
Eyes and Ears on the Ground: 
Monitoring aid in insecure 
environments
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How statisfied are you with your own M&E?
(n=140)

How statisfied are you with your implementing 
partners’ M&E? (n=109)

9HU\�VDWLVȴHG 6DWLVȴHG �1RW�VDWLVȴHG�DW�DOO�1RW�VR�VDWLVȴHG

W     here insecurity is high, it is challenging not only to deliver assistance, but also to 
DVVHVV�LWV�UHDFK�DQG�H΍HFWLYHQHVV�WKURXJK�PRQLWRULQJ�DQG�HYDOXDWLRQ��0	(���7KH�WKUHH�

\HDU�6HFXUH�$FFHVV�LQ�9RODWLOH�(QYLURQPHQWV��6$9(��UHVHDUFK�SURJUDPPH�DQDO\VHG�GL΍HUHQW�
VWUDWHJLHV�IRU�PRQLWRULQJ�DLG�LQ�$IJKDQLVWDQ��6\ULD��6RPDOLD�DQG�6RXWK�6XGDQ�LQ�FROODERUDWLRQ�
ZLWK����OHDUQLQJ�SDUWQHUV��7KLV�SDSHU�GHVFULEHV�LWV�PDLQ�ȴQGLQJV��EDVHG�RQ�RYHU�����LQWHUYLHZV��
���IRFXV�JURXS�GLVFXVVLRQV��D�UHYLHZ�RI�RYHU�����0	(�GRFXPHQWV��DQG�DQ�RQOLQH�VXUYH\�
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Aid agencies have started to innovate and roll out promising approaches to monitor aid in some of the 

most challenging environments. Despite this, there remains a widespread perception that M&E systems 

QHHG�WR�EH�LPSURYHG��7KH�IDUWKHU�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�RSHUDWH�IURP�DUHDV�LQ�QHHG��WKH�PRUH�GLVVDWLVȴHG�WKH\�
EHFRPH�ZLWK�0	(�SUDFWLFHV��1*2V�DQG�ORFDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�ZLWK�GLUHFW�ȴHOG�SUHVHQFH�WHQG�WR�EH�PRUH�
VDWLVȴHG�ZLWK�WKHLU�0	(��7KH�SDUWQHUV�RI�WKH�VDPH�ORFDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV��KRZHYHU��GR�QRW�VKDUH�WKLV�
SRVLWLYH�SHUFHSWLRQ�DQG�DUH�RIWHQ�GLVVDWLVȴHG�ZLWK�WKHLU�LPSOHPHQWLQJ�SDUWQHUVȇ�PRQLWRULQJ�V\VWHPV�
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Current monitoring systems are best suited for creating accountability to donors, measuring and 

verifying outputs, and providing information to operational decision-makers. Where projects are 

managed remotely, they become less complex,1 and donors are more concerned about demonstrating 

that funds are spent as intended. Therefore, investments tend to focus on introducing additional 

controls – for example, by using technologies for monitoring or employing third parties to verify results 

Ȃ�DQG�PDQ\�DLG�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DUH�UHOXFWDQW�WR�VKDUH�QHJDWLYH�ȴQGLQJV��

By comparison, current monitoring systems are weak at creating accountability to communities. 

6XUYH\�UHVSRQGHQWV�UDWHG�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�WR�D΍HFWHG�SRSXODWLRQV�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�WRS�WKUHH�REMHFWLYHV�RI�
PRQLWRULQJ��EXW�ZHUH�QRW�VDWLVȴHG�ZLWK�WKHLU�DELOLW\�WR�DFKLHYH�WKLV��2YHU����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�DLG�UHFLSLHQWV�
VXUYH\HG�LQGLFDWHG�WKDW�WKH\�KDG�QHYHU�EHHQ�FRQVXOWHG�DERXW�WKH�DLG�H΍RUW��VHH�FKDUW���&RPPXQLWLHV�
criticised aid agencies for relying too much on community leaders or “gatekeepers” and for not involving 

them in the planning and implementation of projects, and complained about not hearing back after 

providing feedback. 

