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List of acronyms and abbreviations

SEA Sexual Exploitation and Abuse

SEAH Sexual Exploitation, Abuse and Harassment

Oxfam GB Oxfam Great Britain

The Charity Commission The Charity Commission For England and Wales

PSEA policy physical and sexual exploitation and abuse policy

Glossary

Code of conduct - Practices and norms about behavior that are obligated for staff and
volunteers of an organization to follow (Davey & Taylor 2020, p.1).

Sexual abuse - Actual or threatened physical intrusion of a sexual nature, whether by force,

under unequal or coercive conditions. Sexual abuse includes rape, sexual assault, sex with a

minor and sexual activities with a minor (UN 2017, p.5).

Sexual exploitation - Any actual or attempted abuse of position of vulnerability, differential

power or trust, for sexual purposes, including, but not limited to, profiting monetarily,

socially or politically from the sexual exploitation of others. Sexual exploitation include acts

such as transactional sex and solicitation of transactional sex (UN 2017, p.6).

Sexual harassment - Inappropriate and unacceptable behaviour of sexual nature such as

sexual suggestions, physical or verbal gestures and demands or requests of sexual favours

(UN 2017, p.10).

Sexual misconduct - Includes sexual abuse, sexual exploitation and sexual harassment

(Davey & Taylor 2020, p.2).

Safeguarding - The responsibility of an organization for their staff, programmes and

operations to not expose children and people in vulnerable positions of harm. Sexual abuse,

sexual exploitation and child protection falls under safeguarding (Davey & Taylor 2020, p.2).

Whistleblowing policy - If there is suspicion or concernment of violation of misconduct,
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staff members and beneficiaries can use whistleblowing functions to report and draw

attention to the incident (Davey & Taylor 2020, p.2).

The Charity Commission For England and Wales is a non-ministerial government

department of England and Wales. The Charity Commission's task is to regulate and register

charity organizations in England and Wales. For instance to scrutinize charity organizations

to ensure that they uphold their responsibilities. Violation or misconduct are amongst other

things The Charity Commission can investigate. The Charity Commission can hold

organizations accountable and inform the public about how credible an organization is (The

Charity Commission For England and Wales n.d).
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Abstract

The topic of sexual misconduct in the aid sector is not new. However, since it was revealed

that Oxfam GB had staff who committed sexual misconduct in the aftermath of the 2010

earthquake in Haiti and women spoke about the issue of SEAH under the #AidToo, the topic

has been brought to life again. The purpose of this thesis is to make an attempt on how

organizations in the aid sector can strengthen approaches to prevent and respond to sexual

misconduct. The study sheds light on the problem of how few aid workers are held

accountable when they have been discovered of committing sexual misconduct. This is a

qualitative case study with focus on Oxfam GB.

The findings presents various areas in which Oxfam GB can strengthen their approaches to

prevent and respond to sexual misconduct. To increase knowledge about SEAH, to develop

guidelines and methods for how the management could respond when cases of SEAH occur.

Reporting mechanisms have an important function to be able to detect cases of sexual

misconduct. Furthermore, there needs to be greater focus on the individuals who have been

exposed to some form of SEAH. The study further indicates a gap on these approaches to

prevent and respond with regards to the legal aspect.

Keywords: Sexual misconduct, Sexual Exploitation, Abuse and Harassment, Oxfam GB,
#AidToo, accountability
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1. Introduction

Sexual misconduct in the aid sector1 was for a period of time a problem that was rarely talked

about, until autumn of 2017. In October that year, the British newspaper The Times reported

that there have been allegations against Oxfam GB staff for sexual harassment of

beneficiaries and colleagues. This prompted journalists to continue examining the

organization. In February 2018, The Times could further reveal that high positioned managers

and the Country Director to Haiti from Oxfam GB paid Haitian prostitutes for sex, in the

aftermath of the 2010 earthquake while on duty in the country. This came to be known as the

Oxfam Scandal. What the newspaper further revealed was that Oxfam GB headquarters were

aware of these allegations and did an investigation which resulted in these people to resign

from their positions. The aftermath of The Scandal was a significant political and regulatory

response. Oxfam GB for instance got their funding withdrawn from the British state and

many private donors stopped giving monthly contributions to the organization. This is not a

unique event for just Oxfam GB, as revelations in the media have shown that several

humanitarian organizations have problems with cases concerning sexual misconduct (Clarke

2021, p.225).

During the same year as the Oxfam Scandal, the #MeToo movement was ongoing, which also

came to affect the aid sector. Women who work or have worked for the aid sector told their

stories about the widespread problem of sexual harassment and sexual abuse under the

#AidToo. Harassment and abuse by men who mainly have high ranking positions and rarely

are held accountable for their actions. The lack of accountability has resulted in that these

people can continue to work in the aid sector for other organizations, especially when one has

received a promise from the previous employer to not tell as to why one resigned (Riley

2020, pp.49-50).

Goncharenko (2021) stated that in the past decade there has been consensus that SEAH

occurs but is silenced. One of the first major media coverage of SEAH in the aid sector took

place in the early 2000s. An investigation that took place in West Africa revealed that aid

workers from various organizations was exchanging food for sex from beneficiaries.

Approximately 40 organizations had staff members who were suspected of committing sexual

1 I use the term aid sector as a collective term for development and humanitarian organization in the
thesis.
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misconduct after the investigations. In the aftermath of the revelation of what happened in

West Africa, the aid sector strengthened code of conducts, PSEA policy and whistleblowing

function as preventative measures and to take accountability for cases of SEAH

(Goncharenko 2021, p.2).

