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For those who live on less than $1.25 a day, aid effectiveness is not a bureaucratic issue; it’s a 
personal and practical one, of access to food, education and health care for millions of people 
worldwide. For us as Development actors, aid effectiveness is about doing our work better.  

 
Dóchas speaks about “development effectiveness”, to highlight that effectiveness is about 
both the impact of development actors’ actions and the promotion of sustainable change that 
addresses the root causes and symptoms of poverty, inequality and marginalisation. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The key question is what it is you want to measure: many indicators being used in our sector 
do not answer the key question of whether the aid is making a real and positive difference in 
poor people’s lives. 
 
There are many ways in which aid can “be effective”, 
and there is currently no agreement in our sector as to 
which types of effectiveness are most relevant. Is 
“effectiveness” being able to demonstrate low overhead 
costs, or adequate construction of school buildings, or 
is “effectiveness” linked to issues such as educational 
results, or land reform?  
 
 

  

Q: What is all this talk of “Aid Effectiveness” 

really about? 

Q: So if it’s just about doing our work better, 

why don’t we just improve our M&E? 

Have a look at the Better Aid and the 
Open Forum websites, to see how, 
internationally, NGOs are trying to 
come up with shared principles of 
“effectiveness”. 

http://www.betteraid.org/
http://www.cso-effectiveness.org/
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In 2005, governments agreed their own set of “Aid Effectiveness” principles (see this short 
overview). But much of their agreement is not relevant for NGOs, or is too much focused on 
NGO roles in the area of service delivery and coordination. NGOs want to make sure that their 
model of effectiveness applies to the full spectrum of NGO/CSO roles. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In particular, the global CSO Effectiveness process threw up a number of challenges that civil 
society organisations should consider: 
 

 How do NGOs/CSO demonstrate (and measure) impact? 

 How can CSOs be sure they have equitable partnerships? 

 What do CSOs expect from an “enabling environment” (one of the Paris 
Declaration commitments on the part of donors)? 

 How can CSOs establish sustainable funding sources? 

 How can CSOs enhance their representativeness, legitimacy and credibility? 

 What work is needed in terms of stimulating recognition of the CSOs’ role as 
development actors? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
That’s why it is important to be clear about what we want to talk about, and what we can do. 
Dóchas thinks that Aid Effectiveness is about four sets of issues, each with their own level of 
complexity: 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  

Q: Why don’t NGOs just use the 

Effectiveness principles agreed by donors? 

Q: I get it - “aid effectiveness” is about more than 

being efficient as an aid organisation. But isn’t the 

danger that these discussion will all get very vague 

and pointless? 

http://www.oecd.org/document/18/0,2340,en_2649_3236398_35401554_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://www.oecd.org/document/18/0,2340,en_2649_3236398_35401554_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://www.oecd.org/document/18/0,2340,en_2649_3236398_35401554_1_1_1_1,00.html


NGOs that want to increase their long-term impact need to address the quality of their work at 
a number of levels: their organisational skills, their systems and procedures, their partnerships, 
and the relevance of their work to the context in which they operate.  

 

 
 
 

This means that it is not enough to improve the technical skills of the programme staff, or to 
increase the organisation’s annual budget – effective organisations need to influence donor 
policies, build their skills and competencies, have efficient and professional internal 
procedures, and work in ways that go beyond the immediate symptoms of poverty. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Well yes, but not just that. Essentially, each NGO should make sure that it has a clear model of 
what “Quality” or “Effectiveness” means for them. The diversity of NGOs means that there will 
be many different answers; the important thing, though, is that each NGO makes their own 
concepts of quality as explicit as possible. 
 
The model above can serve as a starting point, as it lists some suggestions for areas of focus 
when it comes to discussing NGO effectiveness. 
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Q: All this talk of “rights-based approaches” 

and “networking” starts to make sense now – 

you want us to have a look at what our role as 

a Northern NGO is?  



1. At the level of the “enabling environment”: 
 

• Lobby for achievement of Ireland’s ODA promise.  
• Monitor Ireland’s aid performance, by researching relevant parts of 

NGO and Governmental aid practice.  
• Building greater public and political understanding of 

development cooperation, by communicating that aid works.  
• Shape NGO dialogue with Irish Aid. 
• Influence EU policies and practice. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Dóchas has been working on NGO Quality for some time now. Have a look at this document, 
which sets out some of our thinking about our role in that context. 
 
In short, we believe that: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This means that Dóchas wants to help its member organisations improve the Quality of their 
work by: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Q: So what support can we expect from 

Dóchas in all of this?  

