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Alps is designed to: 
 
�  deepen our accountability to all our stakeholders, 

particularly to the poor and excluded people with whom 
we work 

�  ensure that all our processes create the space for 
innovation, learning and critical reflection, and reduce 
unnecessary bureaucracy 

�  ensure that our planning is participatory and puts 
analysis of power relations and a commitment to 
addressing rights – particularly women’s rights –  at the 
heart of all our processes. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Principles. Alps seeks to strengthen accountability to the 
poor and excluded people and to strengthen commitment to 
women’s rights. It emphasises critical reflection and 
promotes transparency. It requires a constant analysis of 
power. 
 
Attitudes and behaviours . Alps can only be effective if 
ActionAid staff, volunteers, activists, trustees and partners 
hold attitudes and behave in ways that fit with our shared 
vision, mission and values. 
  
Organisational policies and processes . Alps integrates 
cycles of appraisal, strategy formulation, planning and 
reviews. Alps also includes auditing processes to further 
strengthen the accountability of the system. Alps requires 
transparency in all that we do; this is described in the Open 
Information Policy. 

 

This review has been 
compiled by the international 
IASL team (led by Rosario 
Leon) based on on-going 
discussions  with staff across 
the organization, feedback 
from IASL community on a 
first draft, and feedback from 
Directors on a second draft.  
Also available is an executive 
summary prepared for the 
board and a management 
response from the 
International Directors.  

Cover image: 
Presentation of a  

community work plan deriving from  
Participatory Vulnerability Analysis 

Ethiopia, March 2007.  
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Summary  

�  Most units have made commendable 
efforts to expose their staff to Alps. Units 
for whom Alps is a new requirement (e.g. 
affiliates and international secretariat) are 
starting to see the added value  – 
particularly where staff have been 
determined and creative in finding ways to 
realize principles (e.g. work on 
accountability by USA, UK, Italy, the 
HIV/AIDS theme)  There are some 
excellent examples of creatively and 
proactively putting principles into practice 
through Alps in countries – such as social 
audits in Nepal, planning in India, quarterly 
SMT accounting to communities in Ghana, 
transparency boards in Kenya, and 
participatory budgets in Guatemala.   

 
�  Despite this commendable effort across the 

organization, many staff are still not familiar 
with Alps, and the difference between Alps 
and programme management and 
accountability systems of other 
organizations is not understood.  There is 
far too much attention on the bureaucratic 
requirements of Alps, and insufficient 
attention to the principles. In particular, too 
much attention is put to the output –e.g. the 
plan or the report – rather than the process. 
Process is not for process sake – 
accountability, analysis and action on 
power, learning, transparency, attention to 
women’s rights are all necessary for quality 
programming – and the poor quality of our 
plans and reports, our inability to be 
accountable to multiple stakeholders – is 
related to an insufficient attention to 
principles in process.  

 
�  The principles of Alps are the principles of 

the organization as a whole and need to be 
promoted as such.  Short presentations 
and trainings focused only on IASL or 
managers are not sufficient – we need 
leadership from managers, from HR, OD – 
across the whole organization. We in 
particular need our new boards and new 
staff to understand Alps at its deeper level. 

�  There is insufficient understanding across 
the organization of AAI’s model of 
accountability – which is one of multiple 
accountabilities grounded in accountability 
to poor and excluded.  Accountability to 
supporters and donors is impossible 
without accountability to poor and excluded 
people.  We need to build more practical 
examples of linked accountability which 
strengthen all of our accountabilities, rather 
than seeing them in opposition.  

 
�  Our reputation and stated commitment to 

accountability and transparency is stronger 
than our practice. We are not compliant 
with even the basic requirements of the 
Open Information Policy (e.g. posting 
documents on our website) much less with 
meeting the standards of transparency we 
call for from other institutions around 
budgets for example.  

 
�  Alps should not be changed now.  Instead, 

we should continue to support, promote, 
build and reward good examples of 
principled and effective process.  This can 
be done more systematically through 
piloting models to overcome identified 
challenges. (new ways of doing annual 
reporting, ways of integrating child 
sponsorship and Alps requirements, etc)   
The purpose, process, and requirements 
for international strategic plans should be 
reconsidered before the next strategy 
period..   
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“We can not be accountable to the donors  
if we cannot be accountable  
to the poor and excluded” 

A transparency board in Sri Lanka 
(January 2006)  
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Background

Alps was introduced in 2000 -2001. It is widely 
considered as cutting edge in the 
development sector, because of the primacy it 
puts on principles – in particular accountability 
to poor and excluded people. The 
replacement of annual reports which usually 
are designed to account ‘upwards’ with 
PRRPs meant to account ‘downwards’ was 
the most radical move in this direction.  The 
‘first generation’ of Alps, which was carried out 
parallel to Fighting Poverty Together (FPT), 
focused on programmes, particularly at DA 
level.  At end of FPT, Alps was reviewed 
(2004) as part of FPT Review (e.g. Taking 
Stock II). The emphasis on principles, 
attitudes and behaviours was reaffirmed, but it 
was recognized that the realization of this 
principles approach was patchy in practice.  
Alps was extended to cover affiliates and the 
international secretariat, annual reports were 
reintroduced for all units because of the need 
for information sharing within the organisation, 
audit and OIP was brought under the umbrella 
of Alps,  and more detailed attention was 
given to standards.  At the same time, it was 
agreed to invest in a much increased IASL 
capacity to try to address staff capacity and 
give more attention to learning and to quality 
of Alps process.  It was hoped this investment 

would help to address ongoing challenges 
such as integrating multiple accountabilities 
(e.g. to poor and excluded people, to 
sponsors, to donors), as well as to improving 
the quality and consistency of our Alps 
practice. 
 
When approving the second generation Alps, 
the trustees requested that a review be 
carried out at the end of 2007.  The Impact 
Assessment and Shared Learning team was 
mandated to carry this out, against the 
attached TOR. Four areas were identified to 
be explored, namely  progress on embedding 
Alps, degree to which principles, attitudes and 
behaviours have been adopted and practiced, 
what the experience has been in 
implementing Alps processes,  and 
implementation of the OIP. It was agreed that 
this process should be very light, drawing on 
information we already had, rather than 
extensive consultation.  IASL focal people 
would be invited to input, and then to 
comment on a draft review.  Fundraising and 
IPD were added by IDs as two other 
communities to engage with, because of the 
on-going challenges facing ActionAid in 
meeting our multiple accountabilities.   

