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Foreword

As the Secretary General stated in his report for the 2016 World humanitarian Summit (WHS) “The
humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and independence are central to obtaining
access to populations in need. Ensuring that all humanitarian assistance is impartial, neutral and
independent from military interventions or political agendas is critical for humanitarian organizations
to earn trust and acceptance among State and non-State armed groups and to gain and maintain access
and operate in safety.”

Ahead of the WHS, and recognizing the critical importance of Humanitarian Principles in humanitarian
action, WFP proposed to the Humanitarian Evaluation Interest Group (HEIG) to launch a first reflection
around humanitarian principles. The aim of this work is to deepen understanding on how the four core
Humanitarian Principles are evaluated, highlighting best practices where available, as well as
challenges and opportunities.

With financial support from WFP and UNICEF, a team of consultants from The Konterra Group led
by Tony Beck supported by Margie Buchanan-Smith, Belen Diaz and Lara Ressler Horst undertook an
analysis of current practice mainly through review of documents and interviews.

The review concludes that there is currently no common understanding within the sector, and
sometimes within agencies, of the Humanitarian Principles in terms of concepts and implementation.
At the moment only 4 percent of the evaluations reviewed could be considered good practice.. Overall
agencies are currently not prioritising (indeed rarely addressing) evaluation against Humanitarian
Principles, nor providing adequate guidance to evaluation managers and evaluators.

The conclusions of this desk review are a clear invitation to the humanitarian evaluation community to
consider carefully the diagnostic; to revisit and strengthen respective approaches to evaluation of
humanitarian principles; and, to embed them more systematically as core elements in evaluations
covering humanitarian contexts.

Helen Wedgwood Anne-Claire Luzot
UNEG Vice Chair HEIG Chair
Director of Evaluation WFP Senior Evaluation Officer WFP
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Executive Summary

1. Overview and background

Humanitarian action is governed by four main principles grounded in International Humanitarian Law and
the 1949 Geneva Conventions. The UN General Assembly (GA) has repeatedly reaffirmed the importance
of promoting and respecting these principles. The first three principles - Humanity, Neutrality and
Impartiality - were endorsed by GA resolution 46/182 (1991). GA resolution 58/114 (2004) added a fourth
principle, Independence.

Evaluation of humanitarian action (EHA) is an integral part of the humanitarian transformative agenda,
however the extent to which the Humanitarian Principles are reflected in evaluation practice, and how
adhering to the Humanitarian Principles can lead to a more effective humanitarian response, are both
unclear. For these reasons the Humanitarian Evaluation Interest Group (HEIG) of the UN Evaluation Group
(UNEG) commissioned this desk review with the following purpose:

e To provide the HEIG with a better understanding on how the four core Humanitarian Principles are
evaluated, highlighting best practices where available, as well as challenges and opportunities.

2. Methodology
The review triangulated between five main data sources:

o A review of general literature on the Humanitarian Principles since 2000, to determine trends in
understanding and implementation of the Humanitarian Principles, and the implications of this for
evaluation practice.

e An analysis of humanitarian strategies, evaluation policies and evaluation guidelines from ten
agencies, to assess how effective agencies are in integrating Humanitarian Principles within these.

e Ascreening for key terms related to Humanitarian Principles for a sample of 142

e evaluations covering seven emergencies (Afghanistan, DRC, Haiti, Somalia, Sudan, South Sudan,
and Syria), selected to be broadly representative of EHA.

e A sub-sample of 20 evaluations selected from the larger sample which included greater emphasis
on Humanitarian Principles, which underwent a more detailed analysis.

o Interviews with 12 key stakeholders concerning reflection of Humanitarian Principles in EHA.

3. Findings from the literature review

There is no common understanding of the Humanitarian Principles in terms of concepts and
implementation, which will make it challenging to develop common guidance on how to evaluate them.
The move to more closely link humanitarian and development programming through the World

Reflecting Humanitarian Principles in Evaluation [


http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/aid/countries/factsheets/thematic/ihl_en.pdf

Humanitarian Summit has implications for evaluation of Neutrality and Independence. Apparent
contradictions between the Principles, and the existence of other potentially “conflicting” Principles, make
evaluation even more challenging. Recent attempts to produce indicators of implementation of the
Humanitarian Principles will support evaluation.