Q: That all sounds very nice, but what 

does it really mean in practice?  

http://www.dochas.ie/Shared/Files/4/Dochas_on_Maximising_NGO_Impact.pdfhttp:/www.dochas.ie/Shared/Files/4/Dochas_on_Maximising_NGO_Impact.pdf


2. At the level of NGO capacity and effectiveness: 
 

• Provide a forum for NGOs to share examples of what works, and 
of what they have learned (eg. Working Groups). 

• Support NGOs in formulating standards of practice and codes of 
conduct. 

• Together with organisations such as DTALK, help NGOs to adhere 
to Quality codes of conduct and other relevant standards. 

• Help NGOs learn from others. 
• Inform NGOs through news services and analysis. 

 

3. At the level of making a positive and lasting difference for poor people: 
 

• Promote discussion among NGOs about what Quality and 
Accountability mean for them. 

• Help NGOs improve Partnerships, by formulating guidelines and 
ideas for improvement. 

• Provide a forum for discussion, to help NGOs develop concepts of 
Quality and Effectiveness. 

• Promote ways for NGOs to influence and reform policy 
processes that have an impact on poor people. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
That really is not that important in this context. All NGOs have a moral duty to always push 
themselves towards better quality, irrespective of what Irish Aid may think. 
 
In January 2010, Dóchas and Irish Aid hosted a meeting, to explore mutual expectations in this 
area. Irish Aid were very clear that they are committed to implementing the Paris Declaration and 
the Accra Agenda for Action, and the Irish Aid Civil Society Policy. (see the annexes). As a result, 
they will increase the focus on Quality and Impact. 
 
This means that over the next year, they are going to review how they interact with all their 
partners (not just NGOs), to see can they move towards a partnership model which incentivises 
quality and impact. They don’t want to be seen as simply a funder; in stead, they are looking to be 
an active partner, which includes elements of critical dialogue and joint learning.  
 
Naturally, they cannot have such relationships with all the organisations they are currently 
funding, and they are thinking of moving towards a two-tiered system, where they have strong 
partnerships with a limited number of programme partners, as well as a more flexible, more 
project-based set of funding relationships with other organisations. 
 

Q: And what does Irish Aid want us to do?  

http://www.accrahlf.net/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/ACCRAEXT/0,,contentMDK:21690826~menuPK:64861649~pagePK:64861884~piPK:64860737~theSitePK:4700791,00.html
http://www.irishaid.gov.ie/article.asp?article=1213


At the January meeting, Irish Aid were really looking for feedback from Dóchas members as to 
how they could come towards a more effective working relationships with NGOs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The meeting in January followed on from two NGO meetings on Aid Effectiveness, at which 
Dóchas members were discussing their own interpretation of the debate.  
 
The meeting in November was essentially a training, where NGOs could learn more about the 
Paris Declaration and the Accra Agenda. The second Dóchas meeting, in January, tried to come 
up with an NGO vision of Aid Effectiveness. It found that quite a few Dóchas members already 
have models in place, and members were very happy to share those with each other. The 
meeting also generated the basis for the Effectiveness model presented on page 3 of this 
document. 
 
The Dóchas-Irish Aid meeting of January tried to bring about a common understanding about 
priorities and approaches to Effectiveness and Quality. Its conclusions can be summed up as 
follows: 
 

What each individual organisation can do: 
 

 Ensure it has an explicit model for Quality (formulating its Theory of Change, 
strategy, and its expected outcomes – including how it will measure these). 

 Assess its current competencies and skills, to see if there are major gaps. 

 Formulate its Organisational Development needs, and discuss with Dóchas and 
DTALK how it can address them. 

 Assess to what degree it actually adheres to the Codes of Conduct that it has 
signed up to. 

 Identify and document stories and examples of success (and share those with 
Dóchas members). 

 
What we can do as the NGO sector: 
 

 Actively campaign for the fulfilment of Irish and EU aid promises (and base that 
campaign on analysis of actual performance, through for instance the Aid Watch 
reports). 

 Communicate better to the general public, and to politicians, those examples that 
we do have of how aid makes a real difference. 

 Work through Dóchas to improve our Partnership with Southern NGOs. 

 Report to Dóchas how we adhere to the Dóchas Codes of Conduct, the Fundraising 
Code and the Volunteering Code. 

 Work with Dóchas members to come up with an agreed vision of how Irish NGOs 
can improve the Quality of their work. 

 
What NGOs can work with Irish Aid on: 
 

 Through Dóchas, dialogue about the criteria for a revised Irish Aid funding 
mechanism for NGOs. 

Q: Tell me more about that meeting?  



 Through Dóchas, dialogue with Irish Aid about evolving concepts of what Aid 
Effectiveness means, and what its implications are for the Irish development sector. 