 

 

What is the basis of this review – what evidence, which voices? 

The IASL international team developed this paper collectively primarily based on feedback we 
have had over the course of our day to day work supporting Alps processes. An important 
source of analysis were the meetings of IASL staff in countries held in each region during 
2006.  Interviews carried out in early 2007 as part of the rebalancing task force with theme 
heads and functions, and with Directors, was also part of the data set. An invitation for further 
input was sent to all IASL focal people, and semi-structured interviews carried out with key 
stakeholders who expressed interest to gather more information. A first draft of the paper was 
circulated to all Directors and to the IASL focal people in every unit and comments 
incorporated.   A total of approximately twenty  specific inputs were received, from staff in  
Nepal, Brazil, Sweden, Liberia as well as Fundraising, Finance, IPD, Americas region, Food 
Rights, and International Communications.   Version two was discussed at the Directors 
meeting.  There was agreement with the conclusions, but the need to debate specific 
recommendations was noted.  Agreement on actions will be contained in a separate 
management response.  
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“Knowledge on Alps  
remains with the line manager  
and they may or may not be well-equipped 
to introduce Alps to the new staff.   
Some felt it totally irrelevant to them. ” 

ALPS training in China, linked to the strategy development process. 
(August 2007)  
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After 2 years, where are we now… 

...on the embedding of Alps? 
What has been done in countries/units to promote Al ps?  

How is Alps understood/known among staff? 

  

 
All AA units we know of have worked and 
continue working to embed Alps. For 
example, specific workshops to understand 
Alps, ranging from a few hours to several 
days, were held in the majority of countries.  
There were also sessions at all regional 
meetings, during global inductions of staff 
and board, and in some global function 
meetings (finance/audit).  Feedback, 
however, is that much more time and 
attention is needed than expected.   
Embedding Alps requires more than training 
on ‘how to’ – it requires transforming attitudes 
and behaviours, unlearning traditional ways 
of managing programmes. It requires 
changing organizational culture to create an 
enabling environment.   Staff turnover 
(estimated near 80%  within the global IASL 
team, high across management and other 
functions as well) and language challenges 
(most documents being in English, whereas 
staff speak multiple languages – difficulty of 
translating complex concepts) were also 
factors.   Another is that staff are still 
struggling to understand AAI’s RBA 
approach, and RTEP, which makes 
facilitating good Alps processes even more 
complex: “Alps as a system is quite 
sophisticated and complex; it is inspired on a 
rights based approach which demands time 
and experience for staff to understand, 
particularly the difference between the RBA 
and service delivery”.  Providing induction 
and training did not necessarily mean full and 
immediate understanding and practice and 
the time frame between the moment when 
the revised Alps was adopted (2005) and 
now (2007) is relatively short.  Training 
needed to be tailored as much as possible to 
the ways of work, context and needs of AA 
units.   

We also need to take into consideration that 
in some parts of the organization, notably in 
the European Affiliates, themes and 
functions, Alps is being rolled out for the first 
time ever (not like country programmes who 
have been living Alps for a while) so actually 
Alps is being implemented in those units for 
less than two years “As it revolves in a cycles 
of 5 years, we cannot yet appreciate the 
impact of ALPS in its integrity as a system, 
neither we can compare it with the previous 
system which was not considered applicable 
to the “north” and at the international level”  
 
Experience on embedding Alps showed that 
rolling out and training has to go across the 
whole teams and should not be focused on 
IASL, or expected to automatically trickle 
down from management.  Alps is about 
principles, attitudes, and behavior – about the 
way we operate as individuals and as an 
organization – and this requires personal 
reflection and change.  This requires  
managers to become Alps champions, inspire 
their teams by demonstrating how principled 
process (e.g. good Alps) is fundamental to 
good poverty and justice work - not because 
they are ActionAid or Alps requirement.  
Management can play an important role in 
the embedding of Alps as it was mentioned 
the case of some Country Directors who truly 
supported Alps.  Alps has also been rolled 
out with Trustees particularly in Europe and 
this has proved to be “key for the 
organization, as only trustees which fully 
understand Alps can be in a position to push 
strongly for accountability to the poor rather 
than modeling accountability in an old 
fashioned way of “upward reporting”.   
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Opinions on how staff understand Alps are 
mixed and varied.  There is no doubt that 
Alps is known but the understanding is very 
heterogeneous.  Some staff do understand 
that Alps is a set of principles that orient AA’s 
engagement where the central idea is not 
bureaucracy but the practice of accountability 
and transparency with partners and 
communities.  But along with this, staff 
acknowledge that there is a need for 
continuous commitment and strengthening. 
“From last year on there has been an active 
an intensive process to spread Alps both 
between the CPs as well as in the Regional 
Office. Alps embedding process is strong 
although it must be deepen, mainly among 
staff in non-coordinating positions” For others 
Alps is “Known but NOT understood by staff. 
No understanding of the principles and value; 
no understanding of how it could/should be 
applied to everyday life.”  

Alps is also seen by some staff as an 
obligation where the emphasis remains in 
meeting the requirements such as annual 
plans and annual reports.  One staff stated 
that the problem is not in Alps but in how to 
make Alps compatible and consistent with the 
actual overload of work and multiple 
demands by AAI “We can not fully reach Alps 
purposes within the current dynamics of the 
organization.  Actually, if there is a problem I 
think it is not in Alps per se but in our current 
programmatic ambition and sometimes, 
dispersion” And for others such as 
International Fundraising Alps is inadequate 
“IF find difficult to locate themselves in Alps 
other than in the processes like planning and 
reporting.  Knowledge on Alps remains with 
the line manager and they may or may not be 
well-equipped to introduce Alps to the new 
staff.  Some felt it totally irrelevant to them” 

 
 

 
 

Revising annual report content with GMF lenses. 
Global Monitoring Framework Workshop 
for Africa Region. Nairobi, December 2006  

“ The kind of info that you send in a report  
depends in how you look at it –  

and the majority doesn’t see the report  
as part of a circle of learning, evaluation,  

planning and sharing” 
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After 2 years, where are we now… 

...on principles, attitudes, behaviors? 
Has the revised Alps helped to deepen   

accountability and transparency with all stakeholde rs? Any challenges?  
Did Alps help to catalyse and privilege learning,  

analysis of power, and our commitment to women's ri ghts?   
What enables / inhibits us to walk the talk on thes e principles? 

