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Monitoring: a learning opportunity to foster accountability - A challenge for donors

By Khanyisa Balfour 

Published on the Community Development Resources Association website - www.cdra.org.za 

I am Khanyisa Balfour and I work as Communications Manager for the Social Change Assistance Trust (Scat) – an established Cape Town-based development grant-making organisation. I have been in the development sector for fifteen years, eight of which I have spent in three donor/funding organisations – two international and one South African grant maker. I have been fortunate to experience working in a variety of organisations, some of which approached development in a conventional way and others whose thinking was more developmental, while their practice was more conventional.  I have also worked in organisations whose thinking and practice was developmental. 

During my eight years of working in these organisations I have been disturbed by a number of the things we do, which have a bearing on our development practice.  First, I was mortified by the exorbitant amount of resources spent on monitoring recipient organisations. On many occasions I have felt embarrassed and guilty about our justification of the menial grants we give to some recipient organisations compared to how much we invested in ourselves to check up that they had, in fact, used the resources for the agreed purpose. When we visit these organisations we ensure that we get there safely and comfortably. Often, we fly to the nearest airport and travel in cars we pick up from a local car rental agency. These cars are often white; a colour that many rural people associate with authority and bureaucracy. On my recent visit to the Eastern Cape I was silently shocked by the comment of one of the community members of the project, as we prepared to drive off, when she said, ‘nihambe kakuhle…oh, sakukhe silale, asilali xa nizakufika…. kaloku ezi moto zisikhumbuza ngexesha lakudala labehloli namapolisa’ which translates into ‘drive safely, we will finally rest... we get sleepless nights when you are coming…these cars remind us of the past times with inspectors and the police’. Naturally I was upset by such a comment, for our visit to be likened to such an experience. But the truth is that is how they felt.

During these visits we rarely spend the night in the village with people, instead we sleep in comfortable hotels or in bed and breakfast establishments. My embarrassment worsened when I heard that there are some programme officers who spend only two hours on site during a monitoring visit, when sometimes almost double the recipient’s monthly grant equivalent is spent on the trip. This raises the question – what value do we get out of a two-hour visit in return for the resources invested in making it possible? 

I have felt guilty by our failure to acknowledge the development and resources that already exist when we enter into relationships with communities. One example of this is the extent to which we undermine indigenous monitoring methodologies when we bring imported models of development – often from the north and often non-developmental – to people who, for centuries, have successfully managed and monitored different sized projects using indigenous methods.

I have been irritated by the confusion we create when, consciously or unconsciously, through our practice we instil the idea in communities that development can be brought in and delivered; that there will be immediate change in the lives of people. The inherent danger is that when these changes do not happen as predicted, people might get discouraged from continuing to try. 

I have felt angry about the expectations we raise during our monitoring visits and interactions with people who have, over the years, managed without us. I have fumed at the divisions we generate by bringing in money to fairly stable communities that have existed and functioned in harmony in the past, and the disempowerment we thereby create in communities we purport to empower in the name of development.

I have been saddened by the paralysis we so often leave behind when we exit funding relationships with little or no notice about such actions. In this instance a community story comes to mind, of a couple of women who gave their lives to helping their community for no pay for years. One of the donor organisations I worked for gave a once-off grant from the unallocated funds, which we had accumulated at the end of our financial year, to a community-based organisation for which these women worked. Their application was taken from a pool of other funding applications that were rejected because they did not meet our funding criteria. We never gave an indication about the duration of our relationship, nor had an agreement on how funds would be spent.

As expected the community was excited because this meant that the women who had made such a contribution could be rewarded. Almost ten months later, when the grant was almost finished the organisation applied for further funding. Our response was that we would not continue funding them. My colleague responsible for this area received several phone calls from desperate community members calling in different capacities pleading for help. All was in vain because the project still did not meet our funding criteria. Two years later I met one of the women from the project at a seminar. She related the story of how the project slowly disintegrated because they could no longer work without pay as their families depended on the income they received from that grant. A year later the project closed down. We may not have been entirely responsible for the closure but were we not at least partly to blame?

