
Approaches to analysing the impact of 

humanitarian assistance: a resource guide 
 

This resource guide is one of the outputs of HPG research into approaches 

to analysing the impact of humanitarian aid. It is based on a literature 

review, conducted in 2003/2004. It highlights some of the key documents 

that are useful for humanitarian practitioners interested in aspects of 

impact assessment. As much as possible, documents available online 

have been given priority over other documents that may be harder to 

access.  

The subjects covered are:  

1) Impact assessment in international development 

2) Questions of impact in context: accountability and results-based 

management 

3) Tools and methods for measuring impact 

4) Impact assessment in humanitarian practice 

5) Useful links 

 

 



1. Impact assessment in international development 

Most of the literature analysing the question of the impact of aid 

programmes is based on international development aid, rather than 

humanitarian aid. The documents available in international development 

therefore form an important and useful body of reference for humanitarian 

practitioners. 

The most comprehensive study of the question of impact is Chris Roche’s 

Impact Assessment for Development Agencies, conducted in 1999 for 

Oxfam UK and Novib. David Hulme also gives a useful account of different 

impact assessment methods in the context of microfinance. Hulme’s work 

raises wider questions regarding impact assessment, and can be 

extrapolated beyond the particulars of microfinance. INTRAC also gives a 

useful account of the issues related to impact assessment. The OECD/DAC 

provides the most comprehensive and widely-agreed list of definitions in 

relation to impact. 

 Chris Roche (1999) Impact Assessment for Development Agencies. 

Oxford: Oxfam/Novib. 

 Hulme, D. 1997, Impact Assessment Methodologies for 

Microfinance: A Review (click here). 

 Kirkpatrick, C. et al. (2001) Basic Impact Assessment at Project 

Level (click here). 

 Simanovitz, A. (2001) Virtual Meeting on Impact Assessment 

Methodologies – Background Paper (click here).  

 INTRAC (2001), NGOs and Impact Assessment (click here).  

 OECD/DAC (2002) Glossary of Terms Used in Evaluations (click 

here). 

Other key documents are: 

 White, H. (2002) A Drop in the Ocean? The International 

Development Targets as a Basis for Performance Measurement 

(click here). This is an annex to the UK National Audit Office (NAO) 

report ‘Department for International Development. Performance 

Management – Helping to Reduce World Poverty.  

 OECD/DAC (1997) Searching for Impact and Methods: NGO 

Evaluation Synthesis Study (click here).  

 Koponen, J. and Mattila-Wiro, P. (1996) Effects or Impacts? 

Synthesis Study on Evaluations and Reviews 1988 to Mid 1995, 

Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Department for International 

Development, Finland (click here).Lund Madsen, H. (1999) Impact 

Assessments Undertaken by Danish NGOs, Centre for Development 

Research, Copenhagen (click here). 

2. Questions of impact in context: accountability and results-based 

http://www.mip.org/pdfs/aims/impasses.pdf
http://www.enterprise-impact.org.uk/overview/index.shtml
http://www.microfinancegateway.org/files/2793_Impact_Virtual.doc
http://www.intrac.org/Intrac/docs/NGOPBP_3.pdf.PDF
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/29/21/2754804.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/29/21/2754804.pdf
http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/nao_reports/01-02/0102739_article.pdf
http://www.valt.helsinki.fi/ids/ngo/
http://global.finland.fi/julkaisut/evaluoinnit/eval_96/r96_1.html
http://www.cdr.dk/working_papers/wp-99-10.pdf


management 

The humanitarian system’s increasing interest in impact needs to be 

understood in the context of broader debates about accountability for 

humanitarian aid, and in the context of public management reforms within 

Western governments. 

There is a vast literature on issues of accountability, not cited here. For 

general debates, see for Humanitarian Exchange, no. 24, July 2003 (click 

here), or Forced Migration Review, no. 8, August 2000 (click here). 

ALNAP’s Annual Reviews provide useful information on accountability, 

learning and performance in the humanitarian sphere (ALNAP website). 

