particular, in relation to AAP.

“The standard helped us to focus and it gave us things that we could do and improve, which we didn’t
have in place, we are now implementing it and rolling it out next year. |...]”

(Anonymous, NGO-3)

NGO-2 is the only organisation which mentioned a relevant number of impacts and
improvements very similar to those reported by the certified organisations and attributed to the
certification scheme. However, the interviewee explained that these are also potentially
attributable to ECHO's audits - through which the organisations is going in order to be eligible
for its emergency fund - and not solely and exclusively to the Standard and the self-assessment.
Indeed, the interviewee also explained that the CHS self-assessment was temporarily suspended
while NGO-2 was focusing on ECHO?’s audits and when they re-started the self-assessment,
several topics had already been addressed during the audit of ECHO:

“We strengthened all our processes, we did a lot of work and in fact, as luck would have it, when 1
came back to my CHS' document review, 1 was adding almost one point to everything because 1 had

strengthened almost everything.”s
(Anonymous, NGO-2)

Interviewees from certified NGOs were also asked about the difference between the impacts
and benefits resulting from the CHS and those from HQAITIs certification scheme. Some
interviewees had difficulties in identifying them:

“T guess I am still confused about what certification benefits us rather than the standard itself.”

However, despite initial hesitation, all respondents reported similar and consistent information:
many of the impacts mentioned and presented in Chapter 5 are neither directly and fully

6 Translated from French.
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attributed to the CHS nor to the HQAI's certification scheme. The impacts and benefits appear
to be a combination of the two (Figure 4): certification is able to boost the benefits of the
standard and thus to improve certified NGOs accountability. In particular, respondents
presented five interrelated mechanisms for which certification brings major benefits to the
‘simple’ adoption of the CHS and is a driver for change and improvement for the organisations

being certified. Those are summarised in Figure 5 and discussed in the following sections of
this chapter.

CHS Certification
‘Upgrade’ due to certification
mechanisms

‘Upgrade’ due to the CHS
standard
Initial level of accountability
of the NGO

Accountability

Figure 4: Illustration of the impacts of the standard and
certification on NGO accountability

Strategic and practical
accountability
Drivers
Beliefs Internal, horizontal, backward
Learning & improvement \—>  and forward accountability

Sy [commesmon . [

IOZ?”’Z;"W Rigonr [~ Participation, responsiveness,
mng]ej giﬁ;f,itgfmm A answerability, responsibility
Donors’ pressure

Further benefits

MECHANISM OF CERTIFICATION AS A DRIVE FOR
CHANGE AND IMPROVEMENT

Motivation & Coordination + Prioritisation & Acceleration + Rigour & Learning

N

Fear of consequences and sanctions

Figure J: Certification mechanisms as a drive for change and improvement

6.2 CERTIFICATION MOTIVATES IMPROVEMENTS THROUGH SANCTIONS

The first characteristics of the certification scheme that leads to improved accountability of
certified NGOs is the motivation that comes with it: all the interviewees mentioned that
certification is a motivation for learning, change and improvement of their accountability
activities. How?

The reason lies in a fundamental constituent of accountability that has not yet been
explained: sanctions & consequences. Indeed, HQAIs certification scheme foresees that if at the
end of an audit, the organisation has not reached a certain degree of compliance with the
standard, the certificate can be denied (in the case of an initial audit) or suspended until the
CARs are closed within the given time limit. After this timeframe, certification is withdrawn.
Therefore, as reported by interviewees, the key motivation to comply to the CHS, improve
weaknesses and thus enhance accountability is the fear of failing the audit and lose certification,
which is likely to bring reputational and image risk and lose stakeholders’ trust. This was
reported by IRW’s interviewee and experienced by COAST Trust:
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“IThere] wouldn’t have been that internal pressure and that strong drive within the organisation to
improve complaint mechanism because there would not be consequence that comes with it. When it
comes to certification you are given clear timeframes and if you don'’t demonstrate the improvements
in this area your certification will be withdrawn and that is a big reputational risk that comes with
it. That’s a huge, huge, huge risk! [...] Because of that pressure, or because of that drive, the
organisation really moved towards that organisational culture change on complaint mechanism and
accountability.”

(M. Fuchi, IRW)
“Many of them thought that COAST had done something wrong. [...] Some of them asked

questions. [...] So it brought stigmatisation to our organisation [...J.”
(I. Uddin, COAST Trust)

To summarise, certification has positive impacts on the accountability of certified NGOs as
they are motivated to learn, comply with the CHS requirements and improve their
accountability due to the fear of losing certification and thus reputation and stakeholders' trust.

For the same reason, certification is not only a motivator for the organisation’s central
management and Head Office, but also for its staff and for country and regional offices.
Indeed, the final audit decision on certification is in part also based on the performance of the
country programmes and project sites sampled and visited during the audit. Therefore, the
performance of the sampled sites impacts the overall result of the organisation. Since prior to
an audit the organisation does not know which sites will be sampled and visited, it is important
that all country offices and staff in the field comply with the CHS and participate in the joint
effort for better accountability.

This was particularly mentioned and explained by the two largest organisations interviewed,
DRC and IRW. Mrs. Nevill from DRC explained:

“I think a positive development has been that we further understand how in a decentralised
organisation there will always be a gap between HQ |Headquarters| and the field and we've
certainly realised that through this process [...]. And in order to address that, we have put in place
a regional accountability working group, where we have people who have CHS roles and
responsibilities. |...] And with recertification we really have to engage the regions more and also
mafke them more accountable as well, as they have a particular responsibility to proactively address
different commitments, where there’s weaknesses.”

Certification audits are such a motivator for the staff at different levels that one of the
interviewees of this research mentioned:

“Sometimes when we finish our andit and we are reviewing the report and the anditors identified
one particular commitment as a CAR, and we think we are doing ok and we could appeal, |...]
we realise the organisation needs to be on top of it more than before so we keep it as a CAR. We
know that when it becomes a CAR we will grab the attention and we know that we will get them.
It became onr internal drive to change. |...]”

“UIf we bad just gone for the CHS without certification, yon would have just had to rely on
individnals’ drive and individual motivation to follow it through.”

“Without the certification we would not be able to motivate onr country teams, all the country
teams to adhere fo the CHS.”

ACT Alliance, interviewed by HQAI, also reported:

“One change from the andit was that the collaboration between the different teams at the
Secretariat improved. The andit report and our subsequent work on the plan to improve on
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outlined areas led to good discussions between the different teams. 1t leads to better collaboration
and mutual agreement on what to improve and how. It really enhanced the teammwork and

brainstorming.”
(R. Igbal, ACT Alliance, interview by HQAI)

Finally, certification ‘gets everyone on board’ as the motivation coming from it allows better
commitment also from different offices and staff within an organisation. Indeed, as Crack
(2014) states, “the debate [about accountability norms] will remain relatively superficial until the
norms permeate the organisational culture, become embedded in daily practice and are fully
absorbed by those that manage and deliver humanitarian aid” (p.52).

6.3 CERTIFICATION ACCELERATES AND PRIORITISE ACCOUNTABILITY ISSUES

Certification is not only a motivation for organisations to improve, but also an acceleration
and prioritisation mechanism. Indeed, when non-conformities are identified, organisations have
a limited period of time to solve them, otherwise they might loose their certification. This
limited time forces organisations to prioritise those weaknesses and to quickly improve them:

“With the aundit we have a timeframe and framework that we bave to work towards. It really
pushed us to really look into this area.”