I have had fears and doubts when we invested money in organisations that were not ready to manage such resources because we were eager to spend the budget. In such cases a donor has no knowledge of the community and its needs, neither the organisation nor its governance structure, except what is written in the application. This method of funding undermines organisations, it sets them up to fail and it encourages corruption. It also undermines monitoring, which is so central to the development process. 

I have felt annoyed when we donors do not challenge recipient organisations in a developmental way through our monitoring processes. It makes me uneasy when we are too flexible and too understanding – to the point of patronising recipients. This practice encourages dependency, it is disempowering and it promotes a culture of lack of accountability, which is an important development outcome. It therefore becomes essential that through our practice we try to find a healthy balance between challenging and supporting our recipients.

I must also concede that the best times of my development practice have been in these organisations; the years of excitement and fulfilment and years of personal and professional growth I have enjoyed. In particular I acknowledge my thrill when recipient organisations enter into a relationship with a donor, and a reasonable interdependency results in mutual benefit for both. I have felt fulfilled when I see the value of donor inputs in terms of people development, seen in self-actualisation, people claiming their power and rights while upholding their responsibilities. I have felt a sense of relief for a job well done when recipient organisations no longer feel guilty when the project has not achieved all that it was intended to, but instead have viewed this as a new resource. I have also felt it was worth the time and resources to nurture relationships which, over time, helped recipient organisations find the courage to challenge us as donors. 

Despite these strong emotions, I have always been convinced that monitoring is critical to development process. I also believe there must be a developmental way in which to achieve this; an approach that could help us donors move away from superficial efficiencies to a more developmental way in order to promote good development practice. I have become more and more convinced through my experience that if we put learning at the top of our monitoring agenda we could achieve this and more.  

The purpose of this paper is to explore whether we, as donor agencies, can shift our conventional engagement with recipient organisations from monitoring as policing, advising and directing to a developmental approach of monitoring as facilitating learning for accountability. And, whether with the power of money behind us, we can be true facilitators of such development processes?

Let’s take a brief look at what the conventional approach and a more developmental approach say about development, and about monitoring in particular. 

The conventional approach to development

The conventional approach maintains that development can be delivered and can be brought to the “undeveloped” by the “developed” in the form of skills, resources, infrastructure and other tangible deliverables within a specific time frame. It also professes that experts have the resources, skills, development experience and knowledge, which the “undeveloped” lack. Conventional practitioners perceive development as predictable and people participation predominantly as a means of delivering successful projects, not as an end in itself. They further argue that all successful development projects should be replicable models, irrespective of the context. 

According to this approach monitoring is a specialised field and only the “skilled” and the “developed” can do it. It ignores self-monitoring practices that need to be surfaced, acknowledged and nurtured to enable communities take more responsibility for their own development. There is a strong emphasis on the product rather than the process. Monitoring techniques are a platform for accounting for the product and the resources invested in it. They are about checking that plans are being implemented and for verifying that funds are utilised for the intended purpose. Narrative and financial reports - good financial records accompanied by a “clean financial report” from the experts are used as yardsticks for future funding. There is a strong emphasis on the product, which must be visible and measurable. This is often used as a benchmark to inform future decisions. Deviations from the planned activities are perceived negatively and often are punishable. Experts get called in to fix problems. Skills deficiency on the part of a recipient is understood as “undevelopment” and technical experts are called in to fulfil those functions where they are perceived to be lacking. 

The developmental approach to development

A more developmental approach would argue that development is a natural process in time; it already exists in all social systems. Problems and failures are taken as natural processes from which to learn about the appropriateness of the structure and relationships that support the system. It acknowledges and builds on existing development and indigenous resources. It maintains that development practitioners should see themselves as facilitators of people-driven development processes, not experts. Therefore they should not bring answers but questions that prompt answers during their interactions with people. A development approach espouses that participation is a must and should be at the core of development initiatives. Expert advice can be appropriate and useful, but only if it enhances indigenous capacity that already exists rather than replacing or ignoring it. 