1.1. Problem formulation

Despite the previously mentioned measures, for instance code of conduct or whistleblowing

function, it has been demonstrated that these measures are not sufficient enough to prevent

and respond to cases of SEAH. The problem I have identified is that when organizations

detect SEAH cases, investigations and appropriate action can be questioned if organizisations

and the individual who committed sexual misconduct take sufficient accountability. It has

been proved that aid workers are allowed to continue their behavior of sexual misconduct if

not at their current workplace, they can do so by working for other organizations.

I welcome that the aid sector is examined in regards to SEAH. It has been proved that the aid

sector and organizations need to examine its methods and how cases of SEAH are handled

and investigated. I would like to point out that it is not about tarnishing Oxfam GB or the aid

sector, the majority of aid workers would not commit sexual misconduct. However, what the

Oxfam Scandal has demonstrated is that organizations need to take greater accountability

when cases of SEAH occur. I find an interest to work with SEAH safeguarding standards

which has been an identified area that needs to be improved. It is about protecting

beneficiaries but also staff and volunteers from being exposed to SEAH. The issue of sexual

misconduct is still highly relevant. The master's program Humanitarian Action and Conflict

shall be a preparatory program for people who want to work in the humanitarian field. I will

most likely encounter the problem with SEAH if I choose to work in the aid sector. This

thesis can help my understanding of how the aid sector can work to prevent and respond to

SEAH and how I can influence that work.

1.2. Purpose with the research and research questions

The aim of this thesis is to conduct research on how organizations in the aid sector can

strengthen approaches to prevent and respond to SEAH. In order to conduct the research, I

will do a case study of how Oxfam GB handled a case when it was discovered that their staff

had committed sexual misconduct in Haiti 2011.
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The following questions will be addressed in this thesis

1. How did Oxfam GB take accountability when it was discovered that their staff had

committed sexual misconduct in the aftermath of the earthquake in Haiti 2010?

2. How can Oxfam GB improve approaches to prevent and respond to SEAH? Based on

how they handled the incident in Haiti.

1.3. Previous research

In previous research on the consequences of aid workers committing sexual misconduct,

Matti (2015) highlights in her study Governing sexual behaviour through humanitarian codes

of conducts that there is a risk that trust in humanitarian organizations and aid workers will

decrease (Matti 2015, p.628). To put perspective on how it causes harm to people and to the

community when humanitarian workers commit various forms of sexual exploitation and

abuse, Matti (2015) emphasizes that sexual transmitted diseases increases, it leads to

unwanted pregnancies and in some cultures and societies there is stigmatization for women to

have been sexually abused. Depression is also common among those who have been abused

by aid workers. In challenging and difficult circumstances, it occurs that people initiate some

form of sexual relationship with aid workers (Matti 2015, p.627). It can be argued that if

women take initiative it is not an sexual abuse, but Matti (2015) problematizes this and

believe that one must look more closely to the power balance in these contexts. There is

usually an exchange of protection and food for sexual relations (Matti 2015, p.628).

Gillespie, Mirabella & Eikenberry (2019) contributes in their study Metoo/#Aidtoo and

creating an Intersectional Feminist NPO/NGO Sector, that social and cultural structure in

societies must change in order to deal with violence against women, the same applies in the

aid sector (Gillespie, Mirabella & Eikenberry 2019, p.1). Power balance in organizations

have an impact on whether women dare to report that they have been exposed to SEAH. If

one is a beneficiary of aid, one is already in a vulnerable position and the chances to report

are even lower. The majority of managerial positions are held by men but the majority of

employees are women in the aid sector. Previous work in the aid sector for gender

mainstreaming has mainly been focused on solving the problem by employing more women

in leadership and managerial positions. Which has been criticized to neglect the social power

structures that also exist within a group of women (Gillespie, Mirabella & Eikenberry 2019,
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pp.2-3). The person in a chief position has the power to influence what is accepted behavior

or not in a workplace. As stated, this affects involved people whether they are staff or

beneficiaries of aid. Goncharenko (2021) highlights that people in a chief position might not

know how to handle the situation or do not want to acknowledge the problems and therefore

choose instead to silence the situation. Another reason may also be that one does not want to

receive criticism by groups who demand some sort of accountability; for instance donors or

governments and what consequences it could have. Therefore choosing to stay silent or

minimize the extent of the situation (Goncharenko 2021, p.4).

Bell, Meriläinen, Taylor, & Tienari (2019) presents in their research Time´s up! Feminist

theory and activism meets organization studies on the topic of violence against women that

media reports and disclosure on social media have played a significant role in discussing

sexual violence, abuse and harassment within the aid sector once again (Bell, Meriläinen,

Taylor, & Tienari 2019, p.8). Also Goncharenko (2021) found in her research In the spotlight:

Rethinking NGO accountability in the #MeToo era the social media's role and if the public

interest in these issues was low, it probably would not have sparked a new debate about

sexual misconduct in the aid sector (Goncharenko 2021, p.2).

The Oxfam Scandal shed a light on the entire aid sector on how organizations view their

responsibility to take accountability when people who represent an organization, regardless of

whether it is an employee or volunteer, have committed some form of sexual misconduct.