 Lobby Irish Aid, and the Irish Government, for changes to policies that affect poor 
people. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
That is completely up to you. Dóchas would, however, caution that things are changing rapidly.  
A suggested timeline could look something like this: 

  

Beginning 2010  Stock Take of your own NGOs’ concepts of Quality:  
o Have we formulated our concepts and systems explicitly? 
o Do we have a view of Effectiveness, and how is it different from 

what is in this document? 
o How can we strengthen our M&E systems? 
o Do we have a Partnership policy? 
o What learning needs do we have, and can Dóchas/DTALK help us? 

 Help design the next phase of the We Do Care campaign about Ireland’s 
ODA. 

 Select which Dóchas Working Groups your organisation should participate 
in. 

First Quarter 2010  Self-assessment on adherence to the Dóchas Code of Conduct on 
Images & Messages. 

 Engage in Dóchas learning process on Aid Effectiveness. 

 Develop your views on what changes you would like to see in your 
relationship with Irish Aid, to inform the lobby process on the CSF 
reform. 

 Engage in preparations for the MDG Review Conference (September 
2010). 

Second Quarter 
2010 

 Participate in the Dóchas-Irish Aid meeting on Aid Effectiveness 
(Dublin), and the global CSO Effectiveness meeting (Spain) 

 Participate in the Dóchas “How We Did It” seminar series, and the 
Dóchas “Rethinking Development” conference. 

 Self-assessment of adherence to the Dóchas Code on Corporate 
Governance. 

Third Quarter 2010  Review of training plans; have staff actually attended the DTALK 
trainings identified earlier? 

 Review your satisfaction with Dóchas services, and feed that back to 
Dóchas. 

Fourth Quarter 
2010 

 Mobilise your supporters for the ODA campaign, and for the Day for 
the Eradication of Poverty. 

 Ensure your organisation’s Quality strategy and systems 
improvements are completed. 

 
Most importantly, though, you should make up your own mind about your organisation’s priorities, 
and you should make sure Dóchas and DTALK support you in those. 
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Q: When should I do all of this?  



 
ANNEX 1 – Aid Effectiveness: Brief History 
 

 
 
Rome High-Level Forum on Harmonisation (2003) 
 
In February 2003, leaders of the major multilateral development banks and international and bilateral 
organisations, and donor and recipient country representatives gathered in Rome for the High-level 
forum on harmonisation. They committed to take action to improve the management and effectiveness 
of aid. 
The Forum's concluding statement, the Rome Declaration, sets out an ambitious programme of 
activities: 
Á Ensure that harmonisation efforts are adapted to the country context, and that donor 

assistance is aligned with the development recipient's priorities. 
Á Expand country-led efforts to streamline donor procedures and practices. 
Á Review and identify ways to adapt institutions' and countries' policies, procedures, and 

practices to facilitate harmonisation. 
Á Implement the good practices principles and standards formulated by the development 

community as the foundation for harmonisation. 
 
Paris High-Level Forum (2005) 
 
The Paris High-Level Forum was hosted by the French Government on February 28 - March 2, 2005 
and attended by development officials and ministers, donor organisations, representatives of civil 
society organisations and the private sector. In the concluding statement - the Paris Declaration on 
Aid Effectiveness, the Ministers as well as the Heads of multilateral and bilateral development 
institutions committed their countries and institutions to far-reaching and monitorable actions to 
significantly increase aid effectiveness. Special reference is made in the document to the need for 
harmonisation in emergency and complex situations such as the tsunami disaster and fragile states. 
 
Third High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness, Accra (2008) 
 
In September 2008, the Third High-Level Forum took stock of progress in implementing the Paris 
Declaration commitments, identified bottlenecks and challenges and determined the key actions 
donors and partner countries needed to take to accelerate progress in making aid more effective. 
 
 
 



ANNEX 2 – Aid Effectiveness Principles for Donors 
 

 
The Paris Declaration sets out an agenda to make aid more effective and efficient by reducing 
duplication, transaction costs, and misdirected aid.  
 
The essence of the Paris Declaration is a commitment by donors to help developing countries' 
governments formulate and implement their own national development plans, using their own 
prioritisation, planning and implementation systems wherever possible. 
 
Signatories have agreed to follow the five principles of the Paris Declaration: 
 

 

1. Ownership: Partner countries exercise effective leadership over their development policies, 
and strategies and co-ordinate development actions. 

2. Alignment: Donors base their overall support on partner countries' national development 
strategies, institutions and procedures. 

3. Harmonisation: Donors will harmonise their actions, and become more transparent and 
collectively effective. 

4. Managing for Results: Managing resources and improving decision-making for results. 
5. Mutual Accountability: Donors and partners are mutually accountable for development 

results 
 
 
 

 
Source: OECD DAC 

  
 