Agencies are in general sensitive to including attention to Humanitarian Principles in their evaluations
because of: security risks for staff; the potential of hindering on-going negotiations for access; the
challenges of remaining operational in some contested contexts; and/or reputational risk. The
instrumentalization of humanitarian action has meant that many discussions about Humanitarian Principles
take place “behind closed doors”, which offers a further challenge to their evaluation.

Evaluating Humanitarian Principles may require strengthened methodologies, particularly in relation to
assessment of political aspects of emergencies and inclusion of the affected population through the
evaluation cycle, however these are not currently being employed. Understanding the political context of
the emergency and then applying this understanding to evaluation practice were seen as key elements of
evaluating Humanitarian Principles, however interviewees noted that EHA currently tends to take a more
technical approach. Research studies reviewed which have been able to effectively assess adherence to
Humanitarian Principles offer one future area of learning for evaluation.

4. Document review

The content on Humanitarian Principles in agency Humanitarian Policies is not being adequately reflected
in evaluation policies and guidance, evaluation policies are not providing adequate direction to agencies,
and there is a major gap in single and inter- agency evaluation guidance, concerning evaluation of
Humanitarian Principles.

5. Assessment of the sample of 142 evaluations

The word screening for 10 key terms found that “access” and “space” were the most commonly used terms,
in 56 per cent of total cases, and the terms “Humanity”, “Independence”, “Neutrality” and “Impartiality”
received limited reference. Use of these four terms was concentrated in 20 evaluation reports, and they do
not commonly appear together. Use of the key terms did not differ significantly by emergency, agency or
type of evaluation, suggesting a general weakness in evaluation of Humanitarian Principles across the

sector.

A quantitative and qualitative analysis of findings from the word search suggests that some explicit
discussion or mention of Humanitarian Principles takes place in about one third of EHA, but the level of
discussion of the Principles is somewhat general and lacks in-depth analysis. There is limited evidence of
the individual Principles being addressed in a disaggregated or substantial fashion. The analysis
demonstrates that discussion of access and security dominates the EHA discourse; almost 80 per cent of
evaluations reviewed assess performance against these two terms, but the link to Humanitarian Principles
is usually tenuous and implicit.
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6. Assessment of the sub-sample

Only six evaluations out of 142 could be considered good practice. However, given that these evaluations
consistently covered Humanitarian Principles this provides a basis on which to build. Evaluation Terms of
Reference are not providing adequate guidance to evaluation teams, and those evaluations which did include
a good reflection of Humanitarian Principles did so for the most part because of the initiative of individual
evaluators. While all evaluations in the sub-sample included a review of the political context of the
emergency, few linked this to evaluation of Humanitarian Principles.

Impartiality was the Principle most covered in the sub-sample, usually implicitly under the OECD-DAC
criterion of coverage. However, discussion of coverage/targeting was usually delinked from evaluation of
efforts to negotiate access to inaccessible areas and population groups. Detailed recommendations on
Humanitarian Principles were not widespread although a minority of reports did include specific
recommendations. Examples are given throughout this Section of better practice in evaluation of the
Humanitarian Principles.

7. Constraining and facilitating factors

Constraining and facilitating factors are usually mirror images of each other, and that is the case with
evaluation of Humanitarian Principles. The main factors considered were: sensitivity of agencies; expertise
in EHA; lack of guidance; and type of evaluation. Single agency evaluations made up 93 per cent of the
sample, and generally evaluate agency objectives as set out in planning documents and logframes, which
tend to focus on “technical” interventions such as providing food assistance or shelter. This is presumably
why discussion of access and security dominate the evaluations. The somewhat narrow focus of these
evaluations would currently appear to exclude evaluation of broader humanitarian trends as encapsulated
in the Principles.

Next steps for evaluation of Humanitarian Principles

Recommendations below are mainly suggestions/proposed next steps for further discussion and
consideration by UNEG members in its April 2016 meetings.