“The biggest biggest key benefit is the change of organisational culture and how now, right now,
within the organisation, accountability is one of the top priorities and CHS becomes the top

priority.”
(M. Fuchi, IRW)

This does not mean that without certification and with the ‘simple’ adoption of the CHS some
weaknesses would have not been addressed; however, entering the certification scheme allows
organisations to respond and improve them more quickly. For example, Medait’s interviewee
reported that his organisation was aware of some areas that had to be improved, but the
pressure of the audit made Medair prioritise them and accelerate the effort to improve them:

“For each of those |CARs], there were things that we wanted to do or we were already doing, but
[certification] really accelerated them and gave a greater force [...].”

“The certification was more rigorous than we were. We did have an action plan |...] in response to
the self-assessment, but when you have the pressure of the audit, things move faster. That is one of
the benefits that we got from it.”

(A. Parris, Medair)

6.4 THE RIGOUR OF CERTIFICATION LEADS TO LEARNING & IMPROVEMENT

A third certification characteristics that leads to improved and enhanced accountability is the
rigour and expertise of certification audits. Indeed, the rigour of the certification scheme is
tightly related to learning and improvement: audits are done annually, so each year the audited
NGOs get a feedback on the progress made from the previous audit and the steps that remain
to be taken. Thus, certification is not just a learning experience in one point in time, but a
systematic and continuous acquisition, there is always room for improvement from one audit to
the another. Indeed, the majority of the interviewees stated that certification was a learning
experience that helped them understand what their needs were, what had to be prioritised, how
to achieve AAP, what areas needed improvement and so on.
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“Its a continnous learning and improvement exercise. 1t helps us to identify strengths and
weaknesses. As 1 said, its about systematic improvement and address areas of non-conformity over
time. So it really forces us to do that.”

“I...] every single year we learn more and more about where we are at, what we need to improve,

how we actually made progress.”
(J. Nevill, DRV)

“We were accountable to the people in some ways, but we understood properly what acconntability to

the peaple is when we went under the certification process.”
(I. Uddin, COAST Trust)

“The audit reports and findings have been very useful. The areas for improvement are explained
well and we get both a general overview and an in-depth analysis of strengths and weaknesses. This
is the basis for our action plan that is implemented throughout the organisation.”

(E. Nygren, Mission East, interview held by HQAI)

A question that was asked to interviewees was whether or not the learning and improvement
coming from those indicators could not have been achieved through the ‘simple’ adoption of
the CHS and/or self-assessment. Respondents explained that the deep understanding of the
weaknesses and areas that should be improved would be more difficult to achieve. In particular,
DRC interviewees explained that self-assessment alone does not have the robustness,
objectivity, rigour and expertise that HQAI’s auditors have.

“Its hard to be objective. [...] When you conduct the CHS' self-assessments you are so part of the
organisation that there is little independence or neutrality; and this is perbaps a limitation in
conducting CHS' self-assessments as well: yon have your biases and you bring them into the

process.”
(J. Nevill, DRC)

“The certification was an eye-opening experience for EFICOR because the way the independent
anditors looked at the standard was different to how we did during the self-assessment. Althongh
our self-assessment had revealed indications on areas to improve, the anditors applied a rigorous
process that went much further. The initial HQAI report on onr strengths and weaknesses gave a
comprebensive overview of where we stood as an organisation.”

(P. L. Navaneethar & R. K. Dhanabalan, EFICOR, interview held by HQAI)

Therefore, learning and improvement are directly linked to the objectivity, meticulousness,
rigour and methodology of HQAI’s certification scheme:

“We are now doing more rigorously that we would have done if we had not gone through this CHS
certification, which bas identified some weaknesses.”

(A.Parris, Medair)

Finally, Chapter 5 of this study introduced the impacts of HQAI's certification scheme on
different forms and dimensions of humanitarian accountability. Chapter 6 presented how these
impacts and benefits occur and showed that certification can motivate organisations to improve
and prioritise accountability issues, to speed up changes and improvements and finally, that
through its expertise and rigour organisations can learn what their areas of weakness are and
how to improve them. These are the mechanisms that enable certification to increase and
improve the accountability of certified NGOs.
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7. CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 THE FINDINGS

The literature review showed several shortcomings in the academic literature regarding the
effectiveness of humanitarian accountability operationalisation tools in enhancing
accountability. The aim of this research was to understand how certification can contribute to
the accountability of humanitarian and development NGOs. In particular, on the one hand,
this study aimed to understand the motivations and expectations that drive humanitarian and
development NGOs to decide to be certified. On the other hand, it also intended to
comprehend how NGOs perceive the contributions of certification on different dimensions
and forms of humanitarian accountability. To do so, this paper studied the particular case of
the Humanitarian Quality Assurance Initiative (HQAI) certification scheme against the Core
Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability (CHS). The findings were presented in
chapters 4 to 6 and are listed in Appendix 5.

Regarding the motivations and expectations in being certified, data analysis showed that
humanitarian and development organisations are motivated to apply for the certification
scheme for reasons associated to the concept of accountability as a virtue and as a mechanism.
Indeed, on one hand organisations are motivated by their own values and goals, which were
often considered as aligned to the CHS and the certification practice. Organisations also wish
to improve, learn and share best-practices with their peers. In particular, small organisations
seek to improve their governance and organisational capacity. On the other hand, NGOs hope,
through certification, to externally signal a better image, reputation and build more trust among
stakeholders. Finally, small organisations also see certification as a chance to gain legitimacy in
competitive contexts.

In contrast, even if the non-certified organisations interviewed were not enough in number
to generalise the results of the interviews held with them, what emerged is that some NGOs
are not certified as they prefer to firstly improve their performance against the CHS before
being certified and risk failing the audit. Others might hesitate due to some certification
challenges such as costs, language barriers. Finally, some might not be interested in HQAI’s
certification at all as already satisfied with other accountability tools or other forms of audit
(e.ge ECHO).

Concerning the impacts of certification on accountability, almost all the organisations
reported a positive contribution of the certification scheme to their answerability, transparency
and responsibility towards their stakeholders through improved communication and
information sharing. Respondents witnessed an increased participation of affected
communities and better consideration and responsiveness to their needs through the
introduction or improvement of complaint and consultation mechanism.

Due to certification, organisations also mentioned becoming more accountable for their
policies, procedure and guidelines on different matters such as PSEAH, AAP, information and
communication and complaint mechanisms. Some mentioned better accountability for risks
through better risk assessment and the adoption of preventive and protection measures such as
staff safety and security, data protection, financial risk and environmental assessments. Other
interviewees reported enhanced accountability for their staff conduct through for example,
improved Codes of Conduct. Accountability improvements due to certification were also
mentioned in relation to planning and monitoring activities by improving control mechanisms,
involving and consulting affected populations, staff at country offices and other measures.
Some organisations acknowledged enhanced organisational and staff capacity thanks to
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certification by creating new job positions, staff training, increasing communication and
collaboration and much more.

Overall, through the certification experience, interviewed NGOs stated becoming more

accountable to different stakeholders, such as donors (even though some of them still do not
recognise or value the CHS certification), national or local authorities, peers, partners, etc. For
some surveyed NGOs this translated in easier partnerships. Organisations showed even
increased internal accountability. In particular, large organisations noticed improved
communication with country offices, better coordination, cooperation and support. Small
NGOs report better staff safety and security. Moreover, organisations also remarked enhanced
accountability towards their own internal values and principles: interviewees mentioned being
more committed to their values, principles and ethics.
Finally, from the interviews, the stakeholder’s group that seems to be better addressed and
considered by NGOs due to the certification process is affected populations, mainly through
participation and responsiveness mechanisms. Recall, that this is one of the main goals of
HQATI and the CHS: increase accountability to affected populations (AAP).

To conclude, changes undergone by organisations are defined by change management
theories as first-order changes, namely “incremental modifications in aspects of the existing
structures, systems, or processes” (Akingbola et al., 2019, p.9) and not organisation-wide and
radical transformations. First-order changes, as the ones presented in this research due to
HQAT’s certification scheme, are made primarily at small scale, they are incremental and do not
disrupt the overall organisational system (Akingbola et al., 2019).