Wang (2021) problematizes this in her research Holding aid-related misconduct accountable:

civil and administrative remedies and looked more closely at the legal aspect of being able to

hold people accountable for having committed sexual misconduct (Wang 2021, p.596). Wang

(2021) emphasizes that in times of crises, the social and legal protection in countries can be

weakened, for instance, institutions and state authorities. In such a crisis that involves

humanitarian assistance, representatives from organizations can take advantage of such

situation and commit sexual misconduct (Wang 2021, p.597). There are limitations in the

legal and criminal justice system, organizations' code of conduct and policies that are not

legally anchored. The Geneva Convention and the UN Charter focus primarily on the

responsibilities and obligations of states and not on an individuals responsibilities. This leads

to complexity when trying to take legal actions against aid workers whom commit sexual

misconduct abroad, as the burden of proof primarily falls on the person who has been

subjected to some form of SEAH. The fact that there is not a clear legal framework and that
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SEAH takes place in crises contributes to the fact that aid workers are rarely prosecuted for

having committed such abuse (Wang 2021, p.601).

Pascocello (2021) in her publication Preventing Perpetrators of Sexual Misconduct from

Circulation in the International Development and Humanitarian Assistance Sector have also

identified the difficulties from a legal aspect of holding persons accountable. The author

however emphasizes on that organizations have responsibilities to pay attention and not hide

the fact that a person have committed sexual misconduct (Pascocello 2021, p.1099). It has

emerged that employers do not always give an honest explanation when the employer is to

provide reference for a person who has committed sexual misconduct. This may be due to the

fact that it may damage the organization's reputation or that the organization feels the

pressure that they should take it up in a legal instance. In this way, the organization can get

rid of people who have committed sexual misconduct without taking greater accountability

and the person in question can continue to work in this sector (Pascocello 2021, p.1011).

1.4. Methodology & Selection

I chose a qualitative method to write this thesis and answer the research questions. The

material used in this thesis can be categorized in academic articles, an independent inquiry by

The Charity Commission for England and Wales and a framework of approaches to prevent

and respond to SEAH in the aid sector. The course of action to write the thesis was to first get

an overview of the topic of sexual misconduct in the aid sector and then focus more

specifically on Oxfam GB and the incident in the aftermath of the earthquake 2010. I chose

The Charity Commission (2019) inquiry Report: Summary Findings and Conclusions Oxfam,

for the reason that it is an independent investigation. The Charity Commissions interest was

to investigate how Oxfam GB handled the case concerning staff committing sexual

misconduct in Haiti. I included the Safeguarding Resource and Support Hubs report on

Global Evidence Review of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse and Sexual Harassment (SEAH) in

the Aid Sector by Feather et al. (2021). The report by Feather et al. (2021) is an empirical

study of approaches that have been applied in the aid sector to prevent and respond to SEAH.

The authors have studied material published between the years 2000-2020 on this topic. In

the report, the authors present as part of the result different approaches in different categories.

I used Feather et al. (2021) findings as part of my conceptual framework to support the aim of

the research and answer the research questions. The Oxfam Scandal 2018 is unique in that

way that no case from the past years has been a public and transparent investigated
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concerning sexual misconduct by aid workers. Which is why I decided to focus closer on this

particular case. There are studies available on Oxfam GB and specifically this incident in

Haiti. My contribution with this research is to apply Feather et al. (2021) evidence review on

a case study on how to proceed to prevent and respond to SEAH in the aid sector.

1.4.1. Limitations

The thesis is based on secondary material and although the academic articles are expertly

reviewed and The Charity Commission investigation report is first-hand material it is not

entirely unproblematic and one should be aware that there can be minor errors. I made the

decision not to contact Oxfam for interviews because I noticed that the topic of sexual

misconduct is something that many organizations do not discuss openly for research. Due to

the attention that the Oxfam Scandal received and the public demanding for accountability in

the aid sector concerning SEAH, more organizations have been public about sexual

misconduct in their organizations. However, do not publish whether an investigation is

carried out or has been carried out.

There is a broad consensus that SEAH is under reported, the statistics presented are most

likely not correct. There are various factors for this, partly that organizations do not publish

data on this matter in their reports. Which is why I have decided not to include a quantitative

method in my study. Underreporting can also be due to weak institutions, corruption and

unreliable judiciary and that women do not dare to report if they have been exposed to

SEAH. It is agreed that the problem of SEAH is not concentrated in a particular region,

country or organization.

1.4.2. Thesis outline

The thesis is divided into six chapters. In the first chapter of the essay, I presented the topic of

sexual misconduct in the aid sector, identified the problem, the purpose and the research

questions. Previous research and method is also included in the first chapter. Chapter 2

presents the background to the Oxfam Confederation and Oxfam GB's work in Haiti, in

relation to the earthquake that took place in 2010. I present the conceptual framework in

chapter 3. Which concepts and how those concepts will be applied in the thesis. The fourth

chapter is a case study of an independent inquiry into how Oxfam GB handled the case when

it was discovered that staff had committed sexual misconduct in Haiti. In chapter 5, I discuss
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the case study comparatively and critically using the concepts that are presented in chapter 2.

Furthermore I give recommendations for how Oxfam GB can develop their approaches to

prevent and respond to SEAH. In chapter 6, the conclusion, I present a short summary to my

research questions. I end it with identifying gaps and what can be further researched on this

topic.
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2. Background

The Republic of Haiti, a country with its location on an island between the Nordic Atlantic

Ocean and Caribbean Sea, has undergone many disasters, both man-made and natural

humanitarian crises. Haiti is a state that is ranked as one of the world's most vulnerable

countries to climate change, high population density and fragile state (Hsu & Schuller 2020,

p. 647). On January 12, 2010, Haiti was affected by an earthquake that caused great

devastation to the country's already vulnerable economic, political and social situation (Hou

& Shi 2012, p.25). According to the Haitian government, the earthquake caused

approximately 316,000 dead and missing people, 1.3 million became homeless and 300,000

people were injured. The numbers are probably much higher. At the time the earthquake took

place, it was the natural disaster that in modern times had caused the greatest devastation

measured in numbers that died in percent to the population (DesRoches, Comerio, Eberhard,

Mooney & Rix 2011, p.1).

