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1. INTRODUCTION
The humanitarian sector has been progressing towards more locally led 
humanitarian action since the World Humanitarian Summit held in 2016. The 
evidence base around what works with respect to locally led approaches has 
expanded, and tools are increasingly being used to guide the measurement of 
progress of localisation (Tamdeen Youth Foundation et al, 2022; NGO Resource 
Centre et al, 2023). However, while appetites have grown to improve the impact 
measurement of locally led response, evidence is largely anecdotal and context 
specific. Frameworks to measure the impacts of locally led action remain limited 
compared to frameworks that measure progress in the implementation of 
localisation (HAG, CoLAB and GLOW Consultants, 2023).  

Good impact measurement merits attention as it has seemingly played a role in 
advancing recent transformations in the humanitarian sector. For example, cash-
based assistance achieved wider support in part due to the hundreds of impact 
studies demonstrating its comparative performance over in-kind or food aid 
(Ramalingam and Mitchell, 2022), and this strategy is now being replicated by 
advocates of anticipatory action too (Weingärtner et al, 2020). Locally led action is 
more than an intervention modality and it is arguably more complex than cash-
based assistance and anticipatory action, yet those frustrated by a lack of progress 
in locally led action may find stronger impact measures to be useful in prompting 
the sector to finally live up to the commitments made in 2016. 

This raises a number of questions: What impact study or studies can be carried out 
on a complex topic such as locally led action? Would such studies provide 
meaningful, robust and useful evidence or would they define locally led action too 
narrowly and technically? Is it even conceptually or practically possible to deliver 
evidence-based findings on the comparative performance of international and 
local/national actors? This paper explores these questions. 

1.1.	 CONTEXT 

ALNAP, a global network dedicated to humanitarian learning, is a critical 
stakeholder in generating evidence and promoting learning around key issues within 
the humanitarian sector. While there are clear reasons why deeply rooted issues of 
reform – such as localisation – have not shifted, ALNAP’s work shows that well-
targeted evidence and learning can address key ‘sticking points’ in the humanitarian 
sector and achieve meaningful change (Ramalingam and Mitchell, 2022). This is 
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foundational to ALNAP’s role in supporting evidence and learning on what works 
with respect to localised approaches in different contexts.

This paper outlines a framework and methodology for generating evidence to 
compare internationally led and locally led humanitarian action. However, as the 
language and connotations around comparison were found to be divisive and 
possibly detrimental to the localisation agenda, the research team proposes that 
the methodology be used to understand the benefits and drawbacks of different 
response approaches that sit along a spectrum between locally led and 
internationally led response. By focusing on enhancing humanitarian decision-
makers’ understanding of what works best in different contexts, this approach aims 
to support more effective and equitable humanitarian interventions. 

1.2.	 DEVELOPING THE METHODOLOGY 

In developing this methodology the research team sought to understand what 
approaches already exist for understanding the impacts of locally led response, 
what approaches have been successful in generating counterfactual or 
comparative evidence in hard-to-measure areas, and which of these approaches 
could be transferred or applied to locally led action. The methodology was 
developed with input and insights from key stakeholders, including technical and 
thematic experts, prospective commissioning bodies and operational agencies. The 
proposed methodology has not yet been tested or trialled – this will need to be 
resourced and undertaken in subsequent stages.

The proposed methodology has been designed to be rigorous and robust, yet simple 
enough to ensure wide-spread uptake and usability by a range of stakeholders at 
different levels, and within different contexts. The research to develop the proposed 
methodology was guided by the following questions:

1.	 What is already known about the performance of locally led humanitarian 
response, and the efforts to measure this?

2.	 What can be learned from the approaches used to measure and compare the 
effectiveness of similarly complex interventions or sets of practices?

3.	 What methodology can support the sector to build stronger evidence about the 
effectiveness of locally led action and international action?

Figure 1 summarises the approach used to design the methodology.
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Figure 1. Data collection 

Box 1: Definitions of key terms

Local and national actors: Organisations engaged in humanitarian action that are 
headquartered and operate in their own aid-recipient country and which are not affiliated to 
an international actor (through federations, alliances or networks) (NEAR, n.d.).

Localisation: A process of recognising, respecting and strengthening the independence of 
leadership and decision-making by local and national actors in humanitarian action, to 
better address the needs of populations affected by crisis (Ayobi et al, 2017).

Locally led/locally led action: Approaches where programmes are ‘conceived, shaped and 
delivered closer to the affected communities; designed in accordance with local norms and 
needs; and which may occur with or without support from the formal international system’ 
(Viswanathan, 2023: 5).

Internationally led/international action: Humanitarian interventions that are directed, 
managed and implemented primarily by international organisations, foreign governments or 
global non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Programmes are conceived, shaped and 
delivered primarily by international actors, often without the same level of integration with 
local norms and needs as locally led approaches. The strategic decisions, resource 
allocations and operational activities are controlled by these international entities, and while 
local participation may occur, it typically happens within the framework set by the 
international system.

Effectiveness: The extent to which an intervention has achieved, or is expected to achieve, its 
objectives and its results, including any differential results across groups (OECD, 2019).

Intermediary: An organisation, network or mechanism acting in a role between donors and 
other funding sources, and local and national actors through the provision of funding or 
other support. It is important to note that being an intermediary is not a fixed status, as 
organisations can play multiple roles in humanitarian preparedness, response and recovery 
programming, including being both an intermediary and a direct implementer. Intermediaries 
can be international or local and national actors.
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2.1.	 EVIDENCE ON LOCALLY LED RESPONSE 

The value and imperative of locally led response remain widely endorsed within the 
humanitarian sector, but there has been growing demand for evidence showing that 
locally led response delivers better outcomes for communities or that it is linked to 
other markers of good performance. Box 2 outlines key evidence gaps on locally led 
response.

‘We don’t have robust findings on how people affected by crisis see the implications 
of localisation for their welfare, protection, and future prospects.’

Mark Lowcock (OCHA, 2021)

Box 2: Key evidence gaps on locally led response

Key evidence gaps identified include in relation to locally led response that emerged during a 
recent synthesis of evidence on localisation by HAG and ALNAP (Barbelet et al, 2024) 
include:

Community and locally defined impacts:

	¤ Limited data assesses the impacts of locally led response on affected communities, 
including through large-scale analysis of community views and perceptions on the quality 
or performance of aid.

	¤ Scant evidence exists to understand and measure community and locally defined 
impacts, particularly from evaluations and reviews using locally defined measures.

Collective, system- or response-wide efforts:

	¤ Evidence on outcomes and impact is limited to specific initiatives and organisational 
practices, decoupled from broader structural change and response efforts.

Informing decision-making:

	¤ There is limited evidence on the systemic use of outcome data in decision-making.
	¤ Decision-making by international actors relies on internal organisational objectives and 

existing processes rather than on evidence about outcomes.

2.	SETTING THE SCENE: 
NEED AND 
CONSIDERATIONS
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2. Setting the scene: need and considerations

Several overarching frameworks have been developed to measure progress in 
implementing localisation, including: Global Mentoring Initiative’s Seven Dimensions 
of Localisation (Van Brabant and Patel, 2018), the Pacific Islands Association of 
NGOs (PIANGO) and HAG’s Measuring Localisation Framework (PIANGO and HAG, 
2019), and NEAR’s Performance Measurement Framework (NEAR, 2019). These 
frameworks share similar domains or dimensions for change and can be used to 
measure localisation at an organisational, partnership or project level. The 
framework of the Social Protection Approaches to COVID-19 Expert Advice Service 
(SPACE) developed during the pandemic looks at a separation of functions between 
international and local actors in an effort to shift bilateral programmes to local 
actors (Cabot Venton and Pongracz, 2021). 