While major impacts and benefits have been presented, some challenges related to HQAI’s
certification scheme were also identified. The most mentioned being the amount of resources
needed (i.e. dedicated personnel, financial costs, work and time). Some respondents also
reported the still little recognition and valorisation of CHS certification among some donors
and even humanitarian actors. Although less mentioned, some organisations presented
challenges related to possible misunderstandings with auditors, language barriers, the amount
of documentation and evidence required to carry out audits and the fact that audit results are
presented on the basis of country programmes and project sites samples which not always
represent the organisation’s overall performance.

It has to be highlighted that many more positive than negative impacts of HQAI’s certification
scheme were identified.

The aim of this research was not only to list the impacts of certification on accountability,
but also to understand how those contributions take place (Figure 5). Firstly, certification was
introduced as a learning experience, as external experts show to organisations their strengths
and weaknesses to be improved. The certification scheme also motivates audited organisations
to change, improve and correct non-conformities, otherwise they risk failing the audit, losing
the certification and thus having image damages. Since closing CARs has to be dome in a
limited timeframe, certification is also an accelerator of change and improvement as it puts
accountability high in the agenda. For these same reasons the central management of the
audited organisations are more able to motivate and coordinate also the contribution of
country offices and field level staff to the general accountability and improvement effort.

Finally, no major differences in drivers, impacts and challenges have been identified between

NGOs of different sizes and geographical origins.
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7.2 LIMITATIONS, CONTRIBUTIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

This study is not without limitations. The primary challenge was the difficulty in measuring
accountability, and thus the impact of certification on humanitarian accountability, as to date
there is no commonly recognised and accepted methodology or indicators in the humanitarian
sector. It is important that in the future an agreement is reached and a framework and
indicators are developed as reference to measure accountability. This would allow for
comparison of the performance of different actors and accountability mechanisms.

The difficulty in measuring accountability is not limited to the lack of agreed indicators and
methodologies. It is also due to the fact that accountability is not only the result of a specific
tool, but the combination of different mechanisms and strategies adopted by NGOs. In other
words, as Harvey (2006) explains, it is almost impossible to isolate the impact of quality
assurance and thus the certification scheme from other potentially influential variables. The
same rational applies to the attempt to identify the impacts of certification alone on
accountability: isolating the contributions of certification is not possible, since certification
schemes always go with a standard, against which audits are carried out. This implies that the
impact of a certification scheme will always be related to the ones of the standard against
which the certification audits are carried out. For this same reason, the findings of this research
should be generalised to other certification schemes with caution. Moreover, future research
could carry out a comparative work between NGOs that ‘only” adopt the standard and those
that are also certified. This could thus highlight possible differences in the impact these two
have on accountability. This type of research may confirm (or not) the results of this thesis.

Beyond its limitations, with its findings this thesis has contributed to the broad research
about the effectiveness of accountability operationalisation mechanisms and tools by
presenting the impacts of HQAI’s certification scheme on different dimensions and forms of
accountability. Furthermore, the approach adopted by this stufy is a relatively new one in
humanitarian accountability research. Indeed, the existing literature has been focusing on
accountability as a relational concept, but has hardly ever considered it through the lenses of
the NGOs perceptions (Abouassi & Trent, 2016). By explaining in detail to which forms of
accountability (e.g. forward, strategic, practical, etc.) certification contributes through the eyes
of certified organisations, this research can also be a reference for other NGOs that may want
to achieve certain accountability goals and might consider certification to achieve them.

It is relevant to mention that different stakeholders could have different perceptions and
opinions about the impacts of certification on NGOs’ accountability, but due to time,
resources and contextual constraints, only NGO narratives were considered in this research.
Therefore, it might be relevant for future research not only to consider organisation’s opinions
about the effectiveness of certification in contributing to humanitarian accountability, but also
that of other stakeholders (e.g. donors, affected populations, partners, authorities): how do they
perceive NGOs accountability changes after being certified? This would make it possible to
ascertain whether the impacts and benefits mentioned by the organisations in this interview are
also confirmed and perceived by these actors. This remains to be answered.

Beyond studying the impacts of the certification scheme on accountability, this study has
also explored the motivations and expectations of NGOs to decide to be certified. This might
be relevant for quality assurance providers, such as HQAI, which might be willing to address
some of those expectations with their services. However, the other side of the coin might also
be worth to explored and understand: what are the reasons that push some organisations to
adopt the CHS, but decide to not be certified against it? This study has in part explored this
question, however future research should develop it further. Knowing the criteria that push
NGOs to be or not certified is key for certification providers as HQAI to expand their services
and work, and thus the recognition of their schemes.
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Finally, this research hopes to be a basis for future more in-depth studies on certification in
the humanitarian and development sector as a tool for better and enhanced accountability.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1: HQAUD’s tweet in response to Lowcock

@ HQAI

Accountability is key. Active listening is key. But why
reinvent the wheel? The Core Humanitarian Standard

puts people at the centre and independent audits
against the CHS are... . A practical existing
solution

Glrfelllredian

Humanitarian system not listening to people in crises, says UN aid chief

(HQALI, 2021)
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APPENDIX 2: CHS verification options

CHS
VERIFICATION
OPTIONS
PRIMARY Learning and improvement  Demonstrate commitment Confirm compliance
PURPOSE and documents level of
compliance
OPTION Validated CHS CHS independent
self-assessment verification
TOOLS  CHS Verification e CHS verification e CHS verification
framework and guide framework and guide framework and guide
* Self-assessment manual, ¢ Audit tools developed e Audit tools developed
online questionnaires by the conformity by the CAB
and dashboards assessment body (CAB) @) CHS scoring grid
@) CHS scoring grid @ CHS scoring grid
LIFE CYCLE 2 years 4 years 4 years
Year 0: Self-assessment Year O: Initial audit Year O: Initial audit
Yearl: Improvement Year 1: Year 1: Maintenance audit
plan implementation Year 2: Mid-term audit Year 2: Mid-term audit
Year 3: Year 3: Maintenance audit

The organisation itself, Trained CHS auditors Trained CHS auditors

WHO IMPLEMENTS

THE ASSESSMENT /  supported by CHS Alliance

AUDIT

CONTROL OF THE CHS Alliance Accredited and Accredited and
ASSESSMENT / independent CAB independent CAB
AUDIT

OVERSIGHT OF THE  CHS Verification Accreditation body Accreditation body
CONTROLLER Advisory Panel

OUTPUT OF THE ¢ Self-assessment report ¢ Independent verification ¢ Certification report
ASSESSMENT / including dashboards report including results including results scale 0-4
AUDIT iIIustraﬁr\g results scale scale 0-4 « Certification stamp by
0-4 and improvement plan . cys Alliance stamp and the CAB
* CHS Alliance stamp and certificate recognising « CHS Alliance stamp and
certificate recognising the the completion of an certificate recognising
completion of a validated independent verification. the completion of a
self-assessment. For CHS For CHS Alliance certification audit. For CHS
Alliance members only members only Alliance members only
OUTCOME OF THE  * Self-improvement, with Self-improvement, with * Self-improvement, with
ASSESSMENT / CHS Alliance support to CHS Alliance support to CHS Alliance support to
AUDIT its members its members its members and annual
* Comparable data in Comparable data in surveillance audits by the
the sector the sector CAB to assure on-going
) ) compliance with the CHS
* First step towards external Potential step towards the )
verification options certification option * Comparable data in
the sector
(CHS Alliance, 2020)
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APPENDIX 3: HQATD’s certified NGOs until the mids of May 2021

