
THE PERSPECTIVES OF AID 
RECIPIENTS

One of the most important ways of assessing the performance of 
humanitarian assistance is to ask people in crisis to evaluate the support 
they receive. The perspectives of aid recipients have played a significant 
role in grounding the findings and analysis of all three State of the 
Humanitarian System reports.7 This section takes a focused look at what we 
heard from aid recipients in our research for the 2018 report, and highlights 
key sets of insights from this data. 

The way the humanitarian sector consults aid recipients has changed 
dramatically since ALNAP’s first survey in 2012. Not only are individual 
humanitarian agencies doing more to collect feedback from aid recipients, 
but there are also more system-wide approaches to surveying crisis-affected 
people. Accountability initiatives such as the Humanitarian Accountability 
Partnership (now the CHS Alliance) and Ground Truth Solutions have 
led to an increase in surveys of aid recipients. These surveys inform 
both operational decisions and humanitarian policy, for example the 
implementation of the Grand Bargain. 

This section draws on the mobile survey data gathered by GeoPoll for 
ALNAP and the field-level interviews with aid recipients, as well as Ground 
Truth Solutions’ Human Voice Index (HVI – a database that includes all of 
their large perceptual surveys) and the CHS Alliance self-assessment data 
for 2017.

Figure 18 / SOHS aid recipient aggregate survey responses – SOHS 
2012, 2015 and 2018

Notes: The countries covered by the SOHS aid recipient surveys are as follows: 2012: DRC, Pakistan, Haiti and Uganda; 2015: DRC, Pakistan and the 
Philippines; 2018: DRC, Kenya, Ethiopia, Afghanistan and Iraq.
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INSIGHT 1: Overall, aid recipients see aid getting better 

Overall, aid recipients in 2017 reported higher levels of satisfaction with 
the quality, quantity and relevance of the aid they received, compared 
with 2012 and 2015.8 A much higher percentage of aid recipients also 
reported being able to give feedback on programmes, and that they 
were consulted prior to an aid distribution. In face-to-face interviews, 
aid recipients were concerned with the quantity of assistance provided, 
but generally indicated that the support they received was relevant 
to their needs and highly appreciated (deviations from this trend 
were most evident in Haiti). Interestingly, given current debates 
around the ‘localisation’ agenda, we found no meaningful distinctions 
between different types of aid actors in terms of how aid recipients 
assessed performance (this is discussed in more detail in section on 
Accountability and participation).

Positive appraisals by aid recipients were also found in the first baseline 
assessments carried out by the CHS Alliance on how well its members were 
performing against the nine Core Humanitarian Standards. The ratings aid 
recipients gave either matched or were more positive than the self-assessed 
ratings that agencies gave themselves on eight of the nine standards. Aid 
recipients were particularly positive about the relevance of the aid provided 
and the competence of aid agency staff.

 

Figure 19 / SOHS aid recipient survey responses for DRC – SOHS 
2012, 2015 and 2018

Notes: Figures have been rounded to the nearest percentile.

‘it’s not enough, 
but it makes  
a difference’

AID RECIPIENT, KENYA



Figure 20 / Assessments against the Core Humanitarian Standard 
– Scores by commitment

Figure 21 / Comparison of feedback, consultation and respect 
responses – SOHS 2018 aid recipients survey 
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Notes: While consultation and feedback mechanisms strongly correlated with the degree to which people felt respected, many aid recipients who were not able 
to provide feedback also reported that that they had been treated with respect, and some aid recipients who provided feedback did not feel treated with respect.

Source: Core Humanitarian Standard
Notes: Aggregated assessments of 15 CHS Alliance members, as of December 2017.  For each commitment the upper bar reflects the average self-
assessment scores for Key Actions from CHS Alliance members (CHS Requirements at project level) while the lower bar shows the average ratings given 
by aid recipients served by the CHS Alliance members. The ratings from aid recipients were collected by CHS Alliance members themselves rather than 
through an independent party.
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INSIGHT 2: Overall trends don’t tell us what is happening  
in a specific response 

Given the many years of attention and effort invested in improving 
accountability to affected populations in the humanitarian sector, it is 
heartening that performance is improving in the eyes of aid recipients. 
However, while the aggregated data indicates an overall positive trajectory, 
aggregated trends are not always reproduced within individual countries, which 
means that global trends can mask, or run counter to, trends within individual 
countries or crises. 