The reason that Haiti is so vulnerable to natural disaster is partly due not only to the country's

location but also the state capacity and resilience to deal with the consequences of natural

disasters. Countries that have a lower Human Development Index and are poor suffer the

consequences of a natural disaster much harder than what one would consider to be a

developed country (Hou & Shi 2012, p.27). To present an overview of what the earthquake

caused for damage to the country, it is estimated that 60% of the country's economic and

administrative infrastructure was destroyed. 50% of the hospitals and healthcare clinics were

destroyed or damaged. 80% of the school buildings were damaged. The damage to

infrastructure such as roads and bridges caused difficulties for humanitarian assistance to

reach large parts of the population in rural areas (DesRoches, Comerio, Eberhard, Mooney &

Rix 2011, p.2). This disaster received great international attention both in the media and

financial support. Approximately USD 16 billion in various support packages to the Haiti

state, development and humanitarian assistance to the aftermath of the earthquake. Prior to

the earthquake, Haiti was dependent on aid and there was a large presence of both

development and humanitarian organizations in the country, which increased significantly

when the disaster occured (Hsu & Schuller 2020, p. 649).

Oxfam has worked in Haiti since 1978, and mostly focused on humanitarian assistance to the

Haitian people before, during and after the earthquake in 2010. In recent years, the main
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focus for Oxfam has been to transition from humanitarian assistance to more long-term

development efforts in Haiti (Oxfam International n.d.-a).When the earthquake happened,

Oxfam increased the staff on site in Haiti. Up to 100 different teams were represented from

Oxfam´s Confederation. Oxfam´s main focus area in the aftermath of the natural disaster was

WASH (water, sanitation and hygiene) which included distributing clean water and basic

sanitation, ensuring that there are functioning toilets. Also setting up temporary shelters for

people who had become homeless. A cholera outbreak occurred less than a year after the

earthquake which made Oxfam decide to start a long-term program focusing on the

reconstruction of water infrastructure (Oxfam International n.d.-b). The Oxfam Scandal took

place in Haiti in the aftermath of the earthquake (Clarke 2021, p.225).
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3. Conceptual framework

3.1. The concept of Accountability

The word accountability is seen in policy documents about promising that the work that takes

place must be highly professional. Accountability becomes particularly noticeable when there

are expectations and demands from external groups for instance government, the public or the

media. Serious criticism can damage the public's confidence in organizations (Mansouri &

Rowney 2014, p.45).

Mansouri & Rowney (2014) highlights how the concept of accountability has been debated in

research and what the definition is in theory. It can be perceived that accountability as a

theoretical topic is unclear or not sufficiently researched. One of the conclusions from the

authors is that how the concept of accountability is defined depends in which context it is

used, who is talking about accountability, at what time and in what role (Mansouri & Rowney

2014, p.46). As Boven (2010) states;“accountability is an ever-expanding concept” (Boven

2010, p.947) meaning that no single perspective can fully explain the definition of

accountability (Boven 2010, p.947). It may partly have to do with acceptance of

responsibility (Dubnick 2003; Gray 2011, see Mansouri & Rowney 2014, p.46), to be

transparent (Dubnick 2005, see Mansouri & Rowney 2014, p.46). Or as Boven (2007) defines

it as the responsibility of individuals and institutions (Bovens 2007, see Mansouri & Rowney

2014, p.46). Accountability is also related to power, as Han & Mehmet Akif (2016) explains;

there is a correlation between power, accountability and organization's legitimacy in society.

Organizations that take accountability receive broad support and trust from the community

which increases the organization's power and vice versa (Han & Mehmet Akif 2016, p.3).

Boven (2010) discusses the concept of accountability as a virtue and as a mechanism.

Starting with accountability as a virtue, it is used as a normative term and describes a desired

behavior or how one should act. Accountability as a virtue in this very broad sense refers to a

positive way of characterizing a state of affairs or a performance. It can be seen as wanting to

act fairly, transparently and take responsibility (Boven 2010, p.949). Continuing with

accountability as a mechanism Boven (2010) explains how conduct is explained and justified.

This presupposes that there must be an actor and a forum. Boven presents an example that an

actor has committed a misconduct, the actor is requested to explain and justify its conduct to
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a forum who can ask questions and can decide if and what consequences should be posed on

the actor. Depending on the context the actor can be an organization or an individual. The

forum must be a person or institution that has some kind of superior role. For example it can

be an institution for instance a court, parliament or chief at a workplace (Boven 2010, p.951).

To put accountability in perspective in the aid sector Goncharenko (2019) highlights that

accountability in the aid sector has been mainly dominated by accountability as integrity,

efficiency and transparency concerning the financing. The responsibility towards financers to

be able to present that the money has gone to the right purpose. Both in terms of financiers

from states, foundations or private donors (Goncharenko 2019, p.3). To take accountability

means that there must be a procedure mechanism that handles various misconduct. Such

procedures exist to a large extent when it is cases concerning fraud. Procedural mechanisms

are unusual for cases of sexual misconduct (Goncharenko 2019, p.4).