Organisation Certified * HO Country Continent Size ** Fo“;etﬁm Type Istcycle 2nd cycle Status
Diakonia Sweden Europe 25CP 1966 International 2020 Active
Zoa Netherlands Europe 15CP 1973 International 2020 Active
Tearfund UK ‘ Europe 42CP ‘ 1968 International 2016 2020 Active
Takaful Alsham Turkey P 2cp 2012 International 2 2020 Active
Okfam International Kenya Africa (Europe) * 40 CP 1995 International (Federated) 2018 Active
Norwegian Church Aid Norway ‘ Europe 24Cp ‘ 1947 International 2017 Active ‘
Naba’a Lebanon Asia 15PS 2011 National 2016 2020 Active
Mission East Denmark & Begium ‘ Europe 8CP ‘ 1991 International 2017 Active ‘
Medair Switzerland Europe 13CpP 1989 International 2019 Active
Islamic Relief Worldwide UK ‘ Europe 32Cp ‘ 1984 Intenational 2017 Active ‘
IBC Turkey Europe/Asia N/A 1999 National/International4 2020 Withdrawn
Finn Church Aid Finland ‘ Europe 11 CP ‘ 1947 International 2017 Active ‘
EFICOR India Asia 38 PS 1967 National 2019 Active
Danish Refugee Council Denmark ‘ Europe 39Cp ‘ 1956 International 2017 Active ‘
Danish Red Cross Denmark Europe 20 CP 1876 International (Federated) 2018 Active
Dan Church Aid Denmark ‘ Europe 18CP ‘ 1922 International 2017 2021 Active ‘
Concern Worldwide Ireland Europe 22Cp 1968 International 2017 Active
COAST Trust Bangladesh ‘ Asia 15PS ‘ 1998 National 2017 Active ‘
Christian Aid UK Europe 26 CP 1945 International 2016 2020 Active
Caritas Denmark Denmark ‘ Europe 4CP ‘ 1947 International 2018 Active ‘
CAFOD UK Europe 40CP 1960 International 2016 2020 Active
Act Alliance Switzerland ‘ Europe 135 members ‘ 2009 Network 2017 Active ‘
ACT Church of Sweden Sweden Europe 25CP 1974 International 2016 2020 Active
“Eymopen 18 20 *International 018 - 19
Network = 1

1. Turkey is situated in both the European and Asian continents. However, since Takaful Alsham mainly operates in Syria, it was considered as being appropriate, to clearly mention
“Middle East”, as culturally, historically and politically it is different from many Asian and European countries.

2.  Takaful Alsham not only operates in Syria, but it has two projects in Turkey as well (as their initial audit reports states).

Even though Oxfam International has its HO in Kenya (Africa), its origins are British (Oxfam International, 2021) and is therefore considered as being an European organisation.

4. HQAI's publicly available reports of the certification audits of IBC report different information based on the evolution of the organisation’s activities through the years. For the
initial audit of 2018, the report describes IBC as an international organisation, while the following report as a national organisation and finally the mid-term audit report explains

&

w

that the number of country programmes could not be verified, but two programmes in Yemen and Syria were identified. As two reports showed programmes beyond the Turkish

broders, IBC is considered as a small international organisation.

They are 20 if IBC and Takaful Alsham, which have their HO in Turkey are included, otherwise they are 18.
They are 5 if IBC and Takaful Alsham, which have their HO in Turkey are included, otherwise they are 3.

4 if IBC is also included as a national organisation.

19 if IBC is also included as international.

% NS W

* Note that these are the organisations that already completed at least the initial audit for certification and for which the summary report was published on HQAI's website. Therefore,
there might me many more NGOs in the process at the current moment, but for which a final decision has not been taken and the summary report not published yet.

** CP = Country Programmes ; PS = Project Sites

All the information about the organisations were collected through the HOA's official website. In particular from the last available publicl, ilable audit reports of each organisation,
available at the following link: hitps://www.hqai.orglen/networklaudited-pariners/ (HQAI's official website > Network > Audited partners > Certified partners).
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6S

“This was the main motivaion pain. To be

Yo demonstrae f other NGO that
COAST, ven f it i a wall oganiction,
can g0 10 carification and maintain that
global bumanitarion standard”"
“demonsrat footers 50 hat ot
interational oganisation or UN agencies
cannot callenge COAST"

Yo show ff the et of the Wordd that a
sl orgaisation with o nd can st
the international standard and b an
example fr ofher”

it's a publi raggnition”
e want 10 be seen as a frmtrmer in
bumanitarian work. The public rasgrition
o HOA that we a CHS-cetifed is
saluable testimony 10 tht.
"o to b that public rcsgition again”

“Crtifcation eps 1 1o communicate ur
ity a an oganisaion and ther s a

artain el of transparengy.”

y becoming cetifed e flt e wer: able
o sigal stronger commitment on our
ccountabilt 1o the public 10 the donors, 0
the praple that we are accountable 1"

e can also g0 on and see what onr average
rating i"
Your sraegy is fo inenase nr averall ting
in the CHS”

"It was(.] minfored by DEC™
"DEC has mauested 1 all e member
agence o cither become cetfed o terfed
against he CHIS™
eteral demand from DE

institutional donor”

ad oer

Accountabiliy as a vistue

we went for certfication besause we care
abut the tandard"
e wanted 10 comply it the CHIS"

"We ar commitied to excelnce”

“Becanse we were saying fhat we are a
uman-rights based organisation and the
standand is abont the rightsofthe pesple.
Ve thought hat if we want o be that sort

of ongaisation, that was sometling we had

fofllow, o put in practice what i means
10 b human-rights omanisation.”

e flt tht there was a gennine desire and
genuine demand for grater accomntabiliy”

e wanted o

extend onr exising
apaaty”
e wanted 0 e orgaisational excellnce
institaionalise capaciy”

Ul it intetion was 1o make ar
ongaisational excelonce and institntional
building"

“enbance COAST' inemal mechanims
and strngen existing onganisational
eqpacity for excelonce and complance with

"To assss where we ae as an oganisaions,
what are o strengihs and weakeses”

 greater accomntabiliy”
“accountabilty o affctd popwlations and.
that i the main eason wiy we went or
antfcation”

e are als tying 10 be an cxample for
other orgaisations i the et of he Workd"

"Some of our prer ngaisations with which
we cnpente (.| had wether adupted he
Standard or ien ben certfed”

“make that setoral alignment”

Repuiation ign”
Image e ko within it donors and te
Iumanitarian entimnment”
Legitimaey | "make a difimnce ivtween those NGOS"
Performance
e "l rise more sourees, monefonds”
increasein | e known witbin ft] donors and the
donations Imanitarian envirmmnt”
Donors pressure
el of power and the importance of e
s |
Values [, .
e e really wante 10 be an NGO to act in
acodance o CHS"
Leamingge |, o
LSS | e wanted 1o impre our sttty
aintly ating fora shard goal"
Best-practice | "t artfcation procss was a shared goal"
shating | "to work e for ur bengfcirics and other
stakebolders, with a tra and shared goal”
Objectivity &
Experise

U insght hat ey give based o e ancht
hat they i that we might not s ourses”
U insight hat e et from an outside st
oo

) was the time when we el hat we
b o asess wher we e, we neded a
comprebensive way fo ook af our proceds
and prcties.
twe wad b liked this mior 0 show 5
wlere e were s an oganisation”

“we wanted o be certifed by an externl
awvntabilty standand”

N/A
(The interviewee was not working at DRC when the decision to be certified was made)

Ut alone s not enoug ..]. Moreis
i, namely a ssten of hecks and.
balanees and st mechaniss of oleting
idence and prof 0 denonstnate your
commitment o accountabilty fowards
affcted commnities”