 
 
 
 
Feedback show that in these last two years 
there has been progress in getting to know 
what the principles are and what attitudes 
and behaviours are needed; there is no doubt 
that staff consulted are aware of those but 
there are remaining challenges particularly on 
how principles are understood and how to 
translate the principles in attitudes, 
behaviours and practice, particularly planning 
“Alps is practically everything; it has to do 
with every single organizational process but 
speaking with some members of the regional 
staff this identification is not clear. I asked on 
how we can identify it in our day to day work. 
Most of them were not able to answer” 
     

����������������������������
Analysing and acting on power imbalances is 
something that we have far to go on, both 
internally and externally (ref: Partnership 
review, Organisational Climate Survey, Africa 
review, etc) 
 
Power analysis is difficult to incorporate 
because there is a lack of skills, 
methodologies and tools to make it effective 
and there is often no time for this. 
Furthermore, it is challenging to people’s own 
power. “From the moment that we start 
addressing the issues of power all principles, 
attitudes and behaviours will improve and will 
become an ongoing practice” Progress is 
noted on participation in organisational 
processes but not much on power analysis so 
the question remains on what does power 
analysis mean within AA and how to bring 
that analysis in every unit “Still, however, I 
really don’t know what power analysis means 
to me – in my job, in my day-to-day work.  I 

[theoretically] understand the principle with 
respect to interactions with the communities 
with which we work, but not what it should 
mean to me”  
 
There is also a lack of focus when attempting 
to do power analysis and the trend is to keep 
the analysis more at a global and macro 
level- something that happens in the external 
arena; something that happens to the poor 
and excluded- but without AA really 
grounding it within AA and without stopping to 
think how we exercise power within the 
organization and with the people that we 
work with.  Some countries, particularly in 
Europe, are far from communities therefore 
they find difficult to understand the dynamics 
of power in relation to the poor and excluded 
but in general the feeling in AA is that there is 
reluctance and/or fear to open up power 
analysis to challenge our own power.  We 
have done insufficient work to help people to 
understand that Alps is personal – it relates 
to everyone, not just IASL or managers.  
 
There is far to go on addressing power 
imbalances in our partnerships and alliances. 
A way to take forward findings of the 
partnership review carried out internationally 
during 2006  needs to be found. 
 

����	
���
��������	
���
��������	
���
��������	
���
����� ���
The incorporation of WRs in all areas of work 
is seen as something that has significantly 
improved and the fact that there is now focal 
people for WRs in every unit is also seen as 
a good progress.  But AA has still a lot to do, 
for instance, to better structure gender 
analysis processes in the work of the units, to 
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walk the talk internally on rights of women, 
and to make the gender budget analysis 
recently introduced effective.  Women’s rights 
as an Alps principle is everyone’s job and it 
should not fall only on WR staff.  “The 
creation of positions of focal people pushing 
in this sense is good but there are no 
structured gender analysis processes yet” 
There is also a need to link gender and WRs 
work with the other principles, particularly, 
power analysis “We need to internalize more 
these aspects when looking at our work. 
What does it mean to introduce a power and 
gender sensitive look over all our actions? 
How to question our daily practices and 
organizational processes from these 
perspectives? Much has been done but much 
is still to be done” 
 

����	
	�����	
	�����	
	�����	
	�����
The principle of learning and critical reflection 
is compromised because many units of the 
organisation emphasise bureaucracy 
(implementing the process because it is 
mandatory) over quality. For example, if we 
see PRRPs as a one off event and not as a 
process of reflection extending over a period 
of time, then we fail to capture the deep 
learning potential of PRRPs as a repeated 
cycle of reflection which enables learning, 
deeper action for change, leading into a new 
phase of reflection and so on. If we see 
annual reports as a one off report produced 
at the end of a year and not as an ongoing 
process of capturing reflections emerging 
through ongoing review and reflection, then a 
learning opportunity is compromised. We can 
apply the same analysis to many other Alps 
processes that offer opportunities for critical 
reflection and learning.  
 
If we are to realise our aspiration to be a 
critical, reflective learning organisation then 
we need to start with deepening the quality of 
our Alps processes since these offer 
important organisational processes for 
learning and exchange. This is strongly 
emphasised in the AAI Shared Learning 
Guide which recommends that we deepen 
learning within existing organisational 
processes, starting with Alps.  
 

In many respects, some of the ‘requirements’ 
that management, possibly not even in an 
explicit sense, have constructed around Alps 
processes erode the Alps principles that we 
have established. For example, the ‘managed 
international process’ for annual plans and 
reports, the prescribed formats for annual 
reports, approval processes that require strict 
enforcement on the part of CPs, but flexibility 
on the part of international leadership. In this 
way, the potential for Alps to open up space 
for critical reflection and learning is 
undermined in the same way as the other 
Alps principles.  
 

�����	���
�
����	�������	���
�
����	�������	���
�
����	�������	���
�
����	��
���	�����	�����	�����	�����	�����	�����	�����	��� ���

Alps clearly state under Key Principles (Alps 
P. 7) the need for ActionAid to strengthen its 
main accountability which is to the poor and 
excluded people with whom we and our 
partners work.  In fact Alps is about multiple 
accountability grounded in accountability to 
poor and excluded. But one of the main 
problems when analyzing to what extent Alps 
is helping to meet accountability is that there 
is confusion among staff between the multiple 
accountability with primacy of poor and 
excluded versus being primary accountable 
to donors. Sometimes staff assume they had 
to do planning, reporting, or evaluating in 
specific ways (such as logical frameworks) 
for donors, without actually discussing with 
the donor how the question ‘how best to be 
accountable’ could be answered.  Human 
Security has had success changing the mind 
of humanitarian donors by inviting them to 
participate in PRRPs.  One of ActionAid’s 
partners got a major EU grant based on a 
complexity diagram – when challenged to put 
the proposal into a logical framework the 
donor was unable to so accepted the way the 
partner had conceived of it (on one page). 
Also, the current way we write proposal for 
donors is too divorced from our regular 
planning cycles and management lines – with 
the danger that we do work because a donor 
will fund it, rather than it being core to our 
strategy or plans.  (An example being the 
donor funded VAW work in Sierra Leone, 
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which was set up in parallel to already 
existing VAW work)  
 