Did aid agencies consult you about the aid you received?

Communities appreciated phone and internet-based feedback systems where they work, but noted 

WKDW�WKHVH�FDQQRW�VXEVWLWXWH�IDFH�WR�IDFH�FRQYHUVDWLRQV��*RRG�SUDFWLFH�LQYROYHV�DVVHVVLQJ�FRPPXQLWLHVȇ�
communication preferences and combining technology with more traditional approaches. The demand 

for more-direct communication and inclusive programming processes cannot be met with better 

feedback mechanisms alone. A broader set of approaches is needed in insecure settings, such as 

providing communities with timely and reliable information on available humanitarian services, and 

ensuring they know about their rights and entitlements.

���Ζ19(670(176�Ζ1�0	(�1(('�72�%(�%(77(5�7$5*(7('�$1'�025(�675$7(*Ζ&
Investments in stronger M&E systems have occurred in all contexts studied. However, they tend 

to create additional layers of monitoring at agency, cluster, consortium, donor and country levels. 

Investments should be more strategic to avoid duplication and should target the most relevant gaps. 

$LG�DJHQFLHV�LGHQWLȴHG�FDSDFLW\�FRQVWUDLQWV�DV�WKH�VLQJOH�ELJJHVW�REVWDFOH�WR�EHWWHU�PRQLWRULQJ��
6WUHQJWKHQLQJ�V\VWHPV�DQG�SHUVRQQHO�DW�JURXQG�OHYHO�VKRXOG�WKXV�EH�WKH�ȴUVW�SULRULW\�IRU�IXUWKHU�
LQYHVWPHQWV��*RRG�SUDFWLFH�FRPELQHV�YHULȴFDWLRQ�DQG�FDSDFLW\�GHYHORSPHQW��)RU�H[DPSOH��PRQLWRULQJ�
DQG�UHSRUWLQJ�VSHFLDOLVWV�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�&RPPRQ�+XPDQLWDULDQ�)XQG�LQ�6RXWK�6XGDQ�KHOS�SDUWQHUV�
design their M&E systems, provide mentoring and hands-on advice, and verify partner reports.2 Since 

ORQJ�VXE�FRQWUDFWLQJ�FKDLQV�PDNH�RYHUVLJKW�PRUH�GLɝFXOW��GRQRUV�DQG�DJHQFLHV�VKRXOG�LQYHVW�LQ�PRUH�
GLUHFW�ȴHOG�SUHVHQFH�ZKHUH�SRVVLEOH�3

1  Stoddard, A. and Jillani, S. (2016) The Effects of Insecurity on Humanitarian Coverage (report from the Secure Access in Volatile Environments 
(SAVE) research programme: SAVEresearch.net); Integrity Research & Consulting (2015). Cross Cutting Evaluation of DFID’s Approach to 
Remote Management in Somalia and North-East Kenya – Evaluation Report.  

2 Steets, J. and Caccavale, J. (2016) The Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism of the Common Humanitarian Fund in South Sudan (report from 
the Secure Access in Volatile Environments (SAVE) research programme: SAVEresearch.net).

 
3 See Haver, K. & Carter, W. (2016). What it Takes: Principled pragmatism to enable access and quality humanitarian aid in insecure 

environments (Report from the Secure Access in Volatile Environments (SAVE) research programme: SAVEresearch.net)
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 Investments should also encourage data sharing 

DQG�UHȵHFW�ZKLFK�IXQFWLRQV�DUH�EHVW�IXOȴOOHG�DW�ZKDW�
OHYHO��)RU�H[DPSOH��LPSOHPHQWLQJ�DJHQFLHV�DQG�
local organisations close to the ground need to lead 

H΍RUWV�WR�FRPPXQLFDWH�ZLWK�D΍HFWHG�SRSXODWLRQV��
System-wide mechanisms can help aggregate 

and analyse feedback, and collect overall data on 

FRPPXQLW\�SHUFHSWLRQV��)RU�WKLV�WR�PDWHULDOLVH��
concerns about sharing negative feedback data with 

peers and donors also need to be addressed.  