The success of development initiatives is measured in terms of people’s ability to challenge each other and their context, their consciousness about their challenges, creativity, confidence and their ability to plan and set their own development agenda. It is also measured in relation to people’s ability to claim their rights while exercising responsibility. On the issue of replicability, a developmental approach professes that only lessons and learnings from other development models, not the models themselves, can be brought to another context because each context is unique. 

In my view, a more developmental approach views monitoring as providing an opportunity for reflection, learning, giving and receiving feedback, refocusing, reprioritising and replanning. The emphasis is on both process and product, including the intangible and invisible capacities. The problems associated with project implementation are as important as the successes and they should be perceived as a learning opportunity for all stakeholders. Monitoring is not about bringing in new ways, it is about fostering indigenous methodologies. Deviations from the plan of action should be understood as part of the unfolding development process. Learning, fostering accountability, capacity building and on-site support should be at the core of monitoring. And this is the joint responsibility of the donor and the recipient organisation. 

Making shifts towards a more developmental approach

So, how do we make that shift? Many questions come to mind. Will a shift in any way influence our own power? What kinds of relationships would help this shift? Are we donors open to real feedback? How do we create an environment for genuine two-way feedback? Do we have time to do this when there is pressure to deliver? Are there alternative ways we can reach the same purpose without making a mockery of development? 

Just as humans go through developmental changes, so do organisations, as they grow and develop to keep up with the changing environment. The transition from one phase to the next is often an agonising experience characterised by uncertainty due to the threat that the process of “letting go” poses to those concerned. What is reassuring is that this is a process; therefore the change itself will be developmental. Which means it can start with one person and gradually be introduced to others. In the following pages I attempt to shed some light on certain conditions that need to be in place to make the transition easier and smoother. They include the following:

Common paradigm of operation

Central to a smooth shift is a common paradigm from which parties operate. For example, the more similar the values and vision of a donor and a recipient, the more mutual their approach to development becomes, and the better the chances for a healthy relationship. If values do not intersect it is very unlikely the relationship will work. But how many of our recipients know what our visions and missions are, and our strategic priorities in their countries? How open are we about our own agendas? Are we open to creating space for such dialogue to take place?

In all my eight years of working for donor organisations I have interacted with many organisations, and only a handful have asked for this kind of information. As can be expected it was the more confident, larger, professional organisations that asked for this type of information. I must say at first I was a little reluctant to give it when I was asked, because it was not the culture of our organisation. We were even secretive about our strategy document, yet we were looking for organisations that would fit into our strategic priorities. As I moved on to more developmental donor agencies it was different. Giving such information became a way of life. It was normal practice to volunteer it before entering into a funding relationship. Sometimes there was little or no interest from some recipient organisations because they were not used to it.   

Taking time to build trust 

Trust is the vital foundation of all relationships. Since I have been in development I have found that donors who spend more resources – in terms of time and money on servicing, nurturing and strengthening the relationship – reap far better rewards than their counterparts. There is proof that donors can have the best agreements of cooperation, spend the best resources to monitor, but if the basis from which the relationship was built is not strong enough, the development process suffers. Even in the most conservative institutions there is growing recognition of this “chemistry” between people and teams as being an important factor in the workplace.  

Characteristic of trusting relationships are transparency, honesty, openness and recognition of interdependency. The more interdependent and transparent the relationship, the easier it is to work with the organisation and the deeper the trust. Where there is trust the relationship is less determined by the power of money.  Lack of clarity results in a lot of resources being wasted, which otherwise could have been invested elsewhere. Parties in a trusting relationship treat each other with great respect. The levels of security that strengthen the trust between the two parties become deeper. 

These relationships, however, take time to build, a great deal of energy to nurture, and require a conscious effort to maintain. I have heard of organisations that have invested eighteen months to two years in building a relationship before any further work proceeds and in some cases before any exchange of money. This time is used to get to know each other, clarify the purpose of the relationship and expectations, as well as drawing boundaries. This period also provides a platform for clarity on how things will be done, when monitoring will take place, what the nature of monitoring will be, and at what point the relationship will be reviewed or terminated. 