With regard to the particular question of impact, a number of agencies 

have set up impact assessment systems in order to improve their 

accountability at the organisational level. For a discussion of some of 

these mechanisms, see a report from the British Agencies Aid Group (see 

below). The 2003 INTRAC Evaluation Conference was on the theme of 

Management, Measurement and Accountability. All the papers are 

available at the INTRAC website. ECHO commissioned a study that 

compares the different quality management tools used by humanitarian 

agencies, most of them aiming at increasing the accountability and 

performance of their work. 

 ECHO (2002) Report on the Analysis of ‘Quality Management’ Tools 

in the Humanitarian Sector and Their Application by NGOs (click 

here). 

 British Agencies Aid Group (2003) Towards Organisational 

Performance Assessment: Experiences of Strengthening Learning, 

Accountability and Understanding Social Change (click here). 

Increasing interest in the question of impact is largely due to changes in 

public management in some Western governments: the recent shift from 

input–output management to so-called results-based management, 

adopted by several governments, the EU and an increasing number of aid 

agencies puts stronger pressure on agencies to demonstrate results. The 

OECD/DAC paper on results-based management provides an overview of 

the position and systems of a number of agencies, and how their 

performance measurement system works at project, country and agency 

levels. A number of agencies and donors have developed their own 

guidelines for implementing results-based management. Some examples 

are:  

 CIDA (1996) Results-Based Management in CIDA – Policy Statement 

Prepared by Results-Based Management Division, Performance 

Review Branch (click here).  

 CIDA (2000) RBM handbook on developing result chains (click 

here). 

 OECD/DAC (2000) Results Based Management in the Development 

http://www.odihpn.org/documents/humanitarianexchange024.pdf
http://www.odihpn.org/documents/humanitarianexchange024.pdf
http://www.fmreview.org/FMRpdfs/FMR08/fmr8full.pdf
http://www.alnap.org/index.html
http://www.intrac.org/Intrac/5thEvaluationConference_en.html
http://europa.eu.int/comm/echo/pdf_files/2002_partners/quality.pdf
http://europa.eu.int/comm/echo/pdf_files/2002_partners/quality.pdf
http://www.minefi.gouv.fr/TRESOR/cicid/atelier/contrib/14.pdf
http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/cida_ind.nsf/0/9c32f96287da21d885256c3b006224c7?OpenDocument
http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/cida_ind.nsf/0/D321E7D06CB2A65885256C62001B1B6C?OpenDocument
http://www.acdi-cida.gc.ca/cida_ind.nsf/0/D321E7D06CB2A65885256C62001B1B6C?OpenDocument


Cooperation Agencies: A Review of Experience (click here). 

 WFP (2003) Information Note on Results-Based Management (click 

here).  

 WFP (2003) Results-Based Management in WFP: Next Steps (click 

here). 

The following authors provide a general account of the origins of results-

based management, highlight some of its limits and explore some of its 

implications for aid agencies.  

 Hailey, J. and M. Sorgenfrei (2003) Measuring Success? Issues in 

Performance Management, Paper presented at INTRAC’s Fifth 

Conference (click here). 

 Wallace, J and T. Chapman (2003) Some Realities Behind the 

Rhetoric of Downward Accountability, Paper presented at INTRAC’s 

Fifth Conference (click here). 

 Earle, L. (2003) Lost in the Matrix: The Logframe and the Local 

Picture, Paper presented at INTRAC’s Fifth Conference (click here). 

 Chapman, J. (2003) System Failure: Why Governments Must Learn 

to Think Differently. London: Demos. 

 Onora O’Neill (2002) Called to Account, BBC Reith Lectures, 2002 

(click here). 

3. Tools and methods for measuring impact  

Some development agencies have developed their own guidelines for 

impact assessment, and these can be applied to humanitarian contexts. 

The various guidelines developed by humanitarian agencies for 

monitoring and evaluation or needs assessments can also be used to 

design impact assessments. A comprehensive review of needs 

assessment practice can be found in Darcy, J. and C.-A. Hofmann, 

According to Need? Needs Assessment and Decision-Making in the 

Humanitarian Sector (HPG Report 15, September 2003). Save the 

Children’s Toolkit provides a useful overview of the different approaches. 

UNHCR’s Evaluation and Policy Evaluation Unit (EPAU) provides useful 

information on real-time evaluations. Alistair Hallam’s Evaluating 

Humanitarian Assistance Programmes in Complex Emergencies (HPN 

Good Practice Review 7, 1998) has a section on impact assessment. 