For International Fundraising, the attention 
devoted to the accountability ActionAid has to 
donors and supporters is inadequate.  “Alps 
mentions that we have multiple 
accountabilities, including that to 
supporters/donors, but aside from 
recommending that supporters and donors be 
included in Alps processes (notably PRRPs 
and Appraisals), the accountability tools 
currently in use for reporting to supporters 
are absent (e.g. Sponsorship Annual and 
Community reportage).   This includes both 
accountability of the CP to supporters and 
funding affiliates to the supporters” The 
perception of parallel systems is reinforced 
by the emphasis in the new Alps on products 
such as the annual report.  One 15 page 
annual report is mentioned, rather than 
understanding the process of reporting as 
integrally linked to PRRP, with both serving 
as means of accountability to multiple 
stakeholders. This can be solved by 
understanding reporting as an ongoing 
process, fundamentally linked to ongoing 
monitoring and analysis and learning, which 
then provides basis for documentation to a 
variety of stakeholders – whether AAI, 
donors, or supporters.  There is too much silo 
working. Programme, IASL, finance, IPD, and 
Child Sponsorship could be working together 
more at all levels to reduce duplication and 
help Alps serve multiple accountabilities.  
 
 International Fundraising staff find quite 
challenging managing the ‘dual’ 
accountability to supporters and the poor and 
excluded “Alps offers little practical guidance 
on dealing with it, and is instead so focused 
on accountability to poor people as to be  
 irrelevant to fundraisers who cannot locate 
themselves and their work in Alps 
principles or guidelines in a meaningful way” 
�International Fundraising also finds difficult to 
respond whether Alps has helped deepen 
accountability and transparency with 
individual supporters “As Alps says virtually 
nothing about how to be more accountable 
and transparent to said groups   various 
Affiliates try and do this themselves in a 
mixture of different primarily anecdotal and 
ad-hoc ways”   
 

Feedback, on the other hand, also raised the 
need to be cautious and not to polarize the 
multiple accountabilities and instead look for 
ways within AA to connect and build bridges 
to the multiple accountabilities. One proposal 
is to develop pilot projects on accountability 
and transparency which develop systems of 
linking accountability to communities with 
accountability to sponsors – thereby 
strengthening both.  IASL team is currently 
seeking country programmes who want to 
work on this. Thinking of multiple 
accountabilities does not mean ‘disconnected 
accountabilities’ This is an aspect where AA 
needs to do much further work. “We can not 
be accountable to the donors if we cannot be 
accountable to the poor and excluded. We 
are accountable to many stakeholders, but 
accountability to them needs to be grounded 
in accountability to poor and excluded. For 
example: Can we really be accountable to 
supporters to a DA if we are not accountable 
to the people living there in the first place?”    
 
There are various good examples of 
accountability and transparency that are 
currently being developed by country 
programmes such as participatory budgets in 
Guatemala, public information boards in 
Kenya; social audits in Nepal and India and 
communities monitoring local partners in 
Uganda.  One of the challenges then for the 
coming months is how AA can build an 
accountability chain where donors and 
supporters in the northern affiliates are 
connected with what countries are doing with 
communities and local partners.  There are 
also other initiatives such as the 
accountability project by IASL Italy and the 
work that AA USA is doing to design specific 
mechanisms for being accountable to 
partners and constituencies within the work 
and context of AA USA.  Lessons from those 
initiatives need to be withdrawn and shared. 
 
There is a growing awareness of the 
importance of establishing an effective 
accountability chain within ActionAid, where 
units removed from the field can rely on the 
quality of the accountability with poor and 
excluded realized by colleagues who work 
with partners and communities in the field. 
There is also a need for engagement in 
accountability process directly by people in 
the North. But for this to happen extensively it 
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is key that there are clear linkages 
established within the work of the various 
units and that we look for ways to connect the 
principles to whatever we do. For example, 
our policy and advocacy work could be 
strengthened if accountability linkages were 
there to rights holders. The current problem is 
that such linkages across ActionAid, from 
local to global, are often not there and units 
appear to continue working in silos, 
disconnected among them.  The realization of 
Alps principles, in particular of accountability 
needs to be linked to that chain and will 
require reorientation in our work when we 
question where is the power to make choices. 
We need to be humble enough to rethink our 

approaches in light of how change happens 
for poor and excluded, and find ways for the 
most powerful in the organization to account 
to those with less power, internally and 
externally.  
 
Another barrier to ‘walking the talk’ is 
perceived internal contradictions – e.g. 
transparency around, and accountability to 
and for decisions within ActionAid, 
consistency in how policies are applied to 
staff, abuses of power and women’s rights 
within the organization, etc.  We need 
stronger modeling of Alps principles from our 
leadership, internally.   

 
 
 
 “From the moment that we start  

addressing the issues of power  
all principles, attitudes and behaviours  

will improve and will become  
an ongoing practice” 

People, Power and Change 
(Global Monitoring Framework)  

workshop in Milano, Italy 
(July 2007)  
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After 2 years, where are we now… 

...on ALPS processes? 
What has been the experience of units in managing  

and implementing specific Alps processes?  What are  the key leanings? 
 What has been the impact of and learning arising  

from the new requirements under Alps – e.g. Peer Re views, Annual Reports,  
and the application of Alps to funding affiliates a nd to IS? 

 
 
 
Experience and lessons from the various 
processes show, among other things, that we 
still do not have enough rigour in defining what 
changes are necessary and who the actors are 
and this has an impact in the quality of Alps 
processes.  The approval of processes, for 
instance, needs serious attention: Management 
delays in approving process have had very 
negative impacts on delaying work; we need a 
timeframe for approval. We also need more 
management engagement on the principles and 
quality of content of processes and more 
connection between principles and processes.  
There is too much emphasis on length and 
reporting rather than on the quality of the 
analysis. One of the main principles which is 
downward accountability is contradicted by the 
approval process – e.g. it is approved upwards 
without reference to the downward 
accountability.  
 