However, to date, limited work has been undertaken to systematically measure the 
impact of localisation for affected communities, including on humanitarian 
effectiveness, efficiency or other criteria of the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development’s Development Assistance Committee (OECD DAC) 
(HAG, CoLAB and GLOW Consultants, 2023). Among this limited body of work, 
HAG, in partnership with GLOW Consultants, PIANGO, inSights, CoLAB Consultants 
and Pujiono Centre, have developed a framework for planning for and measuring 
the impact of localisation by placing communities at the centre (HAG et al., 2024). 
This framework has been foundational in developing the proposed methodology 
discussed in this paper.

The availability of robust evidence in humanitarian contexts can be crucial for 
decision-makers, particularly so at the present moment when global funding to 
humanitarian assistance is declining sharply and humanitarian needs are 
outstripping available resources (Mahe and de Geoffrey, 2023). At a time when aid 
allocations are increasingly politicised, decisions that are informed by evidence can 
guide more relevant and effective resource allocation and ultimately improve 
outcomes (Darcy et al, 2013). Having strong evidence also ensures accountability for 
decision-making in humanitarian action and promotes transparency in reporting 
both successful and unsuccessful outcomes (ibid.). By relying on such evidence, 
humanitarian decision-makers can make informed choices that maximise impact, 
ensure accountability and better meet the needs of affected populations.

Because there is widespread normative support for locally led action as a moral 
objective, however, the issues around evidencing the results of locally led response 
are more politically complex and contested than similar demands for evidence in 
other areas of humanitarian performance. These complexities can be best 
summarised through three lenses. 

The first, a critical lens, is that the demand for evidence places an unfair 
burden of proof on locally led responses to demonstrate that they are 
delivering better responses to communities, whilst the status quo – the 
internationally led response model – has repeatedly demonstrated its 

shortcomings in meeting the needs of communities in an efficient manner (Sattler 



6 Navigating the spectrum: A methodology to compare the impact of humanitarian action

2. Setting the scene: need and considerations

and HAG, 2021; ALNAP, 2022; Cabot Venton et al, 2022). A similar ‘status quo’ bias, 
which sets higher burdens of evidence for innovation and new ways of working, has 
long been lamented as hindering the timely scaling of more effective approaches, 
be these technical sector-specific solutions, innovative finance mechanisms or 
global policy issues like localisation (Dodgson and Crowley, 2021). The interest in 
impact evidence has also been criticised as potentially delaying the shift in power 
and changes to address systemic inequalities in the sector (Barbelet et al, 2021). 

‘It requires a system overhaul [...] it really means changing the way we’ve set up the 
system […] we know what needs to be done, [we] just don’t do it.’

Study respondent (interview 6)

The second lens takes a more positive view, that the generation of robust 
evidence on the benefits of locally led response may enable greater and 
speedier change towards locally led action. This has been seen in other areas 
of humanitarian response such as cash and voucher assistance and 

anticipatory action, where systematic evidence is viewed as playing a role in 
convincing decision-makers, including donors, to adopt or support certain 
approaches or modalities. Therefore, generating greater evidence on the benefits 
of locally led response will benefit localisation efforts undertaken in the sector.

The third lens is that evidence generation on international and local delivery 
models is vital as part of the humanitarian sector’s commitment to putting 
affected communities at the centre, focusing on the most suitable and 
principled solutions from their perspective. Given that locally led response is 

often suggested to offer a means of better serving people affected by crisis, this 
presumption requires evidence. Holding this view allows one to acknowledge that 
both local and international actors have their own advantages and shortcomings 
when it comes to working with communities affected by crisis, and that looking at 
outcomes from the perspective of communities will allow the sector to find the best 
solutions for each context and community. Within this view, however, there is a clear 
methodological gap to support balanced and consistent measurement across 
response approaches in different contexts.

This paper addresses key considerations across all three lenses, but with greater 
emphasis on the third view, that any evidence generated by the sector needs to be 
grounded in an aim to understand the most appropriate response approach for 
communities in each context. 

2.2.	 USING COMPARATIVE METHODOLOGIES 

A comparative research method offers an approach to look at two or more things 
(which can be projects, policies, or interventions) to understand their similarities and 
differences. In the humanitarian sector, this can involve studying and contrasting 
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different approaches to aid delivery to understand what works best in various 
contexts. Comparative methods are traditionally quantitative, though some of the 
more widely known methods, such as Random Control Trials (RCT), rely on 
quantitative measures and analyses. A range of new qualitative approaches have 
been developed and used in recent years to support comparative analysis.

Comparative evidence is regarded as a powerful lever for change in the 
international aid sector to support shifts in practice more broadly, because it 
provides robust data-driven insights that help shape and optimise interventions. 
Indeed, there are several examples across the sector of new ways of working or 
novel practices that have received ‘in principle’ buy-in from different actors, but 
where wider change or uptake has been held back due to a lack of comparative 
evidence (Ramalingam and Mitchell, 2022). 

The basic components of a comparative methodology:

	¤ define the subject of interest: to identify and clearly delineate the specific 
humanitarian interventions or activities being compared

	¤ define the outcome of interest: to specify the results or benefits expected or 
hoped for as direct outcomes from the subject of interest

	¤ support causal inference: using methodological strategies to minimise bias and 
interference of external factors, enabling a robust analysis of the causal 
relationships between the subject of interest and the outcome of interest, while 
adhering to ethical standards.

Annex 1 outlines some key considerations in relation to generating and using 
evidence, particularly in the context of locally led response.

2.3.	 CHALLENGES IN APPLYING THESE 
METHODOLOGIES TO LOCALLY LED ACTION

Some of the methods that are valued most highly by international actors, such as 
RCTs and control/quasi control study designs, require the ability to control a wide 
range of factors that could possibly affect an outcome of interest. This is to rule out 
alternative explanations definitively, but it is extremely difficult to achieve in 
humanitarian settings generally, even for narrow, technical interventions such as 
nutritional supplements or the provision of training. It is also important to recognise 
that concerns have been raised about the reliability of methods such as RCTs in 
humanitarian settings and their ability to account for human agency, and that, as 
such, these methods should be used alongside other methods to obtain a rounded 
view (Kabeer, 2019; Bédécarrats et al, 2020).

In developing a methodology to generate comparative evidence on the impact of locally 
led and internationally led humanitarian response, several key challenges can arise.
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Defining the subject of interest:

	¤ Variability in intervention characteristics: Locally led and internationally led 
responses may differ significantly in their design, scope and implementation, 
making it difficult to define a clear and comparable subject of interest.

	¤ Complexity of hybrid approaches: Many humanitarian responses involve a mix of 
local and international actors, leading to hybrid models that blur the lines 
between locally led and internationally led. This makes it difficult to distinctly 
categorise and compare interventions.

	¤ Contextual differences: The context in which each intervention operates 
(political environment, local capacities and historical relationships) can shape 
the intervention, complicating the definition of the subject of interest.

	¤ Provenance of assistance: For many community members, it is not clear (or 
relevant) as to who provides assistance, since so many international 
organisations employ national staff. This makes it difficult to capture definitive 
insights on the different interventions.