Potential uses of this desk review

Develop guidance on how to ensure adequate consideration of Humanitarian Principles in EHA. This could
include:

e Ensuring adequate attention to Humanitarian Principles in Evaluation Quality Assurance materials
(e.g. in WFP, UNICEF, UNHCR, OCHA, OHCHR and FAO). This could also include developing
guiding questions about Humanitarian Principles and how they connect to the OECD-DAC criteria,
and could be based on the indicative questions in Box 2 of this report.

e Provide specific guidance for evaluating against Humanitarian Principles, including how to develop
appropriate terms of reference and evaluation questions that are adapted and appropriate to the
context, and carry out an evaluability assessment, e.g. in ALNAP’s EHA guide. Include a focus in
this guidance on multi-country evaluations and on available good practice.
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Disseminate this report through agency and inter-agency websites.

Incorporate the findings of the report (including good practice examples), and of guidance material
that comes out of it, into EHA training (agency-specific and sector-wide e.g. through IPDET and
the UNICEF/ ALNAP/ EvalPartners e-learning course).

Update the ALNAP Quality Proforma and ALNAP (2006) Guidance on using the OECD-DAC
criteria, with a focus on expanding the definition of coverage to more directly focus on the
Humanitarian Principles and in particular Impartiality; and the definition of effectiveness to include
assessment of whether receipt of resources is compromising Humanitarian Principles. This updated

guidance material could also draw upon the DEC’s efforts to relate Humanitarian Principles to the
OECD-DAC criteria

Potential follow-up by the HEIG

Update the IAHE (2014) guidance on large-scale system-wide emergencies to provide greater
attention to evaluation of Humanitarian Principles, drawing on good practice examples where
possible.

Carry out a follow up review assessing NGO-commissioned evaluations and the extent to which
they reflect Humanitarian Principles. This could offer a useful complementary review to this HEIG
product which had a greater focus on UN agencies.

Pilot evaluation of Humanitarian Principles in an emergency where there is a lesser degree of
political conflict, e.g. in a natural disaster, as well as in a conflict environment, bringing in research
methodologies used by evaluations/reviews highlighted in Section 6 of this report. Include a focus
on whether adhering to the Humanitarian Principles leads to a more effective humanitarian response
in this pilot.

Pilot use of a confidential Humanitarian Principles Annex in inter-agency and single agency
evaluations. To ensure that this is not used as a way of ‘sweeping negative findings under the
carpet’, an independent resource person/ people could be appointed to advise on, and to peer review
how Humanitarian Principles are evaluated ‘confidentially’ in this way.

Following ECHO and OCHA, commission single agency evaluations which specifically focus on
Humanitarian Principles.

Use existing Communities of Practice (e.g. UNEG, ALNAP Humanitarian Evaluation Community
of Practice, the Pelican Initiative, EvalPartners) to disseminate the results of this review and
facilitate on-going discussion on evaluation of Humanitarian Principles, as well as capture
emerging good practice.

Carry out regular meta-evaluations to determine if evaluation practice has improved.
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1. Background and introduction

1. Humanitarian action is governed by four main principles grounded in International Humanitarian Law*
and the 1949 Geneva Conventions. The UN General Assembly (GA) has repeatedly reaffirmed the
importance of promoting and respecting these principles. The first three principles - Humanity,
Neutrality and Impartiality - were endorsed by GA resolution 46/182 (1991). GA resolution 58/114
(2004) added a fourth principle, Independence.

2. The Humanitarian Principles have been defined as follows:?

e Humanity: Human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found. The purpose of humanitarian
action is to protect life and health and ensure respect for human beings.

¢ Neutrality: Humanitarian actors must not take sides in hostilities or engage in controversies of a
political, racial, religious or ideological nature.

e Impartiality: Humanitarian action must be carried out on the basis of need alone, giving priority
to the most urgent cases of distress and making no distinctions on the basis of nationality, race,
gender, religious belief, class or political opinions.

¢ Independence: Humanitarian action must be autonomous from the political, economic, military or
other objectives that any actor may hold with regard to areas where humanitarian action is being
implemented.