 
Appraisals 

More effort needs to be put into the quality of 
appraisals, as they are the starting point for our 
engagement in many areas. Appraisals of DAs 
are driven almost entirely by the Child 
Sponsorship requirements, which need to be 
updated to reflect Alps, RTEP.  The appraisals 
of international campaigns, apart from Women 
Won’t Wait, were not systematically done. 
(There was a great deal of discussion and 
debate on the international campaign, but it was 
not documented as an appraisal and there was 
insufficient distinction between the 
consultation/development process and the 
appraisal process).  
 
Strategies 

Process and ownership are essential elements 
of Strategies but there are two problems that 

need to be addressed.  The first one is the 
outsourcing of strategies (quite often done by 
various units) which is seriously problematic 
because it does not build ownership.  It is good 
to have a consultant who facilitates the process 
but not outsourcing the thinking and the 
reflection.  Reality has proved that good 
strategies, with rigour of analysis and 
ownership by the team make the difference.  In 
the case of Strategies that were done by 
consultants and little or none ownership by the 
teams these need to be aware that ownership 
need to be built and they should work on it 
through their operational plans.  The second 
problem is that the approval of Strategies, 
particularly for country programmes, is 
extremely long, sometimes taking more than 
one year so AA needs to have some standards 
for management’s response and approval 
“Shouldn’t we have timelines for the approval 
process as we have for the submission 
process?”  ”     
 
Strategic Plans 

Many questions have been raised around the 
scope and ownership of international strategic 
plans, and the relationship between different 
strategic plans, country plans, strategies, etc. 
There is a continual tension between the 
degree to which the SPs, and also the plans 
and reports, of regions and themes, for 
example, also covers country level work.  
Alongside the changes to matrix line and 
budgets, this has been a source of confusion 
and tension. Having so many different plans for 
one international secretariat has added to the 
perception of AAI becoming a more top down 
organization, as countries are expected to 
internalize multiple strategic plans, as well as 
RTEP, their own strategy, annual priorities, etc.  
SPs seemed particularly onerous in the year 
that they were all written, during which annual 
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plans were also required.  Strategic plans as a 
concept has been highly criticized by recent 
organisational management analysts as the 
term strategic planning is based on a model of 
management that puts  teams in ‘operations 
mode’ and disallows emergent strategy. (For 
example, our themes had to quickly choose 
priorities, rather than let the priorities emerge 
over a period of bringing countries together and 
identifying areas were collaboration and 
international action would add value)  Having 
spent 2 years developing and popularizing 
these plans, however, it would likely add more 
confusion and work to try to solve the problems 
raised.  It is recommended, rather than 
changing Alps now, that the purpose and scope 
of international strategic plans be reviewed 
before the next strategic cycle.  
 
Another question raised was why we have 
strategic plans at community level. RTEP says 
that we should go from local to global; it doesn’t 
make sense then that DAs have a strategic 
plan; they should have a strategy.   
 
Annual Plans 

Annual plans are a new requirement – the old 
Alps required three year rolling plans.  The 
change was made to one year because few 
units managed to make real plans beyond one 
year. But the problem with annual plans is that 
it is very time-consuming, and falls in a time of 
year where other work is at its height (e.g. 
implementing programmes, influencing policy) 
There is a move in the corporate world to move 
to longer strategies, and two year planning 
cycle.  This is something that AA may want to 
consider, not immediately, but for the next 
strategy period.  
 
Annual Plans are seen as complicated 
processes due to degree of required details and 
the phase of reading and commenting as 
experienced by some staff has been not always 
productive “I remember I read at least 30 plans 
in one week and found this not viable.  The 
process of reading was interesting but the 
incorporation of our feedback did not happen.  I 
suggested some things to themes but each 
theme had already made their plans so not 
much change happened.  And also there was 
very little feedback from countries to themes”  
 

There is a lack of accountability, and a lack of 
incentives for rigorous planning. The links 
between narrative and budgets are quite weak 
and inconsistent. One part of solution is to have 
better management accounts that enable 
quarterly monitoring of plans.  Most important is 
actual use of plans and comparison of plans 
from one year to next.   
 
Annual Reporting 

The annual reporting process as currently 
constituted is burdensome and does not add 
sufficient value. It is not clear whether it is for 
learning, for accountability, for sharing 
information, for marketing – because we use it 
for all purposes. One problem is that the focus 
is all on producing a report, done hurriedly at 
the end of the year, because it is required. 
Annual reporting, when functioning well, is a 
process of consolidating information collected 
throughout the year, and editing for different 
audiences.  Thinking of annual reporting as a 
process rather than as a document would 
already create more interesting and creative 
spaces and opportunities for documenting and 
communicating our work.  As currently 
constituted, however, the focus is almost 
entirely on the production of an annual report, 
done as a once-off exercise. Purposes of 
accountability, learning, basic information 
sharing are confused and not clearly thought 
through. Although it is clear in Alps that the 
format should vary according to audiences and 
purpose, too often the report is done without 
this thinking, divorced from an ongoing process 
of information collection and analysis.  As a 
source of accountability, the report is often not 
effective because it is not clearly linked back to 
plans, there is no continuity in analysis from 
year to year.  One director commented: ‘It 
brings AA into the position of trying to measure 
or assess on an annual basis progress in 
processes that can take a generation to achieve 
results’       
 
Despite the current problems, almost everyone 
thought reporting annually is necessary, 
particularly for basic accountability and 
documentation.  “In my opinion the Annual 
Report is needed but need to think of a different 
and less complicated format” As stated above, 
one improvement is to understand information 
collection and analysis as a process over time, 
of which the report is but one output. Another 
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improvement would be to really encourage units 
to be clearer on who they are communicating 
what to, and what is the most appropriate 
format.  Another would be to be more creative 
in terms of presentation.  The Human Security 
report, for example, done all in PowerPoint with 
diagrams, was much appreciated last year.  
The Ghana report, which used power as a 
central organizing lens, was also an interesting 
and creative departure from the others. Others 
recommend thinking of a way to use the 
information that is anyway already produced by 
units during the year (such as reports for 
donors in the case of Special Projects or 
reports produced by countries for various 
purposes). Another idea is to collect stories 
over time, and organize them in a timeline.     
 