N/A N/A N/A N/A
" st of being CHS certified or
independently versfied by one of our donors,
"we had baped that atber donors wonld
i e 1S andur amifion o o
Jorm of due diligence”
e s 1S st s oot e _
o upold 1 i stadond i potesting e |1 s s e iportont for EFICOR | "Gaig o aiftion i 2017 il pon e oy e o s of it 1
s and iy of e ot | 10l ol e e e and | e sk e b e dig o e e
serme.” 10 continnonsly inprove the way we work” accontability and quality." - “ pabilty" & ¢ o
"We see it as part of our duty-of-can’” oy
" 10 learn from the CHS cerffication”

o improe, 50 ear”
important o uphold a high standand in
prtecting the rihts and dignity f he

communitics we sme”

“ensure the quality of our programmes”
“eaiuonsly impro the way we work”

“as ali sen a an opportnityfor
leaming’”

"to macve a external insight on areas of
strngths and anas of improvement”
It alo Il 13 acconntable 10 mking
g i those amas”

e antd 10 lear where e aladh apply
e CHS vl and wiere e can
inpre
e aimed 10 e o accontabiity
ptem vl and be o xcountable o
conors, partners, and members o e affcred
communities”"

Yol and improve iom an extermal

lnstitutional improvemen”
1o cxplore the weaknesses of [BC”
improe our instsusionl capasiy”
o goremanc”
endeavonr fo work with god gorernance
acouniable and continmonsly kearm as an
onganisation”

o encourage fber menmibes 1o ndergo e
ofthe CHS rorfcation aptions, and fo
exchange Rnowiedge o the process”
“gater ist-band experience on the
arffcation procs fo then encourage onr
135 members 1o get CHS certifed or
indapendently e’

" 0 recive an olective and independen riew
o ur pesformance”

o maive an external insigt"

Yo maive an external reiew of e
weakesis and stengihs of Takafil
| Aldan's ystoms and polces oncening the
crs”

U0 gt an extemal viw o bow wel e are
plpbing the CHS”

“to se the eality throngh and indpendent
adit”

ol for thi

o Incervi HQAT
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bili

Resy

Perform a services as
requested

Duty

Transparency
Answerabili

Information

Justification (c.g. why
is done)

it improved our communication with
staff”

e have a "your right o know" poliy
for all external stakebolders"

Vinformed then who we are, what we are
about, bow we work, our ethical
ammitments”

“We openy also tll ont stakebolders
that we are crtified, that they can acess
the adit reports.”

e are doing more of
\about our commitments, what they should|
expect from s,

"They fregional acountability working
groups] aan share information, we aan
also share from the lobal level"
"W are engaged to design and do these
posters and materials and you see them
everywhere at the DRC country
"W are always sharing updates abons

offias.”

the audit process, ontcomes, cormative
actions fo be taken e [..] We share
our progress rports, acton plans and
HQAL report sunmaries and annexes.
We are ransparent about where DRC’s
weaknesses are and staff defnisely

“uideline on communication with
ommunitis"
"ieter information for affected
communities on ACT Allianae itself"

"The communiies hae been informed on
Shese changes and fenow now what they
can expect from the bebavionr of staff
and the actvities of EFICOR."

"EFICOR developed - with it st -
do’s and don's that are isible in all
offias and known by staft."

“cmmnities became more fumilar with
our programmes and gained more
knowledge of Takafil Alsham's

aavmtability mechanisms"
"One f the major learings was the
issue of information sharing”

e artainly pay more attention tobow
we share information and set-p
omplaint chamnels sine the andit".
T A nses its social media and ofber
communication dhannels o exlain o its
peers about bosh [CHS & CHS

"peaple who are part of IBC’s

Drogrammes are now informed

about what they can expect from|
IBC"

Involvement in
decision making

giving feedback.from beneficaries”

people”

wmmnites"

“invalvenent of the peaple we work.

“we changed our mporting omplate 10
inclde {..] bow communities are
involved in the procss”

[Explanation (c.g. what <ot ol artfiation)”
is done) PP /A A
i you don's demanstrat the
. it gives us the motivaton otherwise we improvementsin this area yonr
F will fail the andit” ertfication willbe withdan and that
g e did not wan o fuil” i 0 big patational isk hat omes with
g Consequences B . . ,
artfication inoased onr impers and i “tis preconlition to anr ertfcation
g our diive to dowell inthose areas our artfcation might be withdrawn, in really pusbed us o rate a plan to work
E Decanse we did ot want 1o risk failing” whichcase will impact our relationship fetively on onr meakneses”
2 with the DEC”
E
.
“antfiation was an exitoment and | "1 beliene the proess gives a goal 1 ool
e T & . s s agoal s |
otiation onganisatons for improvement
lean abont o lack of docamened
enidene on complaint handling ... we
e agend aroud ol mechanion b partspatc o ot o dbpet ool | bl rtof 1BC's
“artification belped COAST reagpise Just went 0 the 19" “e-courses on [...] omplaint bandling » e :’f W’i o M 'f" e /:.; fmm mf;'w -
Cormplaint “improve its complainis response” The need fo improve it systems in “we have spdated our complaint | "they avated my postion dedicated to chanisms" o | 1o e e e ‘ﬁ:’; o | e are o o
mechanisms “for complaint response mechanisms” | diferen areas incuding e, [..] polies” ommitments 4 and 5 of the CHS" | "[Guideline abowt] complaint bandling v ! s e
e s 0 P —— e e o o " e share information and et formalising these mechanions’ IBC and how 10 fle
omplaint and Resonse Management e s ol i mchanions’ el ol nplees dennte e it | Ptendat o b s fptd plai
and acountabitiy mmplaints and frediack and aeated the ommnities and other key stakebolders
mechanions tgther ith compites p
Sfrom the commuit. "W bave since tweaked our process to can report a grievanee or complaint
ensure we consult he affced
§ communities in the set up and monitori
: of the complaint bandling mechanion.”
g Pt increase of CO who are deliberately .
= ERELE addresing partiapation, improving bow tworking with shen (members of 1he | ey ot o prgramme participans”
mechanisms o b affcted commanity] in complaint
oy engage with it
bandiign mechani”
it has aclerated and improed also
e alsotake partipation of ommnication hat we had with
commnitiesand affcted commnitis i | bengficiares and hei imvolvement” | Ve realised that we st mch o el i with
Consultation our projet planing and monitring”|"esmmication and partuering with and | take into asideration and lsten fo “gideline on communicaion wi

“iwe enbaned the engagement of the

= v commnitis in decsion-making "
" e praper iedba ioms
o bate pr "’ " i ’/:f,, ok echanion: “althongh we rceived foedback and
“benefcaricsfedback mechanisn” inrease on the mumber of CO tha complaints orally, and implonented them
et fecdback e e mumber of COWat | e echanions have canged as | Ve aso leared a lt on dvelping | "Mision Fast has horohly worked o dircly in thefield, we had not developed
Feedback communication and parinering with and atually bavefrdback mechaisms in . ’ < “ g
e fdbecs o e P el complain and fredback mechanisns i the efrral of et e a clerenc bl sctom [...] hat led
“T've written a gobal foedback and o et “""ﬁ”’{;'{" informaliing thse
raponse mechanism gidance” pedanimns “uicker responses”
internal hanges and
improvemant”
y G Tallons IBC to adjust projects
g according to the foedback of
e imprave s omplains esponse” s on ] cmplait handiing affced commnites”
omplaint rsponse mecanisns’ P
g “[Gaideline abont] mplaint bandlin
= Response ‘ e ¢
P “eomsutations have belped Misson East
o \and it partuers i eting darifcaion o
i oporatd in the programmes ’
g i chanels s prfered and actually
wsed by peaple we work with.”
g the ned to improve s sytens
Adjust in diffrent areas incling e (..] the