���7+Ζ5'�3$57<�021Ζ725Ζ1*�6+28/'�127�5(3/$&(�Ζ03/(0(17Ζ1*�25*$1Ζ6$7Ζ216ȇ� 
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Aid agencies, especially UN agencies and donors, increasingly contract third parties to verify and collect 

PRQLWRULQJ�GDWD��7KLV�FDQ�SURYLGH�YDOXDEOH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�ZKHUH�DFFHVV�IRU�RZQ�VWD΍�LV�OLPLWHG��EXW�LW�KDV�
VLJQLȴFDQW�GRZQVLGHV��

$LG�DJHQFLHV�ZHUH�RIWHQ�GLVVDWLVȴHG�ZLWK�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI�GDWD�DQG�UHSRUWLQJ�E\�WKLUG�SDUW\�PRQLWRUV��
DQG�XQGHUHVWLPDWHG�WKH�WLPH�DQG�H΍RUW�QHHGHG�WR�PDNH�VXFK�DUUDQJHPHQWV�ZRUN��7KH\�DOVR�ULVNHG�
damaging their reputation due to inappropriate behaviour by external monitors and weakening their 

links to communities.4 Agencies should limit third-party monitoring to exceptional situations and avoid 

replacing their own monitoring systems.

���7(&+12/2*Ζ&$/�722/6�&$1�$''5(66�021Ζ725Ζ1*�&+$//(1*(6��%87�%5Ζ1*�1(:�5Ζ6.6
Aid agencies have developed and tested a number of technological applications to improve the 

TXDQWLW\�DQG�TXDOLW\�RI�PRQLWRULQJ��7KHVH�R΍HU�YDOXDEOH�ZD\V�RI�FROOHFWLQJ��DJJUHJDWLQJ�DQG�DQDO\VLQJ�
an ever-growing amount of data. However, armed groups often associate technologies with spyware 

DQG�UHVWULFW�WKHLU�XVH��FUHDWLQJ�VHFXULW\�ULVNV�IRU�VWD΍�DQG�DLG�UHFLSLHQWV��7KHUH�DUH�DOVR�LPSRUWDQW�
challenges concerning the use and sharing of data, and aid agencies should develop policies to ensure 

that technologies are applied responsibly. The SAVE toolkit on Technologies for Monitoring in Insecure 

Environments summarises experiences made to date and can inform such policies.�

4 Sagmeister, E. and Steets, J. with Derzsi-Horvath, A. and Hennion, C. (2016) The Use of Third-Party Monitoring in Insecure Contexts: 
Lessons from Afghanistan, Somalia and Syria (report from the Secure Access in Volatile Environments (SAVE) research programme: 
SAVEresearch.net).

 
5 Dette, R., Steets, J. and Sagmeister, E. (2016) Technologies for Monitoring in Insecure Environments: A Menu of Options (report from the 

Secure Access in Volatile Environments (SAVE) research programme: SAVEresearch.net). 
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• (QVXUH�DGHTXDWH�FDSDFLW\�LV�LQ�SODFH�IRU�VHOHFWLQJ�DQG�WUDLQLQJ�PRQLWRUV�
• Invest in internal systems for using data from third-party monitoring and getting it to decision-makers.

• )XUWKHU�GHYHORS�WKH�XVH�RI�WHFKQRORJLFDO�GHYLFHV�WR�LQFUHDVH�FRQWURO�RYHU�ȴHOG�PRQLWRULQJ�
• Jointly assess security risks for monitors and existing security systems of third-party monitors.

• Coordinate use of third-party monitoring among peers, and exchange on emerging lessons.

• Limit primary reliance on third-party monitoring to exceptional areas with constrained access.