It is important to pay attention to the case of the 
Special Projects which are a perfect example to 
analyze the multiple accountabilities as one of 
the Special Projects noted “We had 
successfully applied Alps in this multi-country 
project but it is crucial that Alps deal with 
different needs and requirements of different 
projects, different donors and different 
stakeholders. One of the major frustrations has 
to do with the reporting.  We had to produce 
two different reports, one internally for AA and a 
different one for the donor. I think it would be 
crucial that we don’t duplicate efforts”  
 
There is too much ‘nostalgic’ reporting meaning 
that due to that the Report takes place once a 
year teams try to remember what happened 
rather than monitoring the impact of the work in 
an ongoing and cumulative basis. The richness 
of stories and information is lost.  There is also 
too much gathering of information for the report 
and staff are not clear on what it is used for. 
“So, at the end of the day, AA demands reports 
for its own internal accountability. But who 
reads them anyway?”   
 
The impression is that at the end of the day the 
value of Annual Reports within AA is only to be 
a contribution towards the building of the Global 
Annual Report.   If this is the primary purpose, 
instead teams could use the material that has 
been already gathered, for instance Child 
Sponsorship reports, Special Projects reports, 
reports from countries to their governments and 
other pieces.  The issue of the language is also 
important as some countries do produce 
Annual Reports but in their own language; 

doing the one for ActionAid in English is seen 
as a pressure.  The idea that in order to reduce 
bureaucracy we should only have one report is 
problematic. In fact Alps is made up of various 
processes that provide analysis and learning 
which could actually feed multiple reports.  
Removing the Annual Report from Alps as its 
own process or requirement should thus be 
considered if we can find ways to document 
and communicate in other ways.  
 
Our recommendation is that we encourage 
different units to explore alternative ways to be 
accountable and to communicate and 
document, rather than a once off ‘annual 
report’. Instead we should think about how to 
communicate for accountability and learning 
with different stakeholders. 
 
Peer Reviews 

Main feedback on Peer Reviews was that they 
have been very useful mainly because 1) the 
work of AA in a country can be looked through 
various eyes; 2) various and rich perspectives 
and new ways of seeing things are brought by 
other staff experienced not only on AA but also 
on themes, functions, regions and countries 3) 
peer reviewers have the opportunity to pose 
‘hard questions’ which is seen as healthy 
because it helps to promote a joint in-depth 
reflection with the host country team  and 4) ) it 
helps to review the past but looking at the future 
“I remember the Brazil country strategy peer 
review as an interesting process because of the 
multiple perspectives and dimensions that were 
brought to the analysis of what AA Brazil was 
doing”  
 
Most of the problems with peer reviews have 
been related to poor organization. Some 
lessons and recommendations came out from 
various teams who have participated in peer 
reviews. A separate paper has been written on 
this, in the form of guidance for carrying out 
peer reviews and lessons learnt. One of them is 
that peer reviewers need to begin the planning 
process prior to arrival in country, via e-mail, to 
help review team members better understand 
their role and prepare tools in advance, for 
instance, design guiding questions for each 
area of review and all the needed tools for 
interviews. The guidance for peer reviews in 
Alps must be followed – with at least one 
trustee.  The regional management should be 
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responsible for defining composition, but should 
not lead the peer review itself. At least ten days 
must be devoted to each review, and care 
should be taken in the composition to avoid too 
big a team. Countries need to clearly define 
who the key people/partners for interviews will 
be and explain the criteria for making such 
selection.�
 
Another lesson is that while the main 
references for peer reviews continue being the 
external review report and the interaction with 
partners, people involved in projects and other 
stakeholders, more effective processes need to 
be explored to facilitate joint analysis and 
discussions with the country team where the 
review is taking place.  One suggestion that 
came out for instance from the team that 
participated in the Haiti Peer Review was the 
need to design a more effective process, one 
which avoids a lot of ‘us and them’ interviews 
and meetings and builds up more joint analysis 
and brings out issues that are perhaps not 
easily discussed in large plenary groups 
amongst people who have just met each other 
and are working in the sensitive context of a 
‘review’.   Peer review members could benefit 
from more 1:1 time with staff to discuss specific 
areas of the work rather than mostly big 
meetings.   
 
Participatory Review and Reflection Process 
(PRRPs) 

PRRPs are currently carried out in almost all 
units and in most of the cases they are seen as 
useful space for reflection, assessment and 
learning.  AA Greece has experienced the 
PRRP as “participative, paper free and 
challenges accountability” In some units such 
as in the RO Americas countries and partners 
participated in the annual PRRP and they have 
shared their feedback (highlighting strengths 
and weaknesses). Some staff are still skeptical 
of the process because they have not received 
feedback “The process of reviewing and 
reflection was of great value, but I remain 
unconvinced of the value of the documented 
report.  To my knowledge the report has never 
been reviewed or approved (having not 
received any comments)”  
 
From the IASL team’s point of view, however, 
much more could be done in realising our 

principles and improving our work through 
PRRPs.  In many units, the PRRPs are seen as 
once of workshops rather than a process.  They 
are done because they are required, without 
careful thinking of how they could add value. 
There is insufficient integration of PRRPs 
across different levels of the organisation, and 
insufficient linking from local to global.  The 
HIV/AIDS PRRP is a good example of what can 
be learned and provoked when there is an 
attempt to really think through how to achieve 
some of the Alps principles through this 
process.  
 
Alps and Special Projects 

Alps is newly applicable to Special Projects, 
and there has been a perception that Alps does 
not work for donor funded projects, thus we 
paid particular attention to these. We gathered 
information from two Special Projects and found 
that both of them are working to incorporate 
Alps particularly through PRRPs.  In one case 
Alps was applied in the design of the TOR for 
the project review where partners and donor 
were widely consulted and also during the 
PRRP “We managed to bring together partners 
and participants (representatives from small 
farmers and social movements, activists, 
researchers and policy makers) Transparency 
and accountability have been key 
achievements. The transparent dialogue with 
stakeholders from the beginning of the project 
implementation enormously facilitated this 
process” Another Special Project said “WRs 
and gender equity are still weak but we have 
done various PRRPs and Annual Plans.  In 
2006 we incorporated the feedback from the 
PRRP that took place in that year in both, the 
report that went to the donors and in the AA 
Annual Report” 
 
One of the challenges mentioned by one of the 
Special Projects is ‘bottom up accountability’ 
(from countries to the rest of AAI) which is still 
difficult.  “We are still struggling with the fact 
that countries see the Annual Reports mainly as 
a bureaucratic need and not as a learning and 
sharing tool. The kind of info that you send in a 
report depends in how you look at it – and the 
majority doesn’t see the report as part of a 
circle of learning, evaluation, planning and 
sharing” 
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Open Information Policy 
To what extent the outcomes of Alps processes  

have been circulated as per Open Information Policy ? 
 