Interaction

Understanding the context in which the recipient organisation operates is probably the key benefit from this process. There are many ways in which this can be done. Being present at both formal and informal gatherings is a great opportunity to meet all stakeholders, whom one would be unable to meet in a formal field visit in a controlled environment like the office, and about whom one would not read in the report. I find that participating in informal activities of our recipients offers a wealth of information. Attending graduation ceremonies, fundraising events and celebrations is a highly effective way of deepening my understanding of the organisations and the context in which they operate. 

Our presence at these events makes people feel good about the work they do. It is a powerful way of strengthening the relationship and it dilutes the power dynamics that are prevalent in so many donor-recipient relationships. If used strategically, such interactions provide an opportunity for understanding what the real issues are, learning, confirming what we know and bring new insights to our development practice, which in turn help us in forecasting and reprioritising. 

In my situation the exposure to the realities of development have deepened my development knowledge and enhanced my appreciation for the passion and the conditions in which people, in rural communities in particular, work. Being there on site with people directly affected by development challenges has given me a different perspective on how to improve our practice as a donor. It has certainly changed my perceptions. I appreciate people’s hope, patience and energy more.  

Donor demands

But the cycle of trust and respect can be destroyed at any time. Hidden agendas, surprise visits, secrecy and failing to declare expectations up-front have contributed to the failure of potentially good donor-recipient relationships. 

Donor demands and requests put an enormous strain on the relationship. It is a fact that recipients find it hard to say no to such requests even when there is a good, open relationship. Let’s face it: how do you say no to a donor that has supported your organisation for more than ten years? It is hard, no matter how assertive the organisation.  If not managed properly, these requests have a huge impact on achieving the programme objectives and influence monitoring. Some of the organisations I have worked with have told me openly that it is not the requests they have a problem with, but the timing of such requests and the impact they have on programme implementation. With the increasing global interest in South Africa we find there are more people visiting communities through donor agencies. We therefore should be mindful of these issues.

Sometimes these ad hoc visits are in the middle of a learning cycle and the organisation does not have much to show the visitors. It is the truth that all of us (including the northern donors to the back donors) want to be good to our donors and we want to show that we are the best to invest in. We therefore need to exercise extra respect for each other. The same approach should be adopted in monitoring. 

The learning rhythm of an organisation is critical to developmental monitoring. As donors we should negotiate such that the timing of monitoring and conditions of the visits and reporting coincides with the learning rhythm of recipient organisations for mutual benefit. It is useless turning up for a monitoring visit or demanding reports in the middle of an implementation, an evaluation or a financial audit. If we are to be good development facilitators and remain committed to good development practice we need to respect this.  I would suggest that monitoring should be in sync with the organisational learning rhythms and capacity building cycles. It helps if monitoring visits and reports are timed such that they happen after a reasonable period of implementation for people to see results. For example monitoring visits done after a midterm review or at the end of an evaluation provide an opportunity for all parties to engage with the outcomes and recommendations of such processes. 

Such meetings and discussions are a good forum for receiving and giving feedback. Organisational development practitioners agree that people and organisations cannot learn without feedback. No matter how good we think we are, we are bound to get better at our practice if the very people whose lives we work towards improving also review us. A great deal of honesty is absolutely essential for us to learn from these interactions.

Attitudes and perceptions

Of equal importance in making the shift is the attitude; the values and beliefs of the programme officer. As development practitioners we should move away from being “experts” and acknowledge our ignorance because the “expert” view of ourselves adds to recipients’ lack of confidence in their work (especially rural organisations) and perpetuates negative stereotypes about rural people. This should also give us donors more reason to spend more time with the people in the community to enable us understand the context, rural realities, real issues and development processes, and most importantly to build trusting and lasting relationships with them. During our interactions we should also be open to learning something about ourselves. Although it was difficult, through a conscious effort on my part I learned a great deal about myself. My values and prejudices were also challenged in the process and my attitude shifted. I became more open-minded and sensitive to development processes and this allowed me to learn. 