• 5HJXODUO\�UHDVVHVV�WKLUG�SDUW\�PRQLWRULQJ��DQG�LQYHVW�LQ�DFFHVV�VWUDWHJLHV�WR�UHWXUQ�WR��PRUH��LQWHUQDO�
monitoring.
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&XUUHQW�OHYHOV�RI�PRQLWRULQJ�DUH�SHUFHLYHG�WR�EH�LQVXɝFLHQW��Better M&E does not have to be 

more expensive, but needs to be better targeted and more strategic. To improve M&E in insecure 

settings, aid professionals tend to create additional layers of monitoring at agency, cluster, consortium, 

donor and country levels. There should be more strategic and collective decisions regarding the 

monitoring functions needed at each level as well as the appropriate overall level of investment. 

&XUUHQW�PRQLWRULQJ�LV�GULYHQ�E\�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�WR�GRQRUV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�WR�DLG�UHFLSLHQWV� More-

inclusive programming can be encouraged by donors and supported by third parties collecting data on 

FRPPXQLW\�SHUFHSWLRQV��&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�H΍RUWV��KRZHYHU��QHHG�WR�EH�OHG�E\�LPSOHPHQWLQJ�DJHQFLHV�
and local organisations close to the respective populations. 

7KHUH�QHHGV�WR�EH�PRUH�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�FDSDFLW\�LQ�QDWLRQDO�DQG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
LPSOHPHQWLQJ�DJHQFLHV�ZRUNLQJ�FORVH�WR�WKH�ȴHOG� Capacity gaps are the main obstacle to better 

PRQLWRULQJ��6WUHQJWKHQLQJ�V\VWHPV�DQG�SHUVRQQHO�DW�WKH�JURXQG�OHYHO�VKRXOG�EH�WKH�ȴUVW�SULRULW\�
IRU�IXUWKHU�LQYHVWPHQW��'RQRUV�DQG�LPSOHPHQWHUV�VKRXOG�LQYHVW�LQ�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�DV�PXFK�GLUHFW�ȴHOG�
SUHVHQFH�DV�SRVVLEOH��/RQJ�VXE�FRQWUDFWLQJ�FKDLQV�PDNH�H΍HFWLYH�RYHUVLJKW�PRUH�GLɝFXOW�

The decision to provide assistance in highly insecure environments is a risk shared by donors and their 

partners. 'RQRUV�VKRXOG�UHZDUG�SDUWQHUV�IRU�EHLQJ�WUDQVSDUHQW�DERXW�JRRG�DQG�EDG�UHVXOWV��
UDWKHU�WKDQ�IRU�NHHSLQJ�DQ�DSSHDUDQFH�RI�WRWDO�FRQWURO�DQG�DFFRXQWDELOLW\��

)8//�5(3257
)RU�PRUH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�WR�FLWH�WKLV�ZRUN��SOHDVH�UHIHU�WR�WKH�IXOO�UHSRUW��6WHHWV��-��6DJPHLVWHU��(���
5XSSHUW��/����������(\HV�DQG�(DUV�RQ�WKH�*URXQG��0RQLWRULQJ�$LG�LQ�ΖQVHFXUH�(QYLURQPHQWV�� 
�5HSRUW�IURP�WKH�6HFXUH�$FFHVV�LQ�9RODWLOH�(QYLURQPHQWV��6$9(��UHVHDUFK�SURJUDPPH� 
6$9(UHVHDUFK�QHW�

(1+$1&Ζ1*�021Ζ725Ζ1*�7+528*+�7(&+12/2*< 

• Mobile phones can broaden the reach of feedback systems, but provide little feedback on sensitive issues 

such as diversion.

• 'LJLWDO�GDWD�HQWU\�DSSOLFDWLRQV�VDYH�WLPH��HQKDQFH�GDWD�TXDOLW\�DQG�VSHHG�XS�WUDQVPLVVLRQ�DQG�DQDO\VLV�
• While satellite imagery is still rarely used, it can provide independent data and support situation and impact 

monitoring.

• Movement tracking devices can help identify and prevent diversion.

• Radio can inform communities with interactive programme formats.

• 6RFLDO�PHGLD�DQG�RQOLQH�SODWIRUPV�R΍HU�DQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�ZKHUH�SKRQH�QHWZRUNV�DUH�QRW�ZRUNLQJ��EXW�LQWHUQHW�
is available.

http://SAVEresearch.net