 
 

 
 
AA has not made significant progress on 
the OIP.  There is strong resistance in units 
and managers in some cases to 
disclose/share the information listed in the 
policy.  Some countries have indicated that 
they will not conform on some issues such as 
salary scales.  There is confusion on what the 
OIP means. Sometimes the OIP is presented 
in meetings as a written document or list of 
issues on which AAI provides information but 
the dimension of actually putting it in practice, 
which is extremely important because it is 
linked to transparency and accountability, is 
missing.  The OIP information is scattered in 
so many places (finance, policy, IASL, the 
Alps tracker, etc) which also adds confusion.  
The information does exist but the challenges 
are in how to share it freely, openly and 
proactively.  The affirmation that the 
information is in “accessible language” is not 
put in practice.   We are falling very far short 
of the standards of budget transparency that 
we lobby others for.  

 
Suggestion has been made that AA develops 
a guide or video or some related material on 
the OIP to pass the message at various levels 
of the organization on the relevance of OIP 
linking those 3 central elements: information + 
transparency + accountability.  As with other 
core organizational processes there is the 
impression that the entire responsibility for 
OIP remains with IASL or managers. The 
Custodians (Managers) have definitely a key 
role to play to ensure that OIP happens but 
they should encourage ALL staff to play a role 
in bringing the OIP alive by making 
information freely available to all stakeholders. 
Staff should play a role by asking why OIP is 
not happening, providing suggestions and 
ideas on how to make it happen.  More reward 
and sanction should  be built in for units which 
do and don’t make their information freely 
available.  Other ideas on what can be done 
are invited!  

 
 
 
 
 
I 

Participant of Participatory Budget organized by 
Asociacion Coordinadora Comunitaria  

de Servicios en Salud (ACCS) and AA Guatemala.  
Ixcan , Guatemala .  October 2007 



 18 Coaching process in Western Kenya:  
creation of a social map as basis for better planning and stronger accountability 

“ We can not fully reach Alps purposes  
within the current dynamics  

of the organization.  
 Actually, if there is a problem  

I think it is not in Alps per se  
but in our current  

programmatic ambition  
and sometimes, dispersion” 
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Key Issues and Recommendations 

1. More than training on processes, or 
compliance to outputs, Alps requires 
attention to principles and  building a 
different organizational culture.  

The roll out of Alps clearly showed that the 
challenge for Alps is not the training on 
processes but the building of a different 
organizational culture. The goal for AA is that 
each staff member actually links the principles 
to every Alps process in which she/he 
participates. This is a long process and there 
are no short cuts to this. The challenge for the 
coming months is to build capacity among 
staff for a stronger synchronicity with Alps and 
AA’s purpose, approach and mission.The roll 
out of Alps clearly showed that the challenge 
for Alps is not the training on processes but 
the building of a different organizational 
culture. The goal for AA is that each staff 
member actually links the principles to every 
Alps process in which she/he participates. 
This is a long process and there are no short 
cuts to this. The challenge for the coming 
months is to build capacity among staff for a 
stronger synchronicity with Alps and AA’s 
purpose, approach and mission. 
 
It is recommended that:  

�  Much more work needs to be done from 
OD and all units to help transforming 
attitudes and change of behaviours; this 
must be the focus of group reflection, 
materials, discussions and any other way 
that may help the units and teams to work 
on change of attitudes and behaviours. 

�  Due to that many staff joins AA bringing a 
radically different approach and it is not 
easy for them to quickly shift to Alps 
principles and AA’s mission, HR, OD and 
every line manager and unit must make all 
the efforts and time to ensure that her/his 
team members are truly understanding and 
committing Alps principles and AA’s 
mission, purpose and approach.   

�  Induction is not just once off – but staff are 
given opportunity to reflect on the meaning 
of Alps (and RTEP) in their daily work as 
they carry it out.  

2. Management needs to support Alps.   

There is no possibility and hope to move 
forward with Alps if there is no management 
support and understanding to ensure that 
every staff becomes an Alps practitioner. 
Alps’s spirit and practice cannot just be 
pushed by the IASL person through 
workshops and other training.  

It is recommended that: 

�  Managers channel Alps down to team 
meetings, appraisals, planning, peer 
reviews and all processes to make sure 
that Alps becomes a culture rather than a 
framework that we check ourselves against 
it.   

�  Managers ensure that a basic level of trust 
and openness must be built within AA 
otherwise Alps will fail as people are afraid 
to open up and share – if leadership is not 
supportive.  

�  Managers and leadership become the main 
checkers and shapers of principles.  
Approval of processes, for instance, should 
not be based on ‘was it done, submitted 
and it had the right page numbers’ but 
rather on whether the process actually 
realised the principles and how and what 
we can learn of that.  

�  Stronger modeling of Alps principles from 
our leadership, internally is practiced and 
shared. 

 
 
3. Alps needs time and creativity.   

All units need to take the needed time to fully 
understand Alps and this should not be a one 
day presentation only.  Staff meetings are not 
always the best space for in-depth reflection 
on Alps as not all the staff feels comfortable in 
taking active part in the discussion. 
 
It is recommended that: 

�  All units and teams identify what are the 
best ways and methodologies to discuss 
and uncover Alps and so creativity and a 
more proactive approach from units is 
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needed to figure out how to bring Alps in 
their day to day reflection, work and 
thinking on an ongoing basis. 

�  All units and teams need to facilitate as 
part of their ongoing work incentives and 
space for people to critically reflect on how 
and to what extent they are applying Alps 
principles and openly discuss and bring to 
people’s attention the challenges, problems 
or bottle necks.   

�  Staff in country and international themes 
and functions need to figure out how their 
Alps processes could be linked and add 
value to each other.  