In building trust another vital consideration is the urban – rural paradigm. There are age-old perceptions that all that is urban is best; that urban people know best. These perceptions are complicated by the fact that rural organisations, because they are marginalised and have limited access to resources, are often less confident to challenge. As most donors operate from an urban base, we need to be vigilant about the dynamics this brings into the relationships we build with rural recipient organisations. If we are to work in a developmental way this should give us more reason as donors to spend time building these relationships to encourage confidence in what they do and to challenge their own context first. Through this process “urbanism” gets tempered.

Money, power and dependence

The power dynamics of the money we bring into relationships is also crucial. It is well known that we tend to give our power to those who bring more money into a relationship. Donor-recipient relationships are no exception. As donors we need to be conscious of this perceived power in all interactions with recipients because of its potential to empower or disempower people. Although in good relationships it is less of an issue, it really never goes away. A simple example is my own organisation. Scat is an established organisation, fairly assertive and confident about itself and it has good relationships with all its donors, some of which have supported it for the nineteen years that is has existed. But, when some of our donors want something, and they want it now, as much as we have the confidence to say no, we move mountains to accommodate them because they bring a resource that no one else does. The same applies to some of our recipients when we ask for favours, for instance bringing visitors. I sometimes have a strong feeling that they would rather we did not, but they accommodate us. I sometimes pick up indirect statements, which indicate that ‘if you were not funding us, we would have told you off’. We therefore need to be more conscious of this because the practice is potentially disempowering.  

Potentially good relationships have also failed when money has been used to punish the other party. Some organisations I know of have had their funding cut or not approved because ‘they asked too many questions”, or they did not tow the line. This then raises a question about our own readiness to be challenged and to receive feedback about our practice. I also know of organisations that have challenged decisions not to grant them funding at the highest level, and these organisations were shunned throughout the funding relationship. But then what happens to organisations that are not as confident and are more dependent? They often compromise their values to be able to continue surviving, and often end up feeling less trusted and that they are treated with suspicion. I am convinced, however, that there is much we can do to improve the art of giving money. 

One suggestion is to spend the time necessary to lay a good foundation before money exchanges hands or have gradual increases of funding. This helps to build a common understanding of development challenges, building relationship and building capacity for people to see development as an organic process, not as charity. One such example is in the Scat model of funding. Scat provides “seed funding” to all its new recipients to allow time for all parties to “check each other out”, and for Scat to understand the community, the issues of concern, and the governance structure while building capacity where it is lacking. During these interactions trust is built, a potentially good relationship is strengthened and accountability fostered. We do this knowing that policing encourages people to lie and it undermines accountability. 

An additional dimension to this power dynamic is the issue of race. There is a global perception that all white people have money and they are experts. This is a potentially dangerous perception for our white colleagues in development and it impacts immensely on monitoring and development practice. I have been in the most embarrassing situations when I have taken groups of white local and international guests on exposure trips to the work that we do. Once they were literally grabbed from us by some local people to be shown other projects they were not there to visit. In another situation they were inundated with reams of applications for funding and CVs for jobs, and in most cases they were asked to make donations on the spot.  While I do not have the answer to this problem of our legacy, we should bear this in mind all the time during our interactions to avoid feeding into past experiences of white people as bringing answers to development problems. Instead we should build confidence of and show solidarity to those that are at the forefront of development in the respective communities we visit.  

The degree of dependence is another key factor to consider in making these shifts because of the good learnings that come during this period of building a relationship. The healthier and more mutual the level of dependence of the relationship, the easier it is to work as a team and learn from each other. I found that the more open recognition we gave, as a donor, to the fact that we need recipients to enable us to deliver on our own visions, the greater the respect for each other’s contribution. As it is usually larger organisations with strong and confident leadership with whom it is easier to have such a relationship, we need to strengthen the smaller and more rural organisations to achieve a healthy level of interdependency to be able to move towards independence. This, once again, should motivate us to invest in time to service our rural relationships better. 

Accountability and responsibility

The degree to which both parties account to each other is especially crucial in donor-recipient relationships because accountability is central to transformation, which we promote in development. The more accountable and transparent parties are to each other, the better the relationship. One of the reasons donors do monitoring is to ensure that the recipient organisation remains accountable. But how many of our partners know whom we account to and how? How much modelling do we do? Are we open to be challenged the way we challenge them? Who sanctions us as donors when we do not honour our obligations and commitments? 