In this thesis, I will use Boven's definition and understanding of what it means to take

accountability and how it can be applied in approaches to prevent and respond to SEAH. I

chose Boven's understanding of accountability after considering different definitions and

reflecting on what purpose the concept should bring in this essay. Boven presents an overall

but still a clear entry into how to think about accountability in various processes.

3.2  Approaches to prevent and respond to SEAH

There are various factors that can contribute to a higher risk of being exposed to SEAH that

Feather et al. (2021) have mapped out. One of the factors is the structures in societies, for

instance power, poverty and patriarchy culture. It has been proven that SEAH increases when

societal structures weaken. Organizationals factors, such as culture and norms within an

organization, also play a role when it comes to SEAH. Organizations that allow harassment

and hypermasculinity often have weak policies and methods to counteract such behavior and

thus increase the risk of SEAH. And lastly, individual factors. This may be related to gender,

age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity and sexual orientation (Feather et al. 2021, p.6). Feather

et al. (2021) have done research on SEAH and among other things, investigated various

methods which have been used for preventing and responding to SEAH in the aid sector

between 2000-2020. In their evidence review, the authors have focused on approaches used

across the aid sector and which are documented to work in practice, how effective the
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approaches are and limits to the approaches. Methods and approaches are unique to each

individual organization, hence the authors have compiled their findings in categories (Feather

et al. 2021, p.4). These findings are leadership and organizational culture, training and

leadership, reporting mechanism, survivor-centered approach and lastly community outreach,

sensitisation and support (Feather et al. 2021, p.38).

3.2.1. Leadership and Organizational Culture

It has been identified that in workplaces with strong leadership and managers who are visible

among their employees have a more effective approach to safeguarding. Surveys have shown

that strong leadership that wants and works to prevent and respond to SEAH have better

chances to hold the perpetrators accountable (Feather et al. 2021, pp.40-41).

Feather et al. (2021) states that lack of strong leadership in preventing and responding to

SEAH is also linked to a lack of knowledge and training on how to handle incidents of sexual

misconduct. There must exist a culture and response against sexual misconduct that is

supported by management for change to occur. Even though whistleblowing functions are

available in most organizations, women do not always report if they have been exposed to

SEAH. This is partly because there is a lack of procedure mechanism for dealing with these

incidents. Furthermore, for a long period of time it has been taboo to talk about SEAH in the

aid sector. Speaking more openly about this topic without judgment might encourage more

women to report incidents of SEAH (Feather et al. 2021, p.42).

Diversity in the workplace and especially in leadership positions regarding gender and race

can be a contributing factor that organizations choose to implement approaches to prevent

and respond to SEAH. Previous reviews of organizations have shown that those organizations

that have equality between genders and races in leadership positions work more effectively

with issues related to SEAH, than organizations that have a homogeneous management

mainly consisting of men (Feather et al. 2021, p.43).

3.2.2. Training and Learning

Education and training is a common approach that organizations use to train staff about

SEAH. However, it has been shown that education may sometimes cause more harm than

good. UN Women conducted a review of training evaluations 2019 on sexual harassment

which demonstrated that learning sessions are most often online-based and one-time sessions.
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Furthermore The UN Women concluded that training on SEAH that focuses more on policies

and prohibitive behaviors was an ineffective approach to working with the problem of SEAH.

Blaming men in advance can create resistance and trigger negative reactions from men who

then do not want to participate in the training sessions. Organizations that have focused on

behavioral change and influencing attitude change regarding SEAH have been shown to be a

more effective approach (Feather et al. 2021, p.46).

3.2.3. Reporting Mechanism

The vast majority of organizations have some form of reporting mechanism, often in the form

of a whistleblowing function. This does not mean that it is always effective or used because

the opportunity to report exists (Feather et al. 2021, p.49). An important function for women

to dare to report is that they should be able to do so anonymously if they prefer so. On the

other hand, the victim may not want to turn to the very same organization it accuses of SEAH

A pilot project by the Inter-Agency CBCM tested a new approach in Democratic Republic of

Congo and Ethiopia which found that by creating a safe spaces for women, a larger amount

of women dared to report if they had been exposed to any form of SEAH. For instance, by

having women report via women's local centers (Feather et al. 2021, p.50-51).

On the other hand if the complaints are not followed up, trust will decrease and women will

then choose to refrain from reporting. Follow-up of SEAH must also to a greater extent

include conversations with the persons who have reported throughout the process until it can

be determined whether the notified person has committed sexual misconduct. Confidence in

reporting mechanism increases when it has been established that a person whom has

committed sexual misconduct is held accountable and faces consequences for their actions

(Feather et al. 2021, p.54). A challenge to be able to follow up and which limits the efficiency

of organizations to respond to SEAH is that there is a shortage of investigators who work

with these issues in the aid sector. Without investigators and support for this type of task and

mandate, the approaches to prevent and respond to SEAH will not be as effective (Feather et

al. 2021, p.55).

3.2.4 Survivor-Centered Approach

Survivor-Centered approach has been used and documented in programs that address sexual

and gender-based violence over the past ten years. Implementing a survivor-centered
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approach emphasizes a right-based approach and that one should emanate from the victims

wishes, rights and needs should be prioritized (Feather et al. 2021, p.56).