3. The UN Secretary-General’s report for the World Humanitarian Summit (UN General Assembly 2016:
5) reiterated: “The Humanitarian Principles—Humanity, Impartiality, Neutrality and Independence—
are central to obtaining access to populations in need. Ensuring that all humanitarian assistance is
Impartial, Neutral and Independent from military interventions or political agendas is critical for
humanitarian organizations to earn trust and acceptance among State and non-State armed groups, and
to gain and maintain access and operate in safety.”

4. As the range of humanitarian actors has expanded in recent years, as evidenced in the consultations for
the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS), a number of more “traditional” humanitarian actors are
revisiting the Humanitarian Principles and reaffirming their commitment to those Principles.® This in

! International Humanitarian Law (IHL) includes the responsibilities of State and non-State parties during
armed conflict. This law defines basic issues such as the right to receive humanitarian assistance,
protection of civilians, including medical and humanitarian workers, and the protection rights of refugees,
women and children.

2 OCHA 2012. The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement includes
a slight variation on these definitions; for discussion of different understandings of the Humanitarian
Principles, see Section 3.

3 See, for example: ICRC 2016.
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turn is encouraging greater attention to how agencies assess and evaluate their performance against
Humanitarian Principles.

5. Evaluation of humanitarian action (EHA) is an integral part of the humanitarian transformative agenda.
However, the extent to which the Humanitarian Principles are reflected in evaluation practice is unclear,
and there appears to be limited understanding of how adhering to the Humanitarian Principles can lead
to a more effective humanitarian response. For these reasons the Humanitarian Evaluation Interest
Group (HEIG) of the UN Evaluation Group (UNEG) commissioned this desk review with the following
purpose:

e To provide the HEIG with a better understanding on how the four core Humanitarian Principles
are evaluated, highlighting best practices where available, as well as challenges and opportunities.

6. To achieve this purpose the review team* was requested to:

e Review existing practice, providing a mapping of the extent to which Humanitarian Principles are
evaluated and under what conditions, and a snapshot and analysis of methodologies used
(strengths and areas of weaknesses; adequacy of methodologies to evaluate each principle).

o Reflect on the way forward, including possible approaches to ensure that the Humanitarian
Principles are included as relevant in EHA

7. Thisis the first systematic review of reflection of Humanitarian Principles in evaluations commissioned
by UN agencies. As such it offers the opportunity to support evaluation playing a significant role in
both understanding how the Humanitarian Principles are currently applied, supporting their effective
and consistent application in future, and determining the results of their application or lack thereof. As
the consultation document for the WHS notes (WHS Secretariat 2015: 92): “Strengthening
accountability through asking humanitarian actors not just how effective or efficient they are but also
how well they live up to their principles would bolster consistency and build trust. If the usual
evaluations and audits by which humanitarian action is assessed and funded by donors give sufficient
weight to principles, it would be a practical driver of changed behaviour.”

4The Terms of Reference for the review are included as Annex 1. Details of the review team can be found
in Annex 9.
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2. Methodology

8.

The review team prepared an Inception Report covering: a data collection matrix, an analytical
approach, and an outline for this report. The Inception Report as approved by the HEIG was used to
structure this report. This Section provides an overview of the methodology applied, with further details
outlined in Annex 2.

Five main data sources provide a comprehensive overview of the evaluation of Humanitarian Principles
in terms of both evaluation content and process, and the reasons why good practice has been achieved
or constrained. The review triangulated between the main data sources as follows:

A review of general literature on the Humanitarian Principles since 2000, to determine trends in
understanding and implementation of the Humanitarian Principles, and the implications of this for
evaluation practice; and to contextualize the findings from the assessment of evaluations in the
review sample. A comprehensive literature review was outside of this consultancy’s scope; rather
it focused on key issues and trends with specific reference to evaluation. The literature review is
set out in Section 3, with references in the bibliography.

An analysis of 10 agency humanitarian strategies, evaluation policies and evaluation guidelines,
to assess how effective agencies are in integrating Humanitarian Principles within these. This
analysis was carried out to test the hypothesis that agencies that included greater attention to
Humanitarian Principles in these guiding documents would also integrate the Principles more
fully in evaluation practice; and to determine gaps in existing evaluation guidance which may
need to be filled by future guidance. The selection criteria for agencies was determined in relation
to the number of reports in the sample. Analysis of these documents is set out in Section 4, with
references in Annex 3.