Defining the outcome of interest

	¤ Diverse and context-specific outcomes: Outcomes of humanitarian responses 
can vary widely depending on the context, type of crisis and specific needs of 
the population affected.

	¤ Measurement and standardisation: It is difficult to measure outcomes in a 
standardised way across various types of interventions because different actors 
will have their own methodological approaches to measurement. 

	¤ Time-based outcomes: Some outcomes may be immediate (such as from cash 
and vouchers distributed), while others may take time to manifest (such as the 
benefits of capacity support). It is difficult to compare outcomes across 
different timescales.

	¤ Access to information: Most of the data relevant for measuring outcomes or 
costs (such as financial data) are held by operational actors, who may not be 
incentivised to share data with external stakeholders (even if these stakeholders 
are independent actors or researchers).

Supporting causal inference

	¤ Interference from external factors: Many external factors can influence the 
relationship between humanitarian response designs and their outcomes, which 
makes it difficult to attribute results to a particular design feature. These 
external factors include:

	¤ Contextual dynamics: Humanitarian responses occur in dynamic 
environments where multiple factors (e.g., political changes, aid from other 
sources, evolving crisis context) can influence outcomes. These external 
factors can limit the ability to attribute observed outcomes directly to the 
intervention type.
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	¤ Historical differences in systems and capacities: Historical differences, 
including investments in systems and capacity between international actors 
and local/national actors, and how the existing humanitarian model is 
structured to be internationally led, create significant variations that cannot 
be controlled or changed.

	¤ Other interventions: More broadly, attributing changes in high-level 
outcomes like mortality or nutrition directly to humanitarian assistance is 
extremely challenging due to the overlap of humanitarian programmes with 
long-term development aid, government services and other socio-economic 
factors. These variables are all interconnected and influence outcomes over 
time, making it difficult to isolate and directly compare the specific impact 
of short-term humanitarian aid. Moreover, improvements in such high-level 
indicators often result from cumulative, multi-sector efforts over time, 
rather than from a single intervention.

2.4.	 METHODS TO GENERATE COMPARATIVE 
EVIDENCE

Various methodologies have been used in the humanitarian sector to generate 
comparative evidence. These provide both opportunities and drawbacks, 
depending on the type of comparative evidence that needs to be generated, the 
contextual factors and variables that are in effect, the scenarios or interventions 
being compared, and, importantly, the resourcing and buy-in available for such 
studies. Some of the options considered during this research are outlined in Table 1 
(this is not an exhaustive list of methods that are available or used in the sector).

Table 1. Comparative research methods used in the aid sector

COMPARATIVE RESEARCH METHOD APPLICATION CHALLENGES IN 
HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs)

RCTs involve randomly assigning participants to 
either a treatment or control group to evaluate 
the impact of an intervention. In the 
international aid context, RCTs are often used 
to test the effectiveness of programmes such 
as cash transfers or educational interventions. 
For example, RCTs have been used to assess the 
impact of different types of aid on food 
security in crisis settings. The rigorous design 
helps ensure that the results are attributable to 
the intervention rather than other factors.	

	¤ Implementing RCTs in areas affected 
by crisis can be logistically 
challenging due to instability, 
population movement and costs.

	¤ It can be difficult to take context 
(such as culture, history and economic 
status) into account during RCTs.

	¤ While RCTs can provide evidence of 
strong causal relationships, they can 
often be weak at explaining why 
certain interventions work better 
than others.



10 Navigating the spectrum: A methodology to compare the impact of humanitarian action

2. Setting the scene: need and considerations

COMPARATIVE RESEARCH METHOD APPLICATION CHALLENGES IN 
HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

Quasi-experimental designs
Quasi-experimental designs compare 
outcomes between groups that have not been 
randomly assigned, often using techniques like 
propensity score matching to control for 
differences. This method is useful in 
international aid when randomisation is not 
feasible or ethical, such as in evaluating the 
impact of health interventions in specific 
communities. Quasi-experiments can still 
provide valuable insights, though with some 
limitations on causality.

	¤ There is a risk of selection bias since 
participants are not randomly 
assigned.

	¤ It can be challenging to isolate the 
impact of a single intervention in 
complex environments.

Cohort/longitudinal studies
Cohort studies follow a group of individuals 
over time to observe how specific interventions 
impact outcomes. In the aid sector, these 
studies might track the long-term effects of 
educational programmes or health initiatives 
on vulnerable populations, providing insights 
into sustained impacts and changes over time. 
For example, longitudinal studies have been 
used to evaluate the long-term effects of 
nutrition programmes on child development.

	¤ High levels of participant drop-out 
due to displacement or migration in 
humanitarian settings can lead to 
incomplete data, reducing the 
reliability of the findings.

	¤ Longitudinal studies require 
significant time, financial and human 
resources to track participants over 
extended periods.

Cross-sectional studies
Cross-sectional studies analyse data from a 
population at a single point in time, often used 
in the aid sector to assess the prevalence of 
issues like malnutrition or access to education. 
These studies can inform the design of 
interventions by identifying key areas of need, 
but they do not establish causality. For instance, 
cross-sectional surveys are frequently used to 
assess the impact of humanitarian crises on 
population health.

	¤ These studies provide a snapshot of 
data at a single point in time, making 
it difficult to establish causality and 
draw conclusions.

	¤ In rapidly changing conditions, 
cross-sectional studies may not 
capture the full context or the 
dynamics influencing the observed 
outcomes.

Economic evaluations
Economic evaluations, including cost-effectiveness 
and cost-benefit analyses, assess the economic 
value of interventions relative to their outcomes. In 
international aid, these evaluations help 
determine which interventions provide the most 
significant impact per dollar spent, guiding 
resource allocation. For example, cost-
effectiveness analysis has been used to compare 
efficiencies of international and local/national 
intermediaries in humanitarian response.

	¤ Accurate cost and outcome data can 
be difficult to obtain in humanitarian 
contexts – particularly from 
operational actors who are not 
incentivised or required to share this 
data. This may require relying on proxy 
measures, which can be challenged.

	¤ Assigning a monetary value to some of 
the outcomes of humanitarian response, 
like improved well-being or reduced 
suffering, is inherently challenging.
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COMPARATIVE RESEARCH METHOD APPLICATION CHALLENGES IN 
HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

Process evaluations
Process evaluations focus on how interventions 
are implemented, assessing factors like reach, 
timeliness and context. In aid contexts, they 
help understand why a programme did or did 
not achieve its intended outcomes, providing 
lessons for future interventions. For example, 
process evaluations can be used to examine the 
delivery mechanisms of cash transfer 
programmes in emergency settings. Other 
evaluation approaches such as realist 
evaluation, contribution analysis and process 
tracing can also be associated with process 
evaluations.

	¤ More complex and volatile settings 
can make it challenging to 
systematically assess the 
implementation process and identify 
the factors influencing success or 
failure.

	¤ Changing conditions in a 
humanitarian context can lead to 
variations in implementation, and 
they can affect findings and their 
applicability.

Case-control studies
Case-control studies compare individuals who 
have experienced a specific outcome (cases) 
with those who have not (controls), aiming to 
identify factors that might influence the 
outcome. In the aid context, case-control 
studies are often used in public health to 
identify risk factors for diseases, such as the 
factors leading to cholera outbreaks in refugee 
camps.