Principles on which a survivor-centered approach should be built on include respect, the right

to information, safety, confidentiality and dignity for the person who has been exposed to any

form of SEAH. Approaches in a survivor-centered approach may be that the investigation

must ensure that the person is not exposed to additional trauma and that the investigation

must be conducted with respect and confidentiality. In addition to that, the women who have

been exposed to SEAH should be compensated for psychosocial support, financial support

and legal support if needed and requested. An important part of the survivor-centered

approach is to inform the person who has reported about SEAH, the state of the survey,

regardless of the outcome of the investigation (Feather et al. 2021, p.58). Furthermore, staff

who are specialized in this area are needed. Staff who have competence in communication

skills, knowledge of the legal system and the health system. It has been demonstrated that

investigations are seldom carried out if the organization does not invest resources in terms of

money and staff into this (Feather et al. 2021, p.59).

3.2.5. Community Outreach, Sensitisation and Support

In the previously recommended approaches to respond to SEAH, the main focus has been on

the individual and enabling how individuals should be able to report. Moreover it should be

done safely and investigations must be done in an ethical manner. Studies have presented that

organizations should also include approaches to collaborate with the community and local

actors. There is a need to create a culture and environment that supports women to be able to

report if they have been exposed to SEAH without feeling ashamed. Norms and power

balances can hinder the work and approaches to prevent and respond to SEAH. Concerning

power balance between local organizations, local authorities and international organizations,

research has shown that the authorities and states that are dependent on international support

report less as they do not or can not hold organizations accountable if it has emerged that an

international aid worker has committed SEAH (Feather et al. 2021, p.63).

Feather et al. (2021) approach to prevent and respond to sexual misconduct is based on

empirical study of what has worked in the aid sector to work on the issue of sexual

misconduct. Feather et al. (2021) categories present an overview that organizations can work

with based on their activities.
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4. Case Study - Oxfam Scandal

The Oxfam Scandal together with the #MeToo movement drew attention to sexual

harassment, sexual abuse and sexual exploitation prevalence in the aid sector under the

#AidToo. The Oxfam Scandal was the start that created a snowball effect and revelations

from Save the Children and ICRC got attention for also having discovered some of their staff

who committed sexual misconduct (Riley 2020, p.49).

The course of the event, the earthquake in Haiti 2010 received great humanitarian attention

and many governmental and non-governmental organizations were in place to provide

humanitarian assistance, including Oxfam. Oxfam GB provided most staff among the Oxfam

Confederation on site and took on a leadership role in the operation. After a time in Haiti,

Oxfam GB headquarters received information through the whistleblowing function that there

had been serious violations and misconduct by Oxfam GB staff in Haiti. Oxfam GB sent a

team to Haiti to investigate this matter further. The team's investigation found evidence that

Oxfam GB's staff had committed misconduct, including sexual exploitation, sexual abuse and

payment for sexual services. As a result, the Country Director to Haiti and two employees

resigned, four were fired and two were allowed to remain in office on charges of sexual

misconduct. Oxfam GB reported this to The Charity Commission back in 2011 and to their

top financiers in England that inappropriate misconduct had been committed by Oxfam GB

staff in Haiti. Regardless, Oxfam GB could continue with their activities and programs

(Clarke 2021, pp.223-224).

When the media in 2017 and 2018 revealed what happened in Haiti, the journalists also

received information about that Oxfam GB had received 87 complaints about sexual

harassment between the years 2016-2017. Information was also obtained that the former

Country Director to Haiti, whom had been recruited from Merlin Medical Emergency Relief

International, had received prior allegations of sexual misconduct. Pressure from the public

and the fact that Oxfam GB did not report that there may have been sexual exploitation of

minors involved in Haiti, prompted The Charity Commission to open an independent inquiry

on how Oxfam GB handled the investigation back in 2011 (Clarke 2021, p.225).

It is important to point out that The Charity Commission does not have the right to act

administratively in organizations. The purpose of the inquiry was not to make a new decision
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or measures for Oxfam GB. The Charity Commission's inquiry aimed to examine the basis

and management's approach to how one chose to dicipline staff who had committed sexual

misconduct. The inquiry also sought to identify who within the organization is responsible for

the consequences (Charity Commission for England and Wales 2019, p.7).

In The Charity of Commission's Inquiry Report: Summary Findings and Conclusion Oxfam

(Charity Commission for England and Wales 2019), The Charity Commission examined

Oxfam GB's leadership and approach to dealing with the cases, the whistleblowing function,

policies and practices of the organization based on what happened in Haiti. The Inquiry

Report stated that Oxfam GB had told The Charity Commission that there was a report from

the whistleblowing function in early July 2011 about violations and misconduct by their staff

on site in Haiti. This was supplemented by a written notification on July 12. The management

of Oxfam GB decided to send a team to investigate on site in Haiti about the accusations.

During this time, Oxfam GB had a code of conduct that clearly stated that all forms of

exploitation and harassment are prohibited. This applies to transactional sex with

beneficiaries or with persons who are minors. According to Oxfam's PSEA policy, if

prostitution is illegal in the country, it falls under the code of conduct. In Haiti, prostitution is

illegal and thus falls under the code of conduct. Oxfam GB received two different emails

from minors in August 2011 stating that they had been abused by Oxfam GB staff. Oxfam

GB's own investigation resulted in both evidence and recognition that staff either was

suspected paying or paid prostitutes for sex. Oxfam GB's own investigation could not

determine whether minors were involved or not (Charity Commission for England and Wales

2019, p. 5).