A review of a sample of 142 evaluations covering seven emergencies (Afghanistan, DRC, Haiti,
Somalia, Sudan, South Sudan, and Syria), selected to be broadly, rather than statistically,
representative of EHA. A greater focus was placed on complex emergencies as in these settings it
is more challenging to adhere to Humanitarian Principles and evaluations would be expected to
focus more fully on them. The sample was subject to a key word search to review existing
evaluation practice and to delineate good practice examples. Considerable thought was given to
selection of the sample to ensure that conclusions could be drawn from its analysis — the
methodology is detailed in Annex 2, and the analysis set out in Section 5. Annex 4 includes the
evaluations in the sample.

A sub-sample of 20 evaluations which included greater emphasis on Humanitarian Principles
(Annex 5), selected from the larger sample, which underwent a more detailed analysis (Section
6).

Interviews with 12 key stakeholders: (1) interviewees with an overall perspective on how
humanitarian agencies have assessed their performance against Humanitarian Principles, and
trends in the application of Humanitarian Principles in humanitarian action, who provided
contextual analysis, and (2) evaluation managers and evaluators interviewed concerning
evaluation processes and factors constraining or facilitating evaluation against Humanitarian
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Principles, how better practice was achieved using examples from the sub-sample, and to capture
“implicit” references to Humanitarian Principles. Findings from these interviews are integrated
throughout the report. Interviewees are listed in Annex 6, and the questionnaire used in Annex 7.

10. We took a 15-year timeframe in our literature review, to provide contextual analysis of how debates
and alignment with Humanitarian Principles has evolved in the sector, but a five- year timeframe in our
review of evaluations, to ensure this is a manageable task (in view of the large numbers of evaluations
of humanitarian action carried out each year) and to ensure we are reflecting on current EHA practice.

11. Limitations:

e Some better practice examples may have been missed as not all evaluations are in the public
domain, particularly evaluations which cover sensitive material.

e The number and range of agencies consulted was limited by resource availability and it was only
possible to carry out an interview with one evaluation office.

e The word search may not have captured “implicit” references, that is discussion of Humanitarian
Principles where the key terms were not referenced. The key terms used may not have captured
references to other concepts and standards (e.g. Do No Harm, Sphere).

e The review covers almost exclusively English language evaluations, although two French
speaking countries were included in the sample.

e The original intention was to include good practice; however, this was in short supply. It was not
possible to find 25 good practice evaluations as planned, rather 20 “better practice” evaluations
were included in the more detailed sub-sample review.

e The sample is drawn mainly from “traditional” humanitarian actors. The ‘“non-traditional” actors
(e.g. government and NGOs in the Middle East providing humanitarian funding) have not been
covered given the scale of the consultancy.

e It was not possible to locate all agencies’ evaluation guidance.

Some report areas such as sensitivity of agencies and guidance have been covered under different Sections
as the evidence presented is based on different data sources.
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3. Humanitarian Principles and evaluation: review of the
literature

12. This Section reviews literature on Humanitarian Principles in relation to its implications for EHA. As
direct discussion of EHA is limited, this review has extrapolated the main issues that are relevant. The
Section does not review the extensive literature on Humanitarian Principles (ably summarized in
Collinson and Elhawary (2012) and other documents below, on which this Section draws). Nor does it
assess how the Humanitarian Principles have or have not been applied over time and in different
contexts. Rather it seeks to answer the following questions:

e What does the literature on Humanitarian Principles over the last 15 years tell us concerning
evaluation of Humanitarian Principles?

e What can evaluation contribute to an understanding of the ways in which Humanitarian Principles
are applied?

13. Findings from this Section contextualize the data analysis in the remainder of this report and feed into
the next steps recommended in Section 7.

3.1 What is to be evaluated? Understandings of Humanitarian Principles

14. Most EHA takes place against the results statements and indicators in project, programme or country
level planning documents, and/or against a policy, and/or against an agency’s central strategic plan.
The first steps in evaluation of Humanitarian Principles would therefore be to assess the extent to which
agencies state their intent of adhering to the Humanitarian Principles, and determine whether the stated
results have been met. We note that there has been a lack of guidance, both sectorally a