For example, in the DRC, the only country that has been featured in all 
three SOHS surveys, there has been an overall decline in satisfaction among aid 
recipients from 2012 to 2017. Aid recipients were less satisfied in 2017 than they 
were in 2012 with the quantity of aid (57% in 2012 and 45% in 2017) and the 
quality of aid (64% in 2012 and 51% in 2017), and fewer reported being able to 
offer feedback (55% in 2012 and 47% in 2017). 

Yet aid recipients in DRC in 2017 were more positive about performance 
compared to 2015, when the humanitarian response was considered quite poor 
by aid recipients and there were significant declines in satisfaction from 2012. 
These changes illustrate how humanitarian performance is fluid, not linear: 
levels of satisfaction can change dramatically, either up or down, and may be 
shaped by contextual factors affecting aid delivery at particular points in time.

INSIGHT 3: Accountability and participation mechanisms 
make a difference

Aid recipients are more likely to feel respected and view aid as relevant 
and high-quality if they are consulted and have the opportunity to provide 
feedback or complain. The GeoPoll surveys, for example, showed a strong 
relationship between feedback and consultation and how aid recipients 
perceived the quality of the aid they received. This correlation was even 
stronger with regard to feelings of dignity and respect (see more in section 
on Accountability and participation).

INSIGHT 4: The majority of aid recipients feel respected by 
aid providers

In the survey, 68% of aid recipients said that they were treated with respect 
and dignity by aid providers. Similarly, in survey data gathered by Ground 
Truth Solutions in 2015–2017, the average score for ‘respect’ was the highest 
for any question on the survey. 



Notes: Responses to the question: ‘What is the biggest challenge to people receiving aid in your area? 1)Insecurity and violence 2)Corruption 3)Not enough aid 4)
Difficulty with access 5)Other 6) Don’t Know’. Percentages have been rounded to the nearest whole percent. 

INSIGHT 5: There are a number of ways in which agencies 
can demonstrate respect for aid recipients

While consultation and feedback mechanisms strongly correlated with the 
degree to which people felt respected, many aid recipients who were not 
able to provide feedback also reported that that they had been treated with 
respect, and some aid recipients who provided feedback did not feel treated 
with respect. Similarly, in the Ground Truth data, high scores for respect 
were not accompanied by high scores for being able to voice opinions. This 
indicates that other factors beyond feedback and consultation mechanisms 
can come into play in shaping whether aid recipients feel respected, and 
how they assess the quality of aid. More research and evidence is needed 
on what these factors might be, and how aid agencies can move beyond 
feedback mechanisms to improve their relationships with aid recipients.

Figure 22 / Biggest challenges to receiving humanitarian aid – 
SOHS 2018 aid recipient survey
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Source: Ground Truth Solutions (GTS)
Notes: GTS perception surveys with affected people in Lebanon, Iraq, Somalia, Afghanistan, Haiti and Uganda provide information about affected people’s 
views on different aspects of the humanitarian assistance and how it affects their lives. The chart above shows to what extent each of the listed performance 
dimensions deviate from the global mean scores. In other words, it captures to what extent specific aspects of the humanitarian response are rated relative to 
each other. Positive scores suggests that those aspects of humanitarian assistance work relatively well compared to average scores, whereas negative scores 
suggest a need for improvements.

Aid recipients felt 
that support does 

not always reach the 
most vulnerable and 
can exclude children 
and youth, women, 
elderly people, poor 
people and people 
with disabilities.

Figure 23 / Affected people’s relative views of different aspects 
of humanitarian assistance – Ground Truth Solutions 

INSIGHT 6: Aid recipients identified a number of problems 
with humanitarian aid, including corruption, access 
constraints, unmet needs and poor targeting 

Finally, while aid recipients are broadly satisfied with the basic aid 
they receive, they also identified a number of problems and areas for 
improvement. A majority of survey participants chose corruption as the 
most significant obstacle to aid delivery, followed by the limited amount 
of aid available, insecurity and problems with accessing aid. A review of 
aid recipients’ answers to open-ended questions, carried out by Ground 
Truth Solutions for ALNAP, found that the most common concerns raised 
by aid recipients over 2015–17 across seven countries were information 
provision, unmet needs and targeting. Unmet needs cited by aid recipients 
ranged widely across different countries, from food and cash to housing and 
employment opportunities. With respect to targeting, aid recipients felt 
that support does not always reach the most vulnerable: when asked which 
groups are excluded from assistance, respondents mentioned children and 
youth, women, elderly people, poor people, people with disabilities, the ill 
and people without information about assistance. • ALICE OBRECHT, ALNAP