The Charity Commission criticizes Oxfam GB's handling of the cases and that the

investigation should have continued, especially considering that minors could have been

involved. The Charity Commission reasoned that Oxfam GB did not take the time to

investigate these accusations. The Charity Commission admits that they would have treated

the case differently, if they had received these details about minors involved, when Oxfam

GB notified The Charity Commission back in 2011 about the misconduct (Charity

Commission for England and Wales 2019, p. 6).

The Charity Commission examined in their inquiry how Oxfam GB handled the management

of the operation and their accountability, especially in the case of the Country Director in
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Haiti. He had highest responsibility in the operation and his behavior risked the trust of the

staff and of the beneficiaries. The Charity Commission looked into written materials from

interviews with the women who accused the staff, email conversations between Oxfam GB's

management and The Country Director. The Charity Commission perceived that if Oxfam

GB encouraged The Country Director to resign from his position voluntarily, it would make it

easier for all parties involved at Oxfam GB. When the Country Director resigned, Oxfam GB

did not need to impose disciplinary actions or continue further investigation. Despite the fact

that there was clear evidence of what happened in Haiti and The Country Directors'

involvement in it. The risk of rumors spreading in the organization could jeopardize the

organization's reputation and humanitarian action (Charity Commission for England and

Wales 2019, p.7).

The Charity Commission (2019) perception of the Oxfam GB investigation of the incident

focused mainly on gathering enough evidence if sexual misconduct had been committed by

staff and then ensuring that these people left their position in the organization. The Haitian

women who reported were left without compensation or support from Oxfam GB (Charity

Commission for England and Wales 2019, p.6).

The aid sector has traditionally focused on transparency and reporting on misconducts when

it concerns money and financing for instance embezzlement and fraud in an organization. It

has not been focused on dealing with incidents involving sexual misconduct. The Charity

Commission considered that Oxfam GB acted correctly in sending an investigation team to

Haiti, as well as notifying The Charity Commission and the Department of International

Development and The Disaster Emergency Committee2. Oxfam GB had also notified the

Haiti government about this but neither them nor the Haiti government filed a police report of

the incident (Charity Commission for England and Wales 2019, p.9).

The Charity Commission stated as part of their conclusion that Oxfam GB's handling of the

cases failed. The Charity Commission considered that Oxfam GB's aim was to protect the

organization's reputation and maintain a good relationship with the donors and The Charity

Commission. To withhold important details from The Charity Commission was a serious

2 At the time I'm writing this thesis, the Department of International Development and The Disaster
Emergency Committee has closed down and been replaced by the Foreign, Commonwealth &
Development office.
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matter. Oxfam GB was aware that a scandal could trigger withdrawn fundings, damage their

reputation and that it could affect the organization's entire operations in not only Haiti, but in

other countries as well (Charity Commission for England and Wales 2019, p.10). The Charity

Commission perception of how Oxfam GB handled this case might be seen as a practice of

how the organization has handled previous disciplinary cases and the risk of future cases if

the organization had not been caught in a scandal (Charity Commission for England and

Wales 2019, p.7).

The CEO of Oxfam GB at that time stated in 2019 the outcome of the scandal about the email

from the minors, girls at age 12 respectively 13 years old.

“At the time we believed that we had adequately followed up on these emails. We had
been given reassurances by our staff that they had been to the convent and that there
was no trace of these girls. We also believed that having a full investigation which
resulted in nine people leaving our employment was the best way of ensuring that any
ongoing abuse was immediately curtailed. I was dismayed to find out during the
course of this inquiry that our investigations were not as full as they could have been.
If these emails had been genuine I would want to know that they had been followed up
as extensively as possible in order to find these individuals and ensure that they were
safe. I am therefore relieved to know that we [now] have evidence backing up our
understanding at the time that these emails were not genuine”. (Charity Commission
for England and Wales 2019, p.6).

The Charity Commission (2019) stated that “Given the period of time that has passed, it will

not be possible to conclude with sufficient certainty whether minors were involved or at risk”

(Charity Commission for England and Wales 2019, p.6).
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5. Discussion

Based on the conclusions that was presented in The Charity Commission´s inquiry and the

theoretical framwork, there are several lessons and approaches one can discuss on how

Oxfam GB handled the cases of sexual misconduct and what can be improved in the

approaches to prevent and respond to sexual misconduct. Boven´s (2010) concept of

accountability as a virtue and as a mechanism will be a recurring theme in the discussion

under the different categories as drawn from Feather et al. (2021).

5.1. Leadership and Organizational Culture

Oxfam GB already had a code of conduct back in 2011 which The Charity Commission

(2019) confirmed (Charity Commission for England and Wales 2019, p.5) which falls in line

with Boven (2010) definition of accountability as a virtue (Boven 2010, p.949). The code of

conduct explained the desired behavior and what is unwelcome behavior for Oxfam GB staff.

Oxfam´s PSEA polices had emphasized that the code of conduct was applied in countries

where prostitution is prohibited. Which is the case in Haiti, where prostitution is illegal

(Charity Commission for England and Wales 2019, p.5).