 Save the Children UK (2004) Global Impact Monitoring Guidelines 

2004 (click here). 

 CARE USA (1999) Impact Guidelines (click here).  

 Darcy, J. and C.-A. Hofmann (2003) According to Need? Needs 

Assessment and Decision-Making in the Humanitarian Sector, HPG 

Report 15. London: ODI (click here).  

 Hallam, A. (1998) Evaluating Humanitarian Assistance Programmes 

in Complex Emergencies. Good Practice Review 7. London: ODI 

(click here).  

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/17/1/1886527.pdf
http://www.wfp.org/index.asp?section=7_1
http://www.wfp.org/index.asp?section=7_1
http://www.wfp.org/index.asp?section=7_1
http://www.wfp.org/index.asp?section=7_1
http://www.intrac.org/Intrac/5thEvaluationConference_en.html
http://www.intrac.org/Intrac/5thEvaluationConference_en.html
http://www.intrac.org/Intrac/5thEvaluationConference_en.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/reith2002/lectures.shtml
http://www.unhcr.ch/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home?page=RESEARCH&id=3b850c744&ID=3b850c744&PUBLISHER=TWO
http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?ID=2109
http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?ID=2109
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/scuk/jsp/resources/details.jsp?id=1851&group=resources%A7ion=policy&subsection=details
http://www.kcenter.com/phls/CARE_Impact_Guidelines_-_All_Sections.pdf
http://www.odi.org.uk/hpg/assessing2.html
http://www.odihpn.org/pdfbin/gpr7.pdf


 UNHCR (2002) Project Planning in UNHCR (click here). Other UNHCR 

guidelines are available at the UNHCR eCentre. 

 USAID (1999) Field Operations Guide for Disasters Assessment and 

Response (click here).  

 UNHCR (2000) Handbook for Emergencies, 2nd Edition (click here).  

 OECD/DAC (1999) Guidance for Evaluating Humanitarian 

Assistance in Complex Emergencies (click here). 

 OECD/DAC (2002) Glossary of Terms Used in Evaluations (click 

here). 

 ECHO (2002) Evaluation of Humanitarian Action Funded by the 

Humanitarian Aid Office of the European Commission: A Guide 

(click here).  

 ODI (1996) The Joint Evaluation of Emergency Assistance to 

Rwanda (click here). 

 WaterAid (2002) Looking Back: Participatory Impact Assessment 

(click here).  

 Humanitarian Initiatives, Disaster Mitigation Institute and Mango 

(2001) Independent Evaluation: The DEC Response to the 

Earthquake in Gujurat (click here).  

 UNHCR (2001) The WHALE: Wisdom we Have Acquired from the 

Liberia Experience. Report of a regional lessons-learned workshop, 

Monrovia, Liberia, 26–27 April (click here). 

The use of indicators is a crucial element in determining the impact of an 

intervention. The following documents provide clarification about which 

types of indicators ought to be used in humanitarian assistance. The 

SMART initiative is advocating for the systematic use of crude mortality 

and under-five malnutrition indicators. 

 SMART Improving the Monitoring, Reporting and Evaluation of 

Humanitarian Assistance (click here). 

 The Sphere Project (2004) Humanitarian Charter and Minimum 

Standards in Disaster Response, 2nd edition (click here). 

 World Bank (1996) Performance Monitoring Indicators: A Handbook 

for Task Managers (click here).  

 FANTA has developed a series of guides on the use of indicators for 

USAID Title II programmes (click here). 

 

Some agencies have developed particular guidelines for evaluating the 

impact of advocacy activities: 

 Mayoux, L. (2003) Advocacy for Poverty Eradication and 

Empowerment: Ways Forward for Advocacy Impact Assessment 

(click here).  

 Lloyd Laney, M. (2003) Advocacy Impact Assessment Guidelines 

(click here). 