Complaint and Resonse Management”
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Practical accountabili

“we improved onr poliies”
“deselopment and improvement of NGO-1
information and mmunication poliies

“now COAST has a mmber of polices,
gridelines"

“we now have organisational learning

" changed our environmental position paper,

"we have updated our complaint policies”
“pdating starting with he poliies and

“wow, it is @ very specfic and dedicated
prindiple as part of our organisational

stratgy for 2025"

“identification of gaps in o polices and

practias”

W dhanged the polices aronnd
mplaints and feedback and avated the

“we bad not developed a coberent global
systen o properly handle onr complainis
(] that led fo us invest signifcantlyin

“developmont of new polices and
mecbanisms”
new paliy and mechanism o the

ic accountabili

Strat

Policies allthe insttutional poliies" :’:’:)’;‘:ﬁ‘;’:{;’;:’ﬁ”‘”( ’; ’;’Z"f’ info an ensironmental poli" * mapping ot all the standards and ithas for ""Zﬁ l” Joputin place e aently develaped a guideline on | mechanisms togetber with commitices from " o ’;””/:’:I”’/"')‘; f;;;’:f::::;mm Prevention of Sescnal Abuse and
“build s institutional polices abont A “updated our aswntability o affced incrparate them i our uality e b neand | cmmiation vith comniies” e commnin” e o Explaitation (PSEA) that was
.  police i 7 e been deeloping, improvingan ecivd and who is rspansibl for
prtection ofsexual, explaitation, abuse populations ol management gtent pdating our acmtabilypafe” coordinating and bandling omplaints” i
N/A
(Not addressed during the interview
between HOAI and Mission East)
aation of pocsss or documentation
and ollection of evdnce” . )
Documentation . * Now we know bow to document, clect Vack of documentedevidenc and
oy in e of i otk e, e o e complaint bandling[... I us 1o invst
i CHS has ben nseal for tha” o sianty i formlsi s
"learned bow 1o formalize processes and pechaniins
apply thom sstomatially”
e prual foundati Plann sl s s, e, e, (e
processes
W ralizd that we are asesingthe intrduction of an in-depth cntext
“antfication heped COAST reogie the B . visks i our work, but e e assessing “develapmentof a risk matix inthe analsis bfoe startinga new proj”
Risk assessment e 10 improveits sytems i diferent imere rigorousin conducing he risks from she perspective of our own fiancial department o better antipate “Financial, eograpbical and other risks
areas incuding 3. ... risk assssment” il st rganization and our own staff and ot the B and react 0 hanges” are now assessed antimuonsly o adapt
i ‘e pracie thedomo-harm prinile by "
peaplewe are warkingwit. assssing isks and mitisate potential progammes acordingl
wegative effcts of EFICOR s wark
i J "PSEA palices” andinvassy e also learned 50 much on prvention “{""“”/,‘,’h”‘” and
cipatory. "improve its ystems in different arvas | * data protecion is alto an area that we "prevention of sexaal exploitation, abuse, aperationalising protection against sxcual | exploitation
Preventive ! b ,, : ‘adapt programmes acriinly and
inlading e ..] staf safety bare strghone and harassment” explitation abuse and barassment
measures Mersanal inormation protection'” (PSEAH)" uaraniee for ’Z’J':/l’;,"”” serity of
s lerant KPIs that evey singe comnry
) P o, cverysingle ear, will bave ta mport
Ph“:‘jf_:l"“l’ i "’"’:Z'Z:::",’f"' il . - . ” 1000 accontabili” " “we put a rigorous provess i place for all - “monitoring and enaluation became an
e “Presiously thee was only 1 callagee th dirent projt phases™ inberent partofprot "
daing moitoring and evaluation and now
weare a bigtam, the 6 of 15"
* desgnated position for quality and
aaountability in the Sectariar” N/A A
"hetter support our members in the area of | during the intervi d the interview
gualityand aconntabii” between HOAI and Mision East) | between HOAI and Takaful Alsham)
“stering ommittee that was ormed e | "ellaboration btwen th difiren eams
the st andit proess in 2017" atthe Sartariat improved”
o i * becanse of that st andit procss they | "I leads to et ollaboration and
- ol e NGO 0 el el g psin | et et n vt s "ve had 1o buildcapaitcs throngbant
) fdicated 1o awuntability o ffced Do e orgaisation n the implementation
R . ‘;” . populations” "1t rally enbanced the teamwork and of the CHS"
reaton of  decson it “Preiously thee was ony 1 olleaghe brainstorming”
daing monitoring and evaluation and now * capaciy ilding’
weare abigtam  the 6 of " | "building the apacity of both or &
ombers' st
“ealtion of ACT Learn Platform -
Learming a fbo.org) acssibl for all
mbers 0 lear and srnthen cpacitic”
W hane inclded within cunty dinctors e changed o porting templet 10 “rvied Z0A Code of Condt utining
improve s sstoms i iffernt arvas Jobs desripton.... ... Thi s 1o ensure e 5 Cole o ORI AGT |y i i the standrd of behavionr 20 xpes
Staff conduct . Hhat comnty officedirtsare priritising bebanionr” o o st and vlters, This incldes o
inleuding .. the Code of Condut (CoC acconntability and pushing it through heir "The ondine plafform provides e-conrses on i firm commitments 1o PSEAH and Child
oty afie cperations.” L] the Code of Condict” Proection.”
Thants 1 e mlr avition |4 o omanisatona " | “Thre are clowens of s osaine!
B e, e saw the actual ransormation of | values avound inclsion, particpation and
“we are more rigorns i our etical, our | we have now an extrnal “miror” 0 el " .
_ i ) o oot ety oy |t and il dons obers thattoh on acontabilt, but insitutonal improvenent was
Nalucs, Paincples, "I e o bosd and isitional| ol s s e ar i et "pe o OO e Wi orgaisation ey moved tovards | now, it i a ver secic and dedicated seesary o sty et s vales of
Ethics, Culture based auture” ongaisation ulur” that organisational e chanse” | principle as part of anr orgaisational alliating the suffring of people

it became a culture”

areas of “do o barn” as we plan onr

work"

““Gradually i has become more and more
a alture and @mmon propery and o
peaple understand why we are doing this.”

“now, within he organisation,
acountabiliy is one of the fop priority and.
CHS becomes the top prioriy”

strategy for 2025. This includes very
specfic KPI's and initiatves for us fo work
fowards over the next fivepears.”

responsibly”
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Internal staff

Vguarantee for the safety and security
of it st
it mproved out commnication with
staff”

“improve ts systems in different
aras inluding eg, ... staff safet"

“we have helped onr staffto efect
abont their on work, 1o rfiect about
the standard and to learn. The
experience hee has been very
enconraging”

“all the country offes kenow abont it
altbongh i took us a long time 10
raise awareness abow the CHS"

it belps us to be acountable o onr
staff as wel”

It shows our st at the rgional
and countyy level that we are serions
abon this"

“WVe are abways sharing npdates
abont the andit proces, ontaomes,

corretive actions fo be faken et |.
We share our progress reports, action
plans and HQAI report summaries

“beter suppart our members in the
area of guality and acountability”
“allaboration between the different
teams at the Secrtariat inproved”
"It leads o better collaboration and

smutual agreement on what o improve

and bow'"

"It really enbanced the teanmork and

"EFICOR developed - with i staff -
do's and don'ts that are visible in all
offis and knowns by staff"

N/A
(Not addressed during the
interview between HQAI and
Mission East or not enough
information)

N/A
(Not addressed during the
interview between HQAI and
Takaful Alsham or not enough
information)

Ystandards for bow staff [-..] can
eport a grievance or complaint with
rforenc 1o the ZOA Code of