On the other hand, too much emphasis on accountability undermines the ability to learn from the relationship. This is common in relationships where criteria, obligations and responsibilities become rules and the relationship becomes mechanistic. Yet, where there is an open and trusting relationship accountability becomes a non-issue. As donors we therefore need to be mindful of the fact that the more we check on people the less a culture of accountability we encourage. 

Too many layers of responsibility and accountability are another issue to consider for monitoring. It is not uncommon to find that funders are approached by an influential person who, when enough groundwork has been done, hands the follow-up down two or three layers before the beneficiary level. The longer the list of bosses or middle people between the beneficiary and the donor, the more role confusion is created, and the more difficult it is to monitor. One needs to know who one’s boss is. I know of organisations that have the most complicated structures, where every layer wants to claim fame for assisting a particular community, and the results have been unsatisfactory. Often it is the community that suffers in the end and this has serious implications for accountability and monitoring. 

Foundations of a developmental approach to monitoring

Good development practice is a process. It gets better as we reflect and learn from our experiences. We therefore should be conscious of the fact that if we are to shift the way we currently do things, we need to have the courage to change the status quo, give ourselves time to make mistakes and learn from them. Ultimately we will gain confidence in what we do to be able to challenge convention for the sake of good development practice.  Here are some sure winners to success: 

Create a culture of trust to build solid and lasting relationships

Choose partners with similar values as your organisation, after all “birds of a feather flock together”.   The more similar both parties, the deeper trust becomes. Work towards winning people’s confidence by being open, honest and transparent. Clarify own agenda first, in essence what’s in it for you. Demonstrate your own commitment and will to the process. With trust comes a great deal of responsibility. Deepen your own understanding of the sector and the context in which recipients operate. Maintain a healthy balance between challenging and supporting. Show your own insecurities and make known pressures put on you by the back donors. Values must permeate throughout the organisations.

Invest resources to nurture and maintain relationship

Invest money and time in keeping the dialogue going and servicing the relationship, as we do with our material possessions. Spend as much time before money exchanges hands as necessary.

No function is a small function to attend in development funder-recipient relationships. Use every opportunity you can manage to be part of the development process. You don’t have to be always present, but make an effort to acknowledge the importance of their activities. No relationship is conflict-free, and conflict is not always bad as long as it is managed properly and learnings are taken from it. 

Put learning at the top of the agenda

Make every interaction with stakeholders a conscious learning opportunity. Best learnings come from informal interactions. Ask good questions to generate discussions. Make time to reflect on these interactions and own practice and document our own learnings. It is OK to say ‘I don’t know’. We should use even our own resistance as an opportunity to learn. Be open and honest to receive and give feedback because we can be so much better if we are also reviewed. 

Shift power to dilute power dynamics

Acknowledge existing development and potential when entering into relationships. Build on existing indigenous practices and models. Acknowledge our own ignorance when we don’t know, and adopt a facilitation role rather than being experts. Move away from directing and giving advice, instead ask questions that trigger real people development. Create a balance between upholding rights and responsibilities.

Foster Accountability

Being open about who we account to is a good start. Transparency and honesty are cornerstones in building a culture of accountability. Agree up front on what needs to be done and agree on roles and responsibilities. Being open about our dependence on each other is also another critical factor to consider, for a great deal of learning happens during the dependency period of a relationship. Give people space to challenge each other and their context and be free to challenge where it is necessary and support where it is required. All of this happens where trust and honesty prevail.

For once how about using honesty, will and commitment to conscious learning as criteria for ongoing support instead of our superficial efficiencies? 

Closing thoughts

In the process of writing this paper it has become clear to me that any development intervention should start with building relationships, and this process takes time. That with conscious learning for all stakeholders in mind we can be good facilitators of development processes, even with the perceived power of money behind us. It has also become obvious that how these relationships are developed, shaped and maintained determines the degree of accountability to each other, which is a crucial development outcome. With all of this in mind we need to make an effort to consciously shift power to the “powerless” in the way we go about our practice.