	¤ Participants in humanitarian settings 
may have difficulty accurately 
recalling past exposures or 
experiences (recall bias).

	¤ Affected populations may have 
widespread exposure to similar risks 
or issues, making it hard to 
distinguish between cases and 
controls.

Systematic reviews/meta-analyses
Systematic reviews and meta-analyses 
synthesise evidence from multiple studies to 
draw broader conclusions about the 
effectiveness of interventions. In international 
aid, they are invaluable for identifying best 
practices across diverse contexts. For instance, 
systematic reviews have been used to 
aggregate evidence on the effectiveness of 
different water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 
interventions in reducing diarrheal diseases in 
low-income settings.

	¤ Often high-quality and rigorous 
studies are lacking, which can limit 
the strength and reliability of the 
conclusions drawn from them.

	¤ Approaches can vary widely due to 
context, resources or access 
constraints, making it difficult to 
combine studies.

Sources: White and Sabarwal (2014); Blanchet et al (2018); Global Evaluation Initiative (2022).
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2.5.	 SELECTION OF METHODOLOGICAL 
APPROACHES

Key criteria for considering the methodological approaches

The research team explored several avenues to develop the proposed methodology, 
with three key factors helping to shape the overall approach. 

1.	 The basis for analysis must be broad and adaptable: Any data or criteria used in 
the methodology for analysis must prioritise meeting community needs, and 
also take into consideration other key factors such as efficiency and 
effectiveness of response.  

2.	 No single method can be used to analyse complex response approaches: It was 
evident to the research team that a single method cannot be used to compare 
internationally led and locally led approaches, and that instead a hybrid 
approach is required across several component areas to undertake a more 
complete comparison (particularly in relation to aspects identified in point 1, 
above). The research team recognised that this may not align with other widely 
known comparative approaches in the sector. 

3.	 The purpose of evidence generation must be understood: Fundamental 
questions remain around who the evidence is for, and for what purpose. The 
answers to these questions need to be clear, and ideally they need to be shared 
by a wide group of users and decision-makers to justify the investment in 
generating such evidence. A clear distinction needs to be made between the 
desire to deliver definitive, globally generalised evidence on whether an 
internationally led or locally led response model leads to the best results 
(evidence that is unlikely to be feasible or accurate), and the desire to support 
learning, adaptation and reform so that responses can be tailored more 
effectively for different contexts. The latter is more practical and important for 
the humanitarian sector at large. 

Approach for methodology development

As mentioned, it was evident to the team that it is not feasible or prudent to use a 
methodology such as RCTs to simply compare one locally led and one internationally 
led response. On this basis, other approaches such as quasi-experimental designs 
using non-equivalent groups could be considered for the community-driven data 
elements of the methodology. This would involve selecting comparable groups (one 
supported by locally led responses and the other by internationally led responses) 
and comparing their experiences and the practices of each approach. However, 
while this approach allows for a comparison to be conducted in an operational 
context at the community level, it is not fully relevant to other factors such as value 
for money, financial efficiency, normative commitments and sustainability – most of 
which sit at organisational or sector level. Furthermore, given that both locally led 
and internationally led responses sit along a spectrum and not as static models, any 
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two case studies used for comparison would not provide a comprehensive view of 
how each approach compares to the other.

Consequently, the research team determined that it was more practical to develop 
a robust and rounded methodology that can be applied to varying locally and 
internationally led models at different levels (project, programme and response 
level). This approach:

i.	 allows for more practical use of the methodology based on 
the contexts, projects and partners that are interested in 
using it, independent of scale and other case studies

ii.	 enables evidence to be compiled in a database (because evidence is 
generated using the same methodology) for more robust systematic 
reviews or meta-analyses when sufficient case studies exist. 
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3.	DEFINING 
‘PERFORMANCE’
Multiple frameworks are used in the humanitarian and development sectors to 
define performance outcomes against which different response models can be 
assessed and compared. Well-being indicators, such as those on health and 
nutrition, offer a lens on high-level outcomes that reflect broader welfare trends 
and capture the long-term effects of interventions. Meanwhile, frameworks like the 
OECD DAC criteria provide a structured approach for evaluative comparisons of 
interventions. Standards, such as Core Humanitarian Standards on Quality and 
Accountability (CHS) or Sphere, provide another set of measures for programme 
quality. For the purposes of understanding how different responses meet the 
priorities of people affected by crisis with dignity and equity, the Localisation 
Impact Model places communities at the centre when defining what good 
performance looks like (HAG, CoLAB and GLOW Consultants, 2023).  

Potentially, these and other tools can be tailored to provide context-specific insights, 
addressing both immediate impacts and broader developmental shifts across 
different types of humanitarian responses. 

3.1.	 WELL-BEING OR LONG-TERM CHANGE 
INDICATORS

Using well-being indicators like health status, mortality rates or nutritional 
outcomes can provide insights into the long-term impact of humanitarian 
interventions on populations. These indicators are highly valued for their broad 
relevance to human welfare and their ability to reflect the cumulative outcomes of 
various interventions, policies and socio-economic conditions. In a comparative 
methodology, measuring shifts in well-being indicators can help capture differences 
in how internationally led and locally led aid efforts impact foundational aspects of 
community welfare. For example, the effectiveness of each approach in contributing 
to reduced mortality or improved nutrition can signal its long-term value.

What works: Given their wide use, well-being indicators are relatable and 
understandable to a broad audience, making them ideal for conveying 
humanitarian impact to policy-makers and the public. They offer a concrete, 
tangible way to showcase outcomes that resonate with communities and 
stakeholders alike.
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The challenges: It is difficult to attribute changes in these well-being indicators to 
specific humanitarian interventions as the indicators are influenced by numerous 
overlapping factors, including interventions by all stakeholders (including 
governments) and external socio-economic changes. This complexity can dilute the 
clarity of comparisons, and it necessitates complex and resource-intensive 
statistical methods to isolate impacts. Additionally, these well-being indicators are 
often slow to change, meaning that short-term projects may not visibly affect these 
indicators within the given timelines.

3.2.	 OECD CRITERIA

The OECD evaluation criteria are widely accepted standards for evaluating 
development and humanitarian interventions. In a comparative methodology, 
applying the OECD criteria can allow researchers to systematically assess the 
performance of locally led and internationally led interventions based on standard 
benchmarks. For instance, the ‘relevance’ criterion can indicate how well each 
approach aligns with the needs of local communities, while ‘impact’ can gauge the 
broader effects on society or the economy. This structured approach can help 
evaluators capture the strengths and limitations of each model across diverse 
contexts using criteria accepted by donors.

What works: The OECD criteria are recognised globally, and they offer a structured 
framework for evaluation, promoting transparency and comparability across 
different interventions. They also enable detailed, multi-dimensional analysis that 
can highlight specific aspects of each response model, aiding stakeholders to 
understand distinct benefits or areas for improvement.

The challenges: Focusing solely on OECD criteria can sometimes overlook context-
specific priorities, as the criteria may not fully capture all dimensions relevant to 
local contexts. The OECD criteria have also been critiqued as being a ‘Western-
centric’ model for assessment, presenting problems in impact measurement 
whereby international standards may differ from community perceptions (OECD, 
2017; Lavey et al, 2023). 

