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Background/Arrangements

The workshop was organized and hosted by an NGO network known as the Tematisk Forum (Thematic Forum). About thirty participants came and stayed throughout the workshop, representing fifteen Danish NGOs. (Participants list is attached.)

The organizer of the event, Helene Ellemann-Jensen, did an excellent job of arranging a good space, inviting a splendid range of NGOs to participate, and making all the lunch and coffee break arrangements as well. She deserves immense credit for making this workshop go well at both the organizational and substantive levels.

The Schedule for the workshop is also attached. As it became clear that a number of participants would need to leave by 4:00 to 4:30 to pick up their children from day care, we decided to close the workshop by 4:30 instead of going until 5:00 pm. The adjustment to the schedule meant that we forfeited the session on other cross-cutting issues. As it turned out, many of these came up during the earlier discussions in any case, so there was not much to be gained from reviewing these at this point of the day. We used the extra time we gained (by not having this session) to continue the discussions of the afternoon themes.

Other Organizational Notes

We originally aimed to discuss two themes in the morning (Delivery System and Cascading Effects) and two themes in the afternoon (Why Being Here Matters and Discuss Together, Decide Together and Work Together), first in small groups and then in plenary. In small groups, participants were asked to discuss and report on:

1. What surprised you in the paper? What did not surprise you (rang true to your own experience)?

2. What are the implications of what we have heard for NGOs? For NGO policies? For NGO programming?

3. What are the implications of what we have heard for donors? For donor policies? For donor operational approaches?

Because all participants had read all four papers before they arrived, they did not discuss only two at a time. Instead, all groups discussed all four of the papers during the morning session. As a result, in the afternoon each group chose a single paper around which to focus its discussion. Groups spent more time unfolding exactly how they heard what had been said and listening carefully to the variations in the voices included in the papers, attempting to determine more fully some of the implications for future aid work. 

Starting the Workshop and Methodology Discussion

In the introductions, participants described their own experience in the field and with people in recipient societies (in addition to names, agencies and job titles). 

During my introduction, I traced out the methodology of the Project. One person challenged this vigorously on several grounds, including the lack of quantitative analysis and what he interpreted as too narrow a base of people interviewed. He also was concerned that the papers “only provided a lot of field evidence,” whereas he wanted more analysis of what this evidence meant and he wanted the papers to be more focused on guiding specific audiences, such as NGOs or donors. 

On the point of a narrow interview base, I was able to reiterate that we include in our conversations a very broad range of people, including those who have not themselves received assistance (he indicated that this greatly increased his confidence in the results). With regard to the quantitative point, I reiterated LP’s approaches to triangulation and rigor and noted that even the quantitative studies face their own dilemmas. With regard to the analysis and targeting of papers, I noted that in this Feedback stage, we are purposefully presenting what has been heard and asking the groups in the workshops to analyze these and determine which audiences need to hear what. 

This discussion took some time, but many of the group joined it – most expressing their interest and confidence in the LP’s approach, citing their own experiences with “most significant change” interviews and with social anthropology. 

The discussion laid helpful groundwork for subsequent conversations, allowing many in the group to speak out and express their own interests and approaches.

Summary of Discussions

Surprises: Most of the small groups reported back that “nothing really surprised us.” And we “have already heard these things before.” However, in their later comments, all groups noted that they were surprised by the idea that the amounts of money are not really a problem.

One group reported more surprises:

1. Working with partners is not always seen by local people as a good thing.

2. There is an apparent tension between local people asking for more goods/deliveries and their saying that when outsiders are present, it is possible that the distribution of things is fairer than it would be if managed only by local people. 

3. There seems to be a need for NGOs to focus more on root causes of poverty but we, NGOs, had thought we were doing that with our rights-based approaches.

4. Local people recognize and appreciate the fact that sometimes the gender programming is better if outsiders are present. 

Although only one group named this as a surprise, during the discussion most groups agreed that the idea that it is not always the right thing to work through local partners was an important surprise with important challenges (implications). 

Ringing True: In the discussion, people reiterated that what local people were saying did “ring true” with their experience. 

Implications for NGOs: During the day’s conversations, there were many comments about the basis for our thinking and acting as NGOs, and many of these questioned the fundamental rationale of NGO engagement. That is, the papers prompted people to ask fundamental questions about NGO approaches to assistance that are important to consider. The limitations of time did not allow us to go into these rather discouraged comments as much as could have been useful, as these questions offer openings for creative solutions and new areas of focus. 

Some noted other implications:

1. One asked, “what if people don’t even want a project?”

2. People asked if findings differed for different types of projects, notably emergency response and longer term development (I indicated no).

3. NGOs need better dialogues with donors.

4. NGOs need to spend more time with people at local levels – more time, less money.
5. NGOs need to self-reflect more (one group noted that this is difficult since each part of the current “delivery system” was developed for a well-intentioned reason and that NGOs have been involved in creating this system with good intentions; therefore, it is difficult to take apart a system that we have invested ourselves in developing).

6. “Forces you to questions the whole logic of NGO assistance.”

7. “We need to be more realistic about what we can and cannot do”…“We can’t overcome any of these things” Or “Can we?” “How?”

8. “We need to be more critical of the system.”

9. In order to avoid cascading effects, NGOs should be more courageous about walking away from money.

10. “The question is: where is the agenda going to be set-from above or from below?” (One small group developed a graphic with donors, NGOs and communities in a hierarchy and then turned it upside down to illustrate how this might look if we reversed the agenda-setting power.)

11. “To change donors, NGOs need to be more collaborative, speak with one voice.”