 ActionAid (2001) Monitoring and Evaluating Advocacy: A Scoping 

http://www.the-ecentre.net/resources/e_library/doc/Project%20Planning%20in%20UNHCR.pdf
http://www.the-ecentre.net/resources/e_library/index.cfm
http://www.the-ecentre.net/resources/e_library/index.cfm
http://www.the-ecentre.net/resources/e_library/index.cfm
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/9/50/2667294.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/29/21/2754804.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/29/21/2754804.pdf
http://europa.eu.int/comm/echo/pdf_files/evaluation/manual_en.pdf
http://www.odihpn.org/documents/networkpaper016.pdf
http://www.wateraid.org/documents/impactassessguide.pdf
http://www.dec.org.uk/
http://www.unhcr.ch/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home/%2BCwwBmeuNAM_wwwwnwwwwwwwhFqo20I0E2gltFqoGn5nwGqrAFqo20I0E2glcFqhirwcnDzmxwwwwwww/opendoc.pdf
http://www.smartindicators.org/
http://www.sphereproject.org/
http://www.worldbank.org/html/opr/pmi/maintxt.html
http://www.fantaproject.org/publications/home_title2indguides.shtml
http://www.enterprise-impact.org.uk/pdf/Advocacy.pdf
http://www.iac.wur.nl/iaclo/htmlarea/docs/ppme/Advocacy_impact_assessment_guidelines.pdf


Study (click here). 

There are a number of methodological difficulties in assessing the impact 

of humanitarian aid. These include a lack of baseline data and difficulties 

in attribution. Below are some useful examples of how these obstacles 

can be overcome:  

 Mayne, J. (1999) Addressing Attribution through Contribution 

Analysis: Using Performance Measures Sensibly (click here). 

 Roberts et al. (2001) Keeping Clean Water Clean in a Malawi 

Refugee Camp: A Randomized Intervention Trial, Bulletin of the 

WHO, vol. 79 (click here).  

 White, H. (2003) Challenges in Evaluating Development 

Effectiveness, World Bank, Operations Evaluation Department. 

4. Impact assessment in humanitarian practice 

On impact assessment in health programmes, see: 

 Robertson, D. W. et al. (2002) What Kind of Evidence Do We Need 

to Justify Humanitarian Medical Aid?, The Lancet, vol. 360.  

 Spiegel, P. et al. (2001) Developing Public Health Indicators in 

Complex Emergency Response, Prehospital and Disaster Medicine, 

vol. 16, issue 4 (click here). 

 Griekspoor, A. et al. (2002) Enhancing Health in Complex 

Emergencies: The Broader Research Agenda (click here). 

On impact assessment in food and nutrition programmes, see: 

 Emergency nutrition network online, which provides useful 

information in relation to nutrition and food security.  

 Save the Children UK (2000) The Household Economy Approach: A 

Resource Manual for Practitioners (click here). 

 USAID (2003) Tools for Operationalizing Essential Nutrition Actions 

(click here). 

 Maxwell, D. (2001), ‘The Coping Strategies Index: Monitoring Food 

Security Status in Emergencies’, Field Exchange 13.  

5. Useful links  

Other useful resources include: 

Evaluation to Assess and Use Results. 

 MEASURE: Monitoring and Evaluation to Assess and Use Results. 

 MandE: Monitoring and Evaluation News. 

 SMART: Standardized Monitoring and Assessment of Relief and 

Transitions.  

http://www.actionaid.org/resources/pdfs/asp.doc
http://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/domino/other.nsf/html/99dp1_e.html/$file/99dp1_e.pdf
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/bulletin/2001/issue4/79%284%29280-287.pdf
http://www.thelancet.com/
http://pdm.medicine.wisc.edu/Spiegel.htm
http://www.who.int/disasters/repo/7764.doc
http://www.ennonline.net/
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/foodsecurity/publications/index.htm
http://www.basics.org/new/tools/ena/ENA_annotated_bibliography.pdf
http://www.ennonline.net/fex/13/index.html
http://www.cpc.unc.edu/measure/
http://www.mande.co.uk/
http://www.smartindicators.org/


  FANTA: Food and Nutrition Technical Assistance. 

 The PARC: Performance Assessment Resource Centre. 

 Imp-Act: Improving the Impact of Microfinance on Poverty: Action 

Research Programme 

 EDIAIS: Entreprise Development Impact Assessment Information 

Service. 

 

 

http://www.fantaproject.org/
http://www.parcinfo.org/
http://www.ids.ac.uk/impact/Publications/publications_FPCat.html
http://www.enterprise-impact.org.uk/conference/index.shtml