3.3.	 THE LOCALISATION IMPACT MODEL

The Localisation Impact at Community Level Model was developed by HAG, GLOW 
Consultants, PIANGO, Pujiono Centre and CoLAB Consultants to define and 
measure the tangible benefits of humanitarian action for communities affected by 
crisis (HAG et al, 2024). The model and proposed approach aims to fill a critical gap 
in understanding whether and how localisation efforts improve outcomes for 
communities. It focuses on four key areas where localised practices may have an 
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impact: ensuring the right assistance is provided, in the right way, at the right time, 
reaching the right people. Within each area, domains of change help assess the 
specific contributions of localised approaches (see Figure 2). Designed to integrate 
into existing M&E processes, the model helps local and national actors, 
intermediaries and donors to articulate intended outcomes, establish logic chains 
and measure impact at the community level. It can be applied across preparedness, 
response and recovery phases. 

Figure 2. Defining and measuring localisation impact at the community level 

Source: (HAG et al, 2024).

What works: The Localisation Impact Model offers a comprehensive approach to 
assess the effectiveness of locally led approaches in a way that also places 
communities at the centre of project planning and monitoring. This is unlike well-
being indicators or the OECD-DAC criteria, which are more top-down.  

The challenges: Similar to other measures, the Localisation Impact Model requires 
extensive resources for data collection and a participatory process that can be time 
intensive. While the virtue of the model is that it lends itself to more context-specific 
and community-led definitions of impact, this means it produces results that are not 
easy to compare across countries or responses, and it may focus on issues that do 
not address the political and donor demand for evidence of performance.

For the purposes of this methodology study, we present an adapted version of the 
Localisation Impact Model, with several measures for impact (presented as 
questions in Figure 3 and Table 4) that have emerged as priorities from the research 
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4.	PROPOSED 
METHODOLOGY
The proposed methodology has been developed to support the gathering of 
evidence on what approaches to humanitarian response work best in different 
contexts and scenarios. It provides a basis for gathering systematic and comparable 
evidence to support decision-making and learning in the sector. The overall 
framework is outlined below, including how this methodological approach should be 
contextualised and applied in practice. The framework is structured under the three 
core components of a comparative methodology previously discussed in section 2.2:

	¤ Define the subject of interest.
	¤ Define the outcome of interest.
	¤ Support causal inference.

4.1.	 DEFINING AND MEASURING THE SUBJECT 
OF INTEREST

The first step is to understand and clearly articulate the subject of interest/mode of 
delivery under focus. When applied to the topic of locally led action, this means 
being able to clearly define and distinguish, in the real world, interventions that are 
‘locally led’ and those that are not, so as to enable a comparison of their outcomes. 
Agreeing a clear and replicable definition of locally led response is important not 
only for an individual case study, but more broadly to understand trends at scale 
once the methodology has been applied multiple times and has been centralised. 
The unit of analysis can be set at two levels to gather evidence: at an overall country 
or response level or at a single project/programme/partnership level. This will 
determine at what level systematic reviews or meta-analyses can be conducted at a 
later date.

Response/country level as the unit of analysis

Applying the methodology at a country or response level allows for higher-level 
analysis on what is working and why. But it also presents several challenges, 
including potential cost and time investments and a greater number of variables in 
larger responses. Determining the extent to which a response is locally led also 
becomes much more complex than with a project or programme. This is due to the 
scale of activities, the number of actors involved and variations in the practices 
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taking place. For example, in certain country contexts, the level of government 
engagement and direction significantly shapes the extent to which a response is 
locally led. There is no simple rubric that can be applied to determine where a 
response sits on the locally led scale. However, before this methodology is used at a 
response level, it needs to be preceded by a localisation assessment/baseline. This 
can be done using one of several frameworks available globally, including the 
PIANGO-HAG Localisation Framework and Tools (PIANGO and HAG, 2019) and the 
NEAR Localisation Performance Measurement Framework (NEAR, 2019). However, 
the research team recognises that any baseline process may be too resource and 
time intensive to undertake or justify.

Intervention/partnership/project as the unit of analysis

Applying the methodology at a project, programme or partnership level may be less 
time and resource intensive and have fewer variables than at response/country level. 
Project-level application could also allow the process to be replicated across 
multiple settings more easily and encounter less bureaucracy. The categories on the 
spectrum of localised approaches in programmes or projects are provided as a 
guide in Table 2. This categorisation will only be used to organise the data in a 
database and for subsequent learning, such as systematic reviews or meta-
analyses. It is not intended to function as a review of partnership approaches more 
broadly. Categorisation will need to be determined by researchers/evaluators, using 
the NEAR definitions paper to determine if actors are local, national or international 
(NEAR, n.d.).
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Table 2. Proposed rubric to categorise programmes and projects as locally or internationally led 

Partnership 
or contracting 
arrangement

Partnership 
or contracting 
arrangement

International actor 
subcontracting
International actors 
implementing, with 
contracting of some 
components with 
national/ local actor(s)

International actor led 
consortium
Partnership or consortium 
including international 
and national/local actors, 
with international actor as 
lead partner

Local actor led consortium
Partnership or consortium 
with national actors 
as lead partner, with 
other national/local or 
international actors

Local actor(s) directly 
implementing
Local/national actor(s) 
receive direct funding 
from a government or 
other funding source (non-
operational agency) 

Implementation

Direct implementation 
by international 
actor(s). Subcontracted 
international actor(s) 
may implement 
activities

Possibly some direct 
implementation.
Some implementation 
subcontracted 
to national/ local 
actor(s) (including 
through international 
intermediaries)

Field implementation by 
national/local actor(s); 
international actor(s) 
acts as intermediary and 
covers overall project 
management/oversight 
and technical support

Field implementation by 
national/local actor(s); 
lead national actor 
acts as intermediary, 
with overall project 
management/oversight 
and may or may not also 
implement activities

Direct implementation by 
local/national actors

Funding

Direct funding from 
donor

International actor 
receives direct 
funding; local actor(s) 
receives funding from 
international actor with 
no direct engagement/
reporting to donor

International organisation 
acts as intermediary, 
receiving direct funding 
and passing this onto 
national/local actor(s)

National actor acts 
as intermediary/lead 
partner, receiving direct 
funding on behalf of 
consortium/ partnership; 
international actors may 
play technical support role

Direct funding from donor

Relationship

N/A Partnership/contracting 
arrangement tied to 
project delivery (mostly 
subcontracting)

Partnership/contracting 
arrangement tied to 
project delivery but may 
include multi-year funding 
and some capacity 
support

Partnership/contracting 
arrangement tied to 
project delivery but may 
include multi-year funding 
and capacity support

N/A

Decision-making 
in partnerships

N/A International actor 
leads with limited 
space for local/national 
actor(s)

International actor leads 
on key decisions on 
funding, with space for 
national/local actor(s) to 
engage and influence on 
programmatic decisions

National/local actor-led, 
with more partnership-
based decision-making

N/A



20 Navigating the spectrum: A methodology to compare the impact of humanitarian action

4. Proposed methodology

 As discussed in section 3, performance outcomes can be defined in various ways. 
The overall framework on which the proposed methodology is based (see Figure 3) is 
structured around the centrality of communities affected by crisis, and also the 
importance of more effective and efficient delivery of aid. The overarching objective 
is for humanitarian assistance meets the needs of affected communities in line with 
their priorities; is delivered in an equitable and ethical way; offers value for money; 
and supports sustained change. Four component areas feed into this objective: 1) 
relevant and timely, 2) equitable and ethical, 3) sustained change, and 4) value for 
money. 