 
4. Alps needs to become “personal” and 
there should be emphasis on a shared 
understanding and participation.   

In some AA units the Alps roll out initially was 
mainly aimed at management, in the hope that 
the Alps culture and understanding would then 
trickle down the organization. However the 
trickling down did not materialized, and in 
some departments Alps process are still 
treated as purely managerial process, with 
little space for participation.  This needs to 
change and directed more broadly to all staff 
and focusing on making Alps and its principles 
personal. 
 
5. Alps should not be reduced to a 
requirement of a bureaucratic process. 

There is need to look at ways on how to root 
Alps back to AA’s purpose and mission for 
teams to see it as an inspiring guide rather 
than associated with the current perceptions: 
something distant and disconnected from 
staff’s activities; something only ‘guarded’ by 
the IASL staff; a document rather than a way 
of being and working; and a bureaucratic 
framework that staff needs to stick to in some 
periods of the year.     
 
6. Alps need to be understood within AA 
model of accountability.  

There is a need to strengthen a full 
understanding of Alps as part of AA’s model, 
ideal and practice to fully realize 
accountability.  If Alps is not understood and if 
it is left to be a mere management 
responsibility of an individual, department or 
unit then there will always be a risk that Alps 

ends up as a bureaucratic requirement that 
falls on the shoulders of few people. 
 
It is recommended that: 

�  AA ensures that staff understand the added 
value of Alps in terms of transparency and 
accountability, particularly the difference 
between top-down frameworks and Alps. 

�  AA further explores establishing an 
effective accountability chain within AA, 
where units removed from the field can rely 
on the quality of the accountability with 
poor and excluded realized by colleagues 
who work with partners and communities in 
the field and engagement in accountability 
process directly by people in the North 
should also happen. 

�  For the accountability chains to be effective 
clear linkages be established within the 
work of the various units and clear ways to 
connect the principles to whatever we do 
must be identified ending with the current 
silo and disconnection style that units 
appear to continue working through. 

�  Programme, IASL, finance, IPD, and Child 
Sponsorship work together more at all 
levels to reduce duplication and help Alps 
serve multiple accountabilities. 

 
7. Some Alps organizational processes 
need to be adjusted in view of the findings 
of this review.   

As shown in the findings of this review there 
are some processes that are not working as 
expected therefore AA needs to take some 
steps to address the gaps. 
 
It is recommended that: 

�  On Annual Reporting:  All units are 
encouraged to put less emphasis on one 
annual report according to Alps, and rather 
develop communication channels and 
materials which more effectively deepen 
accountability and share learning with 
range of stakeholders. This requires 
effective monitoring systems that are 
integrated across units and feed into a 
communications strategy.  The requirement 
for reports should not be changed now, but 
units can be encouraged to propose 
alternate models to pilot.  

�  On International Strategic Plans : Rather 
than changing Alps now, the purpose and 
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scope of international strategic plans be 
reviewed before the next strategic cycle.  

�  On Annual Plans : AA consider for the next 
strategy period to move to longer 
strategies, and two year planning cycle.  
One part of solution for now is to have 
better management accounts that enable 
quarterly monitoring of plans as most 
important is actual use of plans and 
comparison of plans from one year to next. 

�  On Strategies:  All units to be careful with 
the outsourcing of strategies as it has been 
indicated there is a highs risk of weakening 
the analysis and the ownership that should 
be done by the teams and not by the 
consultants.  For the next Strategy AA has 
to establish some standards for 

management’s response and approval on 
Country Programme Strategies. 

�  On OIP: Compliance with OIP at its most 
basic level – e.g. information on websites 
and available at request -  is monitored on 
a quarterly basis (international units by 
IASL, country units by regions) and 
management takes action wherever there 
is no compliance.  Examples of deeper 
transparency (for example in villages) be 
highlighted and given prominence. 

�  On all processes : Clear timeframe is 
agreed for approval (e.g. something like 
Strategy must be responded to within four 
weeks or it is considered approved)  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

People Power and Change analysis 
during a peer review of the Disaster Risk Reduction Project, 
Malawi, September 2007 

“ The GMF can be a very po werful support tool  
to constantly refer to from the planning phase to t he reporting one.  

The core question we must always ask ourselves befo re, during 
and after everything we do is: so what?” 
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Establishing a roll out plan for ALPS in Asia 
ALPS workshop “Grounding ALPS, grounding rights” 
Hanoi, February 2006 
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Final Remarks

In spite of the various challenges, progress on 
various aspects of Alps is evident.  We see 
teams adopting and incorporating Alps in 
various projects and initiatives, one example 
is the Invigorating Child Sponsorship Project 1 
(ICS 1) where CS staff closely worked with 
IASL to make sure that the project outcomes 
incorporates Alps. The outcomes of the 
project are almost singularly focused around 
bringing Alps principles into how we operate 
CS in the communities “I therefore see ICS1 
as a further mechanism to interpret Alps for 
fundraisers”  
 
We also see innovative practices of downward 
accountability such as social audits, public 
boards, participatory budget and others as 
already indicated in all regions, particularly 
from AA to partners, groups, partners and 
communities that we work with and also 
between local partners and communities.  A 
Shared Learning Guideline was designed and 
it is currently being circulated to support and 
encourage learning practices in all units.   
 

The  GMF has provided a framework for 
monitoring that brings Alps principles – 
particularly analysis of power – to the fore and 
has started to be used across the Alps cycle.    
Examples of application of the GMF in Africa, 
Europe and the Americas have been shared 
and also in various country programmes “The 
GMF can be a very powerful support tool to 
constantly refer to from the planning phase to 
the reporting one. The core question we must 
always ask ourselves before, during and after 
everything we do is: so what?” 
 
The current international IASL plan has been 
written with the findings of the Alps review as 
a central concern, with projects designed to 
look at deepening accountability, improving 
documentation skills, sharing of examples of 
creative application of principles,  further 
integration of accountabilities across our 
primary stakeholders and donors and 
supporters.  We believe that rather than 
change Alps, we need to continue our efforts 
to put our principles in practice.  

“ALPS: we are on a journey” 
ALPS training , London. October 2007 
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Peer review Somaliland 
(October 2005)  

“ What does it mean to introduce  
a power and gender sensitive look over all our acti ons?  

How to question our daily practices  
and organizational processes from these perspective s?  

Much has been done but much is still to be done” 

Peer Review Somaliland 
November 2005 