Conduct or any aspect of our work"

Not only st has been trained
on the new mechanisn

“we bane updated our acountability
1o affcted populasions polioy”

something that we badn't realised
before, that was the thing"

afected populations”

and amnees. We are transparent brainstorming”
abont where DRC's neaknesses are
and staff definitely appreciate it
Organisation’s values,
culture, mission, vision, See analysis "For what" and in particular, "values, beliefs, ethics, culture™
belicfs, norms
"demonstrate to other NGOs
[INGOS and UN agencies] that
COAST even if it is a small
"o be entified approves your status | organisation, can go to crtification "
I jal media and oth
within the humanitarian and maintaint that global e ’,“ ’”; ” p ‘t " . ” ';’
N s P commnication chanels 1 exlain
- RSP P i pasdhat bt [CHS & CH
! rifiation]"
“ou prove your aconntability” fo ther organisations” artifiation]
Jsce document "Experience
sharing”] D o e
bt “Also it has i a way barmnised | “Look becanse we are crtfied, ve
e ur systems with some ather peer | are complaint to the sectoral wide
onganisations and also with some of | acoonntabilt, that's how it’s been
the local organisations.” " [...]"
Vthe external adit confirmed onr
partnership approach and gave a seal
of onfdence that the approach we
‘bave worked very hard on is workin
 buids trust among donors and e veny bard o e
Partners " vepy well. This s especialy important
partners and stakebolders.
- - Jfor s as we have a partner-ded
. . approach in a number of countries otandards for bow staff, afficted
(Not addressed during the (Not addressed during the | " o standards for bow siaf, affce
where we have dhosen not to o direct communites and other key
interview between HQAl and | interview between HQAI and implomtton” oy " N4
ACT Alliance or not enough EFICOR or not enough Hakeholdcrs ‘:” 'jp”m,f' gricvane o
information i i e
o gt e o L don' think it mates us more f::i ””’ﬁ::”r”/”"’[’“’” "
‘ffer crfication, it made our aawnmtable 1o our donors, but it gives | “The CHS extensively underpins the “defnitely among donors, it builds proving our robust qualty an
incomes coming from the projec ) ., " aconntabilty ystem wiile oing
them the confidence that we are an | ey requirements of most of our | 1o signal or send a sort of stronger trust
ineease around 67%" . w, Hhrongh two new parmersbips with
Donors / Money-lendet | “acountabilityis a bigh isss "we are more acountable fo |.. organisation that is acconntable. Most| donors. When we assess and develop | commitment on our acountability to | "new partnership with CIDA and it donors, 1We always present
Y bl is0 VD e o | e crermment, hen the || importanty it strngthensour | our organisation based o the CHLS, e publi, 1o the donrs o she pespl | was rery bighy looked npon that we donors. We alvays present the
\program dirctors and NGO-1 buard ’ ! " artfcation in donor mestings and we
other stukebolders” accountability to beneficiaries, and 1 | it belps us to become better aligned that we are acountable 1 were continuing fo be part of this ’
in acordance to our donors, becanse Y ,, “ " incorporate the certfication mark and
3 o " think that's wltimately what the with these requirements. certification scheme’ y
E sur agreements require #his condition " certficate in our external
E sin the beginning we maintain donor s afer: mmamiation.
E acconntable relation with logal
aovernment and we also very much
proadive in inluive coordination
with all atber ators”
"we became more accountable
National or local
e e wellas our local stakelolders
N [municipalites, gonernships, natianal
authorities, ministries,etc.]"
it bas boosted our existing average o "We ealised that we mast much more
e accnuntable 0 the people that we | take ideration and I
Recinients Benc e e e bl i o populaions | 1085 9 it andit procss - s ey conat | PP 0D o s s s
CApIens BEnCBCANES | yocame more acountable firstly to| "we became mare acnntable tothe o pecple. And this elates o he | acuabiliy o aficted populations | i et ol e lobal | e now put peaple affctd by ariss | " B¢ ot play a entral |y Ly g berveen
E ” g st peop
E Affected o " ‘we are more acountable to onr | involvement of the people we work | and that is the main reason why went | " “*4Y T ol not andy i our aciities but o i - -
B our beneficaries, 1o our communitis' peaple ernimial i reson o position dedicated 1o accountability to | even more at the cntre of our work! ' Mission East and the affected
g people/communitics e bencfciaries with. L wonld say that if thre s Jfor CHS ariification in our polices and proceses e
= e e Ees
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'f.ee] 50 many requests, assessments
and reviews. Tt bappened last year
that we bad the CHS audit and three

e bae 1o onsistently 1y o jusify
why we are part of it, what we are

bad any idea of what does HQAI
independent audit and independent
artification is"

“has not inareased our abilipy 1o
source finding for our organisation's
ok

“artification is like a paper that bas
almost O value in Bangladesh. No
donor recguise it and give find for

ariification] has not progressed as
Jastas we wished"

ting from it
other andits” atingf

a7 z

reengpition”"

“none have sked for CHS

"’:’;_ ";” p/”; p “some donors do ot know about the

artification as part of a

existeneeof CHS artfication nor

. . denmnstration of organisational 4 A
‘we had many donors that did not " . . what it means to go though the

quality or capatility howerer this [reagrition of CHS

proess”
"many bumanitarian workers and
local bumanitarian organisations
kenow about SPHERE standards
bt do ot know the CHS well.”

“we payed a lof of attenion, finve,

it was a very inensive, long, though
and infensive proces for NGO-1"

" it takes a lof of time, it akes a lof
of work”

“Andits take some time and energy”

“there s s0 much wordk that goes with
it ... Unbelievably ... Thereis a lot
of work.... There i a lof of work..."

"labour intensive”

"1t takes a ot of time"”

"we bave invested a lof of time and
work”

“deploy and have staff dedicated for

this"

“ariification bas meant a buge chunk
of work for us, both during and afier
the andit, especially sinee the
weaknesses have 10 be addressed
within a given and shortfimeframe”
“a lot 1o organise and @ordinate fr
our team”

“lime consuming"

“everybody will praise you but nobody

will b with you in terms of funding”

“No donor recgnise it and give find
Jorit"

"L wish that the st wasw’t an issue,
especially for more local organisations
and 1 also sometimes think for how
long an it go for .. bow long can
\you keep doing this and is there more
sustainable way without that cst "

“for national or local organisations
such as EFICOR, the st of an
audit s a barrier"

"a lot of internal and external
wordination and documentation is
regired”

“there were a aouple arvas where we
were doing quite well, but we did not
bave evidence and it was a bit
Jrustrating”

“there s a lot of docmentation to
demostrate things"

“there are bundreds of documents that,
we gave to HQAI to that review”

“what they say is good or bad is on
going on ane conntry”
“if we are doing something in another
ounty, they can’t jut give you redit
Jfor that”

" they don't have acess 1o any
disaggregated results”
“generalised statements withont
aonsidering antext "

“the meaning conld change”"
“the majorty of the organisational
documentation s in national
languages”

“linguistic diversity"

“there were ssues, there were a ot of
judgements and observations made
that did not consider the contectual
omplesities and that was a
challenge”
“ubjective sometimes”

“miscommunication between NGO-1
and HQAI's independent anditors"

"DRC Greeae were frustrated with
an auditor”

N/A
(Not addressed during the
interview between HQAI and
EFICOR or not enough
information)

N/A
(Not addressed during the
interview between HQAI and
Mission East or not enough
information)

N/A
(Not addressed during the
interview between HQAI and
Takaful Alsham or not enough
information

“geting certified requires developing

ystems and procedures, applying and

rnbedding them in working processes,
as well as sustained monitoring”.