12. “Need more time and flexibility to move away from pre-conceived agendas.”

13. “NGOs are and should be accountable.”

14. “Need to increase our focus on corruption.”

15. “Need to communicate how we want to be accountable, invite local partners to watch us.”

16. “Need to walk the talk.”

17. There are personal style implications for how we act.

Implications for donors: Although the NGO implications received more attention than implications for donors, both from small groups and in the plenary sessions,. one oft-repeated point was that donors need to be more flexible. Others noted that donors also have pressures on them to meet schedules, make certain kinds of decisions, and move money as they do. We need to understand these pressures, they noted. 

However, a number of people also noted that what people in local communities/recipient countries are saying presents a real challenge to the Paris Declaration – either because it is a top-down driven agenda or because it has not realized its goal of putting local governments in the major decision-making position. This area is ripe for further discussions and feedback.

Log Frame Analysis and Local Involvement: One small group spent some time discussing LFA and whether or not it represents a straight-jacket to good interactions with local people. They noted that the issue papers show that local people welcome a focus on accountability and indicators. They also noted that the people quoted want to have LFA represent their own analysis of their own situation and their ownership of the issues. As they considered this, they proposed development of systems for community-based Monitoring and Evaluation and accountability (which, they noted, some are working on now). They also noted that LFA needs to be, and is, complemented by other tools that add information that does not fall immediately within the Log Frame. 

A small group also noted that the Issue Papers’ message that local people say they “do not get to choose” suggests that we should develop systems by which they can do so. This group suggested that communities, or recipient countries, should be able to define what they think needs to be done and what they want to do and then put out “tenders” to elicit proposals from donors and implementing agencies.

Presence:  During the afternoon’s small groups, several concentrated their discussions on the issue of Presence: Why Being Here Matters. 

One group noted that there is a real contradiction in the comments about wanting more “ownership” locally and wanting more presence. 

Another group noted that local people give five reasons for presence. However, as they read the ideas behind these reasons, they felt they boiled down to two essential issues: 1) presence leads to greater contextualization (i.e., challenges pre-packaging, increases knowledge, sensitivity, etc.) and 2) presence represents colleagueship, being with people. These two issues appear to be the central ones, behind all the variations on comments, this group felt.

This group also noted two additional questions about presence that need more information and analysis: 

1. How to be present? 

2. When to be present? 

The group felt that we should be pursuing these two additional dimensions in future LP exercises and in our analysis of what people are saying.

Finally, this group also noted that there are symbols that can signal presence or distance. For example, the white cars of international agencies can either be seen as a signal of separation/distance if they are used to travel past people, a high speeds, with windows closed, expressing fear of local dangers, etc.  Or, this group noted, if they are seen by local people as a mechanism by which they get visited often, that staff can reach more remote communities more readily, and that they bring people together, then they would be interpreted as a symbol of presence rather than distance. Another participant gave an example of a female development worker who chose to buy a bicycle and ride it to work rather than going by car, so that the commute was an opportunity to be more present than if she were in the car.
Another small group noted a number of dilemmas in the presence issue as follows:

1. In dangerous places, to what extent is distance determined by necessary security measures?

2. Presence takes time and money.

3. Presence requires openness and humility.

4. What are the relevant qualifications for presence, what are the values that local people are looking for in the people who are present? This goes to the “how” question above.

5. There is a diverging relationship between “rights-holders” and “duty-bearers,” they felt. (More specifically, NGOs are faced with the dilemma that they risk becoming duty-bearers instead of local government, which in turn threatens to undermine the accountability, responsibility and efforts of local government to improve the lives of the beneficiaries.)
6. Presence involves prioritizing time and resources and delineating roles and responsibilities between levels (outsider, insider, stakeholders of various sorts).

This group also felt that one positive value of presence has to do with mutual learning – perhaps related to the idea of colleagueship above. They felt that more presence could result in better mentoring as well as learning.

Missing from Papers/Additional Challenges to the Papers:

One group noted that the papers seem to “flatten out” complexity. The discussion that ensued raised an important question: namely, have the LP staff and discussions done this to more complex ideas or do the papers accurately represent what people are saying, and their message is that things are not so complicated—i.e. that there are a few straightforward and relatively simple rules for getting it right with regard to engaging with local people/communities? 

During the discussions, people also raised a number of ideas they felt were missing from the Issues papers, as follows:

· Government and local authorities and their roles in and relationship to international assistance

· Communication issues 

· Power relationships

· Implications for CBOs

· Positive stories

· Sufficient contextualization – who is saying these things? Why? What are their interests?

· “What ifs” – different scenarios of assistance and how it might work

· Analysis of implications of what is said

· Targeted focus – clarity about who this idea is directed toward

Looking Forward

This Feedback Workshop’s large number of organizations and participants contributed helpful perspectives and questions to the ongoing collaborative learning efforts of the Listening Project. We hope that these discussions of the more surprising local insights and challenging questions, as well as the points that rang familiar, will open doors to integrate what we are learning into future aid work.

Links to Listening Project Issue Papers

http://www.cdainc.com/cdawww/pdf/issue/lp_issue_paper_presence_2008oct_Pdf_2.pdf
http://www.cdainc.com/cdawww/pdf/issue/lp_issue_paper_discuss_together_decide_together_work_together_Pdf.pdf
http://www.cdainc.com/cdawww/pdf/issue/lp_issue_paper_cascading_effects_of_intl_agenda_2008oct_Pdf_1.pdf
http://www.cdainc.com/cdawww/pdf/issue/lp_issue_paper_intl_assistance_as_a_delivery_system_2008oct_Pdf_1.pdf
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