Figure 3. The proposed localisation impact framework

Measures of impact will guide the collection of evidence in each of the four 
component areas. Several sources can be used for this purpose, including 
community perceptions, documentary evidence, interviews with key stakeholders 
and budgetary information. These sources are covered in the next sections.

Equitable and ethical

• To what extent was the assistance delivered in a 
manner that respected communities?

• To what extent was the assistance accountable to 
communities affected by crisis?

• To what extent did the assistance mitigate harms 
for communities affected by crisis and for the 
environment?

• To what extent did the assistance include all 
members of communities, in particular 
marginalised groups?

• To what extent did the assistance reach all those 
affected, including those in hard-to-reach areas?

Relevant and timely

• To what extent was the assistance 
relevant to community needs?

• To what extent was the assistance of 
high quality - in line with community 
expectations and international 
standards?

• To what extent was the assistance 
delivered in a timely way?

• To what extent did the assistance 
connect with preparedness, resilience 
and development approaches?

Value for money

• To what extent in the assistance 
considered to have been cost 
effective?

• To what extent have resources been 
directed to/spent in the affected 
context?

Sustained change

• To what extent has knowledge and 
experience been strengthened in the context 
to enable more effective humanitarian action 
in the future?

• To what extent has the delivery of assistance 
contributed positively to systems reform at 
various levels?

Overall objective

Humanitarian assistance 
meets the needs of affected 
communities in line with their 
priorities; is delivered in an 
equitable and ethical way; 
offers value for money; and 
supports sustained change.
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4.2.	 SUPPORTING CAUSAL INFERENCE 

Several strategies can be used to support causal inference to ensure that observed 
differences in outcomes can be attributed to the type of humanitarian response 
rather than other external factors. Some of these strategies are explored below.

Applying the methodology in comparable contexts

Some contexts provide unique semi-controlled environments or a base level of 
consistency that enable more direct assessment of two interventions, should this be 
a priority. An overview of these is provided below, not to be prescriptive but as a 
consideration for ‘best case’ scenarios to prioritise.

	¤ Country-based pooled funds (CBPFs): Within CBPFs there is a level of control of 
some variables, resulting from the consistency in processes that partners are 
required to meet, funding windows, level of support, and proposal and reporting 
requirements. This means that CBPFs provide strong contexts for comparison at 
the country level. For example, the Share Trust has demonstrated the viability of 
using CBPFs to draw out comparative cost-effectiveness data on local and 
international actors (Cabot Venton et al, 2022). This endeavour could be 
extended across several CBPFs to collect a more robust sample.

	¤ Interventions funded by the same donor: Donor requirements significantly 
influence the way that partners operate. Consequently, comparisons can be 
made between interventions that are funded by the same donor, to ensure that 
the requirements that partners are beholden to in terms of proposals, 
procurement, due diligence, reporting, and M&E (amongst other elements) are 
somewhat consistent, recognising that donors often place a heavier burden of 
requirements on local and national actors.

	¤ Interventions from the same sector: Interventions can vary significantly within 
sectors and also across sectors. In measuring and comparing the impact of 
individual interventions, consideration should be given to the consistency of 
programming and sectoral focus (i.e., community-based WASH interventions).

	¤ Interventions within the same geographic area: Contextual differences vary 
significantly between countries as well as within countries. Assessing two 
interventions from different countries is unlikely to yield data for meaningful 
analysis, but interventions within close geographic proximity will be affected by 
similar external contextual variables and consequently could be compared. 

Use of quasi-experimental designs

Some quasi-experimental designs can be used depending on factors such as 
resourcing, the stage of the response being evaluated/compared, and the duration 
of the study.
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	¤ Propensity Score Matching (PSM): PSM can create comparable groups by 
matching communities or regions that have experienced locally led actions with 
those that have experienced internationally led actions, based on similar 
characteristics (e.g., socio-economic status, baseline needs, pre-existing 
infrastructure). This method reduces bias and ensures that the comparison 
focuses on the differences in the type of intervention rather than other 
underlying factors.

	¤ Difference-in-Differences (DiD): DiD can be particularly beneficial if outcome 
data are available before and after an intervention in both locally led and 
internationally led contexts. This method helps to account for time trends and 
pre-existing differences by comparing changes in outcomes over time between 
the two groups.

Longitudinal data collection

Longitudinal data collection can generate strong and comparable data sets to 
understand the causal relationship between the subject of interest (locally led or 
internationally led responses) and their outcomes.

	¤ Pre- and post-tests: Collecting data before and after an intervention to observe 
changes over time can establish time-based relationships, which is a key 
criterion for causal inference.

	¤ Repeated measures: Regularly collecting data at multiple points during and 
after an intervention can capture the dynamics of change and reduce the 
likelihood of attributing outcomes to the wrong causes.
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METHODOLOGY

5.1.	 MANAGING RISKS AND EXPECTATIONS

Table 3 outlines several key activities that are required to manage risks and 
stakeholder expectations when applying the proposed methodology. 

Table 3. Potential risks when applying the methodology and mitigating activities

RISK KEY MITIGATING ACTIVITIES

Potential questioning of 
the validity and relevance 
of the methodology;1 
potential push back from 
key stakeholders

	¤ Communication and stakeholder engagement to establish 
buy-in and understanding of the methodological choices, 
reducing resistance from stakeholders. 

	¤ Stakeholder engagement (with local researchers, humanitarian 
agencies, M&E specialists) to validate and refine the proposed 
methodology. 

	¤ Clear articulation of the rationale for an adaptive, context-
sensitive approach and how it aligns with the realities of 
localised humanitarian efforts.

	¤ An iterative research process, allowing for the methodology to 
be refined according to findings and feedback. 

	¤ Revisit assumptions, modify tools and adjust the research focus 
based on emerging insights.

Misalignment between 
academic standards 
and practical needs, and 
potential for pushback 
on perceived rigour of 
evidence

	¤ Expectation management so that stakeholders understand the 
study’s scope and the value of the findings within the specific 
contexts studied.

	¤ Set realistic expectations about the purpose of the study, 
outcomes and the type of evidence it will produce.

Contextual applicability 
of globally used tools

	¤ Collaborative tool design to ensure research tools that are 
tailored to the local context, allowing for greater accuracy and 
relevance. 

	¤ Work with local and national researchers from the outset.

Oversimplification of a 
comparison can lead to 
misguided conclusions or 
recommendations2 

	¤ Nuanced analysis that avoids binary comparisons between 
locally led and internationally led responses. 

	¤ Focus on the full spectrum of support people seek during crises 
and the conditions under which different forms of aid are most 
effective.

1	 Study respondent, interviews 2 and 3.
2	 Study respondent, interviews 3 and 5.
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There are also some other risks that may not be addressed fully but that teams 
should be aware of.

	¤ Hierarchy of evidence: Despite efforts to communicate and validate the 
adaptive methodology, there may still be residual bias in favour of more 
traditional approaches (e.g., RCTs) within some academic and donor circles. This 
bias may limit the acceptance or recognition of the study’s findings in certain 
contexts.

	¤ Tracking relief supply chains: Challenges may persist in tracking supply chains 
beyond the project level, particularly in complex, multi-donor environments. This 
could affect the accuracy of response-level comparisons and community 
perceptions, leading to potential gaps in the data collected.