N/A
(Not addressed during the
interview between HQAI and
Z0A)

“team exerdise and meant fo
inest profound fime and
resoures for the dissemination of
knowledge in the organisation”

N/A
(Not addressed during the
interview between HQAI
and Z0A )
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escperience and learming that we benefitted from the
certification process”
Vit makes you learn all the time"
"to learn about this from the experts”

" we understood it [acconntability to affected communities]
when we went under the certification process"
"the indicators, the audit questions belped us to become more
acconntable to affected people”
Vinternal learning and development”

"improve your performance as an organisation over time'

"One very important thing in being accountable is continnons
learning: that you or somebody else assess yourself, then you
make conclusions and you improve and leam."

"Better understanding of the CHS""

"11’s a continuous learning and improvement exercise”

“every single year we leam more and more abont where we are at, what
e need to improve, how we actually made progres”

"It helps us to identify strengths and weaknesses. As I said, it's abont
Systematic improvement and address areas of non-conformity over time"
"each and every single year becomes more and more challenging”

" it’s about systematic improvement and address areas of non-
conformity over time""
"It forces us to systematically addyess weaknesses”

certification motivation made us to think jointly [...] and
then jointly acting for a shared goal”
"motivation for NGO-1 to become a more acconntable
NGO"
exccitement about the certification”
"certification was an exitement and motivation for NGO-1
10 become more acconntable”

"'we became more accountable to the people, otherwise we could
Jfail and we did not want to fail in this process”
"I believe the process gives a goal to local oyganisations for
improvement”

Vit gives us a greater leverage fo promote the good thing that
we want and are doing”
"it has boosted our existing leverage to be accountable to the
people we serve”
" it is a great motivator internally"
“it gives us the motivation otherwise we will fail the andit”

"it gives a boost in the organisation”

certification increased onr impetns and onr drive to do well"

"When we had onr first certification andit as result we had 14
CARGs [...] That also motivated us and pushed s forwards.”

“internal drive for change"

enforcing the organisation to be acconntable”
" it forces our organisation to be accountable”

Coordination &

Collaboration

“eertification motivation made us to think jointly and then
Jjointly acting for a shared goal"
it improved onr communcation with staff”
"it develops a team based and institutional based culture”

“conntry programmes conduct a self-assessment based on the
CHS to review their own situation and help them the strengths
but also the weakness and to incorporate improvements in their|
regular plans."
""This has been the process that has pushed us forward and
putting us more to discuss together as colleagues and differont
units from the organisation.”

"all the conntyy offices know about it, althongh it took us a
Jong time to raise awareness about the CHS"
"for all the different country offices to be on the same page"
"we have to use that external pressure to make sure that
everybody across the world, al countyy directors are on board on
this CHS ship"
"Without the certification we would not be able to motivate
our conntry teams, all the country teams to adhere to the
CHS"

" think a positive development has been that we further understand
how in a decentralised organisation there will ahvays be a gap between
HQ [Headguarters] and the field and we've certainly realised that
through this process [...] we have put in place a regional acconntability
working group, where we have peaple who have CHLS roles and
responsibilities.”"

“there is more ownership, also at the regional level, the regions take
onmership”

"When 1 started, 1 did a review of the number of conntry offices that
had a self-assessment in place and I got like 8 conntry offices. Now ne
Jave almost 25 or 26 becanse they have the support.”
“increase of CO doing CHS self-assessment””

" And with recertication we really have to engage the regions more and
also make them more accountable as well, as they have a particular
responsibility to proactively address different commitments, where there's
weaknesses.”

riori n

"to prioritise among all the other important things"
"there were things that we wanted to do or we were already
doing, but they really accelerated them and gave a greater force

"now, within the organisation, acconntability is one of the top
priority and CHS becomes the tp priority"
"If it becomes a major or minor CAR then that becomes a

tap priority."

"The andit report mentioned areas to improve and this helped us to set

Acceleration - "the agenda around complain mechanism just went to the top" priorites”
1o those things' it the nitial audit e tingfn i i ;e
‘with the initial audit e have a timeframe and framenord
"when_you have the pressure of the audit, things move faster”
g pressu of 135 more f that we have 0 work towards. 1t really pushed us 1o really
look info this area"
"more consistency""
"it's the insight that they give based on the audit that they do, " o "
. . . R > " : ‘highest level of compliance, is more challengin'
we had it [accontnability, transparency, participation, etc.] so that we might not see ourselyes' P N
s y p " " holistic nature: they are looking at paper, the awareness of the staff
tivi some degree, but now we alko have to undergo thongh all the ertificatio was maybe more rigorous than we wert ¢

"it's a discipline"

indicators”

rigorons discipline”
"nothing carries the ways of certification”

and then the practice on the ground."
"it’s that triangulation of sources of information and data that I find
very rich and wsefil”

* Organisations interviewed for this research but for which an interview held by HQAI was also analysed and thus the coding is a combination of both.
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APPENDIX 5: Summary of the findings

Accountability as a virtue - NGOs decide to be certified because:
* there is an alignment of the CHS and the certification practice to the organisation’s principles and goals;
* they are willing to learn and improve and, and in particular, small NGOs wish to enhance their institutional capacity and
governance;
* they want to have objective, external and expert assessment of their performance and activities;
* they want to shate best-practices with other humanitarian actors.

Accountability as a mechanism
* The majority of NGOs decide to be certified to increase their image, reputation and stakeholders’ trust.
* Small organisations see on certification the possibility to gain legitimacy in competitive environments.
* Some organisations are driven by external pressures from donors.

Conceptual foundations:

* All the organisations report positive impact of certification on affected populations participation.

* Almost all the organisations report improved organisation’s responsiveness to affected populations.

* The majority of NGOs report enhanced answerability, transparency and responsibility towards different stakeholders.

* Most of the contributions of certification to humanitarian accountability’s conceptual foundations relate to accountability to
affected populations (AAP).

* Consequences and sanctions are the key mechanism driving change and improvement, otherwise there could be reputational
damage.

For what - Organisations are more accountable for:
* Conceptual foundations (see above)
* Practical accountability: for their policies, guidelines and procedures, for staff conduct and staff accountability, for planning,
monitoring and evaluation activities, for organisational and staff capacity.
* Strategic accountability: for ethics, principles, values and culture.

* More contributions were identified to practical accountability than to the strategic form.

To whom:

* Forwatds or downward accountability: affected populations / beneficiaties (mentioned by all the otganisations)

* Internal accountability: small organisations are more accountable to internal staff through improved staff safety and security and
large organisations through better communication, training and support.

* Backward or upward accountability: organisations are more accountable to donors, and small organisations are more
accountable also to national or local authorities.

* Horizontal accountability: small organisations are accountable to peers and become an example.

* Horizontal accountability is the least addressed, while AAP is the most reported.

Benefits
* All the positive impacts on accountability mentioned: conceptual foundations, “to whom” and “for what”
* Self-pride of small NGOs
* Increased image and reputation
* Almost all certified organisations report improved donors’ trust

Challenges
* Unpopularity of HQAT’s certification scheme
* Resources invested: workload, time, financial resources and staff involved
* Characteristics of the certification scheme: organisations with several country programmes are challenged by the presentation of
the results, which is not disaggregated

* Rigour, learning & improvement: certification is a rigorous and objective scheme that shows to NGOs their weaknesses that
otherwise would have not been identified, thus leading to learning and improvement.

Motivation: if NGOs do not want to lose the certification and thus have reputational consequences, they have to improve.

* Coordination & collaboration: as the results of the audit depend on all country offices effort, certification is able to motivate
the staff at country and field level as well, leading to better collaboration and coordination of large NGOs

Prioritisation & Acceleration: given the limited timeframe to close non-conformities, organisations learn to prioritise
accountability topics and accelerate change and improvement.
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