	¤ Placing a higher burden of proof on locally led response: There is ongoing 
concern among advocates of locally led approaches that the demand for 
rigorous evidence to validate localisation efforts is disproportionately high 
compared to the scrutiny applied to international practices. This imbalance can 
hinder recognition and adoption of locally led initiatives, as they are often held 
to stricter standards of proof. The proposed methodology may face similar 
criticism and resistance, as it could be perceived as reinforcing this unequal 
burden of evidence on local actors.

5.2.	 RESEARCH GOVERNANCE AND 
PARTICIPATION

It is important that the research process to measure the impact of locally led and 
internationally led responses has strong buy in from different stakeholders and that 
it is based on principles of equitable research partnership (HAG, CoLAB, GLOW 
Consultants, et al 2023d) – particularly if international researchers are involved. 
Certain key considerations need to be taken into account and addressed.

	¤ Inclusive governance structure: An advisory committee should be established 
that includes representatives from both international and local/national actors 
to ensure that decisions – including on the research purpose and objectives – 
reflect the interests and perspectives of all stakeholders.

	¤ Joint decision-making: A collaborative decision-making process should be 
implemented where both international and local/national researchers have 
equal input on key research decisions.

	¤ Active participation of local researchers: Efforts should be made to ensure that 
local researchers are involved in every stage of the research process – from tool 
development and data collection to analysis and dissemination of findings – 
rather than being limited to data collection roles.

	¤ Regular stakeholder consultations: Stakeholder consultations should be 
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conducted regularly, including with international and local/national actors, to 
gather inputs, share progress and adapt the research process as needed. 

	¤ Shared ownership of findings: International and local/national actors should be 
involved in the interpretation of results and the drafting of conclusions in order 
to promote shared ownership of the findings. This ensures that findings are 
relevant and credible to all stakeholders.

	¤ Ethical considerations and cultural sensitivity: Local customs, norms and values 
should be respected throughout the research process. Local researchers should 
be engaged to ensure that the research is conducted in a culturally sensitive 
manner, particularly when interacting with communities.

5.3.	 DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Sourcing data 

Drawing on the HAG Localisation Impact Model (see Figure 3), we provide an 
illustrative framework for data collection and analysis.  

Collecting data on the proposed component areas for a case study will rely on a 
mixed methods approach. Quantitative approaches can be complemented with 
qualitative approaches and secondary data to better understand the context and 
factors that influence the outcomes of locally and internationally led responses. 
Table 4 summarises proposed options as they correspond to each area. At the 
framework level these modalities include:

	¤ Community perception surveys: Feedback is gathered directly from communities 
affected by crisis through structured surveys. The surveys aim to capture 
community insights on the effectiveness, relevance and impact of locally led and 
internationally led humanitarian responses, focusing on how well these 
approaches meet their needs and respect local norms.

	¤ Key informant interviews: In-depth discussions with individuals provide 
qualitative data on the strengths, weaknesses and effectiveness of 
humanitarian responses from the perspective of those who are directly involved 
or knowledgeable. Interviews also capture insights on why certain practices or 
processes have worked in a given context and/or why others have not.

	¤ Reviews of project/programme and organisational documentation: Systematic 
analyses of internal reports, evaluations, budgets and records related to specific 
projects or programmes can show how each response (locally led or 
internationally led) has been planned, implemented and monitored, providing 
insights into operational efficiency, decision-making processes and outcomes.

	¤ Reviews of external (response level, contextual) documentation: Reviews of 
external reports, studies, statistical data and evaluations can provide context 
and help situate a particular response (project or programme) within broader 
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humanitarian response. These reviews can also enable a team to understand the 
impact and effectiveness of a response within the wider context, including the 
socio-political environment, regional coordination and overall response 
dynamics.

	¤ Field observations: On-the-ground observations can be undertaken where 
humanitarian responses are being (or have been) implemented. This helps 
gather firsthand, real-time data on how interventions are carried out, the 
conditions on the ground, and the interactions between those implementing an 
activity and communities affected by crisis.

Table 4 provides an overview of the proposed methodology. Within each component 
area, measures of impact are presented as key questions. A series of modalities are 
proposed to answer the key questions and to capture primary data, both in 
qualitative and quantitative form. Secondary data sources should be reviewed for 
all measures of impact.

Table 4. Component areas, measures of impact and proposed modalities to obtain evidence

COMPONENT AREAS AND THEIR 
MEASURES OF IMPACT

PROPOSED MODALITIES TO 
OBTAIN PRIMARY DATA SECONDARY DATA SOURCES

RELEVANT AND TIMELY

To what extent was the assistance 
relevant to community needs?

	¤ Community perception 
survey

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

	¤ Community needs 
studies/baselines

To what extent was the assistance 
of high quality – in line with 
community expectations and 
international standards? 

	¤ Community perception 
survey 

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders (including 
to understand if 
approaches align with 
Sphere and other 
standards)

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

To what extent was the assistance 
delivered in a timely way?

	¤ Community perception 
survey

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

	¤ Project timelines (actual)

To what extent did the assistance 
connect with preparedness, 
resilience and development 
approaches?

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

	¤ Design documents

EQUITABLE AND ETHICAL

To what extent was the assistance 
delivered in a manner that 
respected communities?

	¤ Community perception 
survey

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

To what extent was the assistance 
accountable to communities 
affected by crisis?

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

	¤ Accountability to affected 
populations (AAP) 
mechanisms and reports
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COMPONENT AREAS AND THEIR 
MEASURES OF IMPACT

PROPOSED MODALITIES TO 
OBTAIN PRIMARY DATA SECONDARY DATA SOURCES

To what extent did the assistance 
mitigate harms for communities 
affected by crisis and for the 
environment?

	¤ Community perception 
survey 

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

	¤ Environmental plans
	¤ Safeguarding plans and 

reports

To what extent did the 
assistance include all members 
of communities, in particular 
marginalised groups?

	¤ Community perception 
survey 

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

To what extent did the assistance 
reach all those affected, including 
those in hard-to-reach areas?

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

SUSTAINED CHANGE

To what extent has knowledge and 
experience been strengthened 
in the context to enable more 
effective humanitarian action in 
the future?

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

	¤ External documents or 
reports

To what extent are outcomes likely 
to be sustained into the future?

	¤ Survey or assessment 
(pre and post data)

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Field observations

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

To what extent has the delivery of 
assistance contributed positively 
to systems reform at various 
levels?

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Project/programme 
documents

	¤ External documents or 
reports

VALUE FOR MONEY/SOCIAL RETURN ON INVESTMENT

To what extent is the assistance 
considered to have been cost 
effective?

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Project/programme 
budgets and financial 
reports

To what extent have resources 
been directed to/spent in the 
affected context?

	¤ Interviews with 
stakeholders

	¤ Project/programme 
budgets and financial 
reports

Analysis and sense-making

The analysis and sense-making process should be based on the overall methodology 
and an analysis rubric. In doing so, the following principles apply:

	¤ Data triangulation for each criterion of impact.
	¤ Inclusive, diverse stakeholder involvement in research processes (including 

advisory structures).
	¤ Prioritising local knowledge and expertise.
	¤ Iterative analysis process to refine and validate findings.

The evidence gathered should be assessed against a rubric to score the extent of 
evidence for each measure of impact (see Table 5). The score is based on a Likert 
scale to maintain consistency and comparability, where:
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	¤ 5 – To a very high extent
	¤ 4 – To a high extent
	¤ 3 – To a moderate extent
	¤ 2 – To a low extent
	¤ 1 – To a very low extent
	¤ 0 – No evidence

Table 5. Proposed rubric to rate sources of evidence

RATING SURVEY DATA INTERVIEW/
QUALITATIVE DATA SECONDARY DATA

5 – To a very high 
extent Rating of over 75%

Multiple strong and detailed examples of 
actions and change taking place

4 – To a high extent Rating 60%–-75%
Limited number of strong and detailed 
examples of actions and change taking place

3 – To a moderate 
extent Rating 45%–60%

Multiple number of weak or partial examples 
of actions and change taking place

2 – To a low extent Rating 25%–45%
Limited number of weak or partial examples of 
actions and change taking place

1 – To a very low 
extent Rating 10%–25%

Limited number of weak or partial examples 
of actions taking place, but none on change 
happening as a result

0 – No evidence Rating below 10%
No clear evidence emerging on practices or 
initiatives

Using this rubric, a rating can be assigned to each modality under the measure of 
impact. It is important to recognise that there will be a degree of subjectivity in the 
ratings for qualitative data, which is inherent and unavoidable. These ratings can 
then be used to create another rating for the relevant measure of impact based on 
a weight assigned to each modality. Next, ratings assigned to each measure of 
impact can be combined to arrive at an overall rating for each component area. 
Finally, this will allow for an overall composite rating for each response using a 
weight assigned to the component areas. This overall rating will be a key factor 
when comparing humanitarian responses across different implementation 
modalities.

5.4.	 USING THE EVIDENCE

Comparative evidence is instrumental in supporting decision-making within 
humanitarian contexts because it provides a clear picture of the relative 
effectiveness and efficiency of different intervention strategies. For instance, the 
debate between cash versus in-kind transfers has been significantly informed by 
comparative studies, as have the appropriateness of certain health interventions 
over others in disease outbreak scenarios and the efficacy of various shelter 
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solutions in disaster-prone areas (Gentilini, 2016). Thus, the evidence generated 
from this proposed methodology can inform and improve aid practices and policies. 

Utilise data for advocacy and reform at case study level

The data generated using the proposed methodology can be used for broader 
learning and analysis, including the generation of lessons for relevant stakeholders. 
This can include planning for dissemination and engagement events and action 
planning based on emerging findings. By identifying the strengths and weaknesses 
of different approaches or models in their relevant contexts, the evidence can guide 
more effective allocation of resources, the design of interventions and capacity-
building efforts. It can also support advocacy for greater recognition and 
investment in locally led initiatives, highlighting their effectiveness and contextual 
relevance, and it can support international actors to better understand when and 
how to collaborate with local partners. This will lead to more sustainable and 
community-driven outcomes.

Building a broader evidence base 

Rather than focusing on a comparison of only two interventions, the proposed 
methodology can be used to gather context-specific evidence that will support 
greater learning and reform. As the methodology is used in multiple contexts and 
case studies over time, comparable data can be compiled within a database of 
evidence to enable meta-analysis and/or systematic reviews between locally led and 
internationally led practices. The following actions would facilitate this: 

	¤ Create a centralised database for data storage: A centralised repository of 
data from different case studies will support the comprehensive comparison 
and analysis of responses across different contexts. As a global learning 
resource for the humanitarian sector, ALNAP could play a key role in hosting this 
database and in supporting the sector to apply the proposed methodology in 
different contexts.

	¤ Analyse data across case studies: Analysis of the compiled data is likely to 
identify patterns, trends and key insights to enable better understanding of the 
effectiveness of different response approaches or models across contexts 
(noting that a variety of approaches and models exist along the spectrum of 
locally led to internationally led responses).

	¤ Comprehensive analysis: The generation of data from a standardised 
methodology applied across different contexts presents an opportunity to 
conduct more robust analysis through meta-analysis or systematic reviews, for 
example. 

	¤ Generate insights and support reform: The outputs from both case study 
comparisons and more systematic studies can produce key insights to inform 
decision-makers about the most effective strategies for future humanitarian 
interventions. Validating the findings with key stakeholders, including local actors, 
is important to ensure that: 1) the findings are robust and actionable, and 2) 
opportunities can be identified to refine the methodology and overall approach.
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6. REFLECTIONS
This paper outlines a comprehensive framework and methodology to generate 
evidence that will enable comparisons of internationally led and locally led 
humanitarian action. Recognising the divisive nature of direct comparisons, the 
methodology is structured to evaluate the benefits and drawbacks of various 
response approaches across a spectrum. It can be used to generate robust, context-
specific evidence to inform decision-making and, ultimately, to improve the 
effectiveness of humanitarian responses. It also promotes transparency through a 
consistent and comprehensive approach to evaluate response practices.

The proposed methodology is intended to be applied in diverse humanitarian 
settings, and therefore it will be important to engage with key stakeholders – 
donors, international and local/national operational actors, researchers – to discuss 
the framework and methodology, and to encourage buy in. The research team 
recognises that there are countless evaluation methodologies and guidelines in the 
aid sector, and that the proposed methodology may add more pressure on 
humanitarian actors who are already pressed for time and resources. However, in 
the current humanitarian landscape, this methodology could support the sector to 
better navigate the complexities of crisis response, ensuring that aid efforts are 
impactful and sustainable, particularly in the eyes of the communities they are 
intended to serve.
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ANNEX 1. KEY 
CONSIDERATIONS 
WHEN GENERATING 
AND USING EVIDENCE 
ON LOCALISATION
A recent synthesis of evidence (Barbelet et al, 2024) identifies the following 
opportunities and enablers for localisation which are relevant to this methodology:

Invest in greater generation of systematic evidence about practices that support 
intermediate localisation outcomes at scale:

	¤ Invest in generating evidence at scale across different contexts through 
independent initiatives and response evaluations.

	¤ Stronger evidence would support greater political willingness to invest in 
localisation.

	¤ Large-scale investment in pilots and new ways of working are needed to 
generate evidence at scale, including:

	¤ comparative analysis and model generation research: Research models of 
risk sharing that work for funders and local actors, learning from 
philanthropic approaches and pooled funds, and explore how these models 
could be replicated with institutional donors. 

	¤ mapping of the impact of incentives: Stronger evidence is needed on how 
donors can incentivise quality partnerships and work with intermediaries, 
including how to support greater accountability to local actors; and on how 
the effectiveness of partnership quality metrics and local partner 
assessments and reviews of international partners inform decision-making.

	¤ response-level qualitative research: Evidence is needed on the impacts on 
local leadership and response-wide coordination.

Consider who is defining the intended impacts, and how:
	¤ Enable and support communities and local/national actors to lead, mobilise and 

advocate for their own priorities.
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Annex 1. Key considerations when generating and using evidence on localisation

	¤ Consider how generation of evidence should draw from locally defined 
measures of impact, as well as how this links to longer-term measures of 
community resilience and well-being beyond a narrower focus on humanitarian 
effectiveness and efficiency.

Shift the burden of proof in evidence generation and research activities:
	¤ Require existing systems and practices to demonstrate their impact.
	¤ Frame localisation discussions from ‘why localisation?’ to ‘why not?’.
	¤ Do not place the burden of demonstrating impact on local actors.

Prioritise enabling the leadership of local and national actors:
	¤ Support local and national actors in strengthening the evidence base on 

localisation impact, through resources, technical support, and assistance with 
communicating and disseminating evidence.

	¤ Underpin evidence generation with the use and value of local and indigenous 
expertise, evidence and knowledge.
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