In this case, it can be discussed that Oxfam GB took sufficient accountability in terms of

setting up an investigation against the suspected people. However, according to Boven (2010)

definition of accountability as a mechanism (Boven 2010, p.951), it can be argued that

Oxfam GB did not do their outmost when it came to how to handle the consequences when

there was evidence that sexual misconduct had been committed. It was reported to the

Government of Haiti but neither Oxfam GB or the Haiti government filed a police report. It is

not presented in the inquiry why Oxfam GB or the Haiti government did not file a report to

the police. Considering the circumstances in Haiti, it might have been difficult for the case to

be brought up in a legal institution in Haiti. The Charity Commission of England and Wales

(2019) also stated that Oxfam GB recommended the staff to resign from their position. If the

staff resign, Oxfam GB could end their own investigation (Charity Commission for England

and Wales 2019, p.7). This can question what purpose the code of conduct serves if the

organization does not take mechanism accountability for consequences when staff commit

misconduct. How Oxfam GB conducted their investigation, and their internal leadership, can

be questioned. As Feather et al. (2021) addresses in terms of knowledge on how to handle
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cases of SEAH (Feather et al. 2021, p.42). Oxfam GB took action when the decision was

made to send down an investigation team and to bring home those who were suspected of

having committed sexual misconduct. On the other hand, since there were no clear guidelines

on how to deal with these incidents and Oxfam GB let the persons resign without major

consequences of their misconduct, it can be considered that Oxfam was lacking in that part of

the leadership.

Feather et al. (2021) further discuss the composition of the leadership team and how that can

reflect decision making (Feather et al. 2021, p.43). How the composition was in the

management team did not appear in The Charity Commission inquiry. As of that, it is not

possible to discuss, for example, whether it was a homogeneous or diverse group that could

have reflected how and what decisions were made during the investigation and how it was

handled afterwards.

Based on how I interpret the theoretical framework; recommendations for approaches to

prevent and respond to SEAH in the future in terms of leadership and organizational culture

should include strengthening knowledge about SEAH in the organization. In addition to that,

Oxfam GB should develop clearer guidelines and methods on how the management is to

respond when cases of SEAH occur. It needs to start from the highest level of the

organization for this to work and be embedded throughout the entire organization. If it is not

clear who is responsible for the procedure or mechanism for handling these cases, there will

be a continuing tendency that has previously been made to let the people resign from their

posts without addressing the problem.

5.2. Training and Learning

As for training and learning, it does not appear in the material used whether Oxfam GB had

education or training about SEAH. What did emerg, however, that Clark (2021) presented, is

that between the years 2016-2017, Oxfam GB received 87 complaints on sexual harassment

(Clark 2021, p.225). This gives an indication that training or other methods of education on

SEAH have not been included or particularly successful at Oxfam GB. For an organization,

according to Boven (2010) definition of accountability as a virtue (Boven 2010, p.949),

training and learning would be a way to promote desired behavior and how to act when

representing an organization. As Feather et al. (2021) framework emphasizes, a more
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effective approach in terms of training and learning is that one should focus on behavioral

change  (Feather et al. 2021, p.46).

Based on how I interpret the theoretical framework. Recommendations for approaches to

prevent and respond to SEAH in the future regarding terms of training and learning is to

implement more training opportunities on SEAH. It should not be conducted as a “check off a

box” that one has undergone and completed during a one day session training, but rather a

recurring theme in order to create a cultural change in the organization. Furthermore there

needs to exist training that are focusing on behavioral and influencing attitude change.

5.3. Reporting Mechanism

Feather et al. (2021) framework emphasizes that reporting mechanisms are fundamental to be

able to find out if any form of SEAH has taken place and to be able to follow up and do some

form of investigation (Feather et al. 2021,p. 54). Given Boven (2010) take on accountability,

it could be argued that this is a form of accountability as a virtue (Boven 2010, p.949). It can

be perceived as that an organization strives to take accountability and therefore has reporting

mechanisms, mainly a whistleblowing function. On the other hand if there are notifications

about SEAH and no follow up, it can be questioned what the purpose of the whistleblowing

function serves. The Charity Commission (2019) determined that Oxfam GB should have

taken greater accountability, especially when there was a suspicion that minors were involved

(The Charity Commission of England and Wales 2019, p.5). Boven’s (2010) theory on

accountability as a mechanism (Boven 2010, p.951) supports what The Charity Commission

concluded, in that Oxfam GB did not have clear guidelines or procedures on how to handle

the consequences. According to Boven’s (2010) concept of accountability as a mechanism

(Boven 2010, p.951), it can be argued that Oxfam GB should have taken greater

responsibility in terms of consequences for the people who were guilty of having committed

sexual misconduct. As Feather et al. (2021) also highlight in their framework on reporting

mechanisms; to be able to effectively counteract and respond to SEAH you need to have

knowledgeable people who can work with these issues (Feather et al. 2021, p.55).

Based on how I interpret the theoretical framework. Recommendations for approaches to

prevent and respond to SEAH in the future regarding reporting mechanisms could be to have

clearer guidelines. Guidelines for how to follow up cases that have been received by the
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whistleblowing function. When investigating SEAH, it is necessary to include all parties

involved, to be able to conduct a thorough investigation. Reporting mechanisms should be

seen as part of the work to respond to sexual misconduct. Moreover, it is of great importance

to ensure that the whistleblowing function is safe and confidential.

5.4. Survivor-Centered Approach

Feather et al. (2021) underline that the main idea with a survivor-centered approach is to

prioritize the exposed person's rights, needs and wishes (Feather et al. 2021, p.56).

Furthermore, it is also about the person being respected and to have the right to follow up

information about their case, to have the right to security, and that the case must be handled

confidentially for that person to not be exposed to further harm (Feather et al. 2021, p.58).

Based on what The Charity Commission (2019) found in their inquiry, its was concluded that

Oxfam GB´s focus was not on the women who had reported that they had been exposed to

some form of SEAH, but rather on whether their staff had committed sexual misconduct or

not (The Charity Commission of England and Wales 2019, p.6). Feather et al. (2021) point

out that people who have been exposed should be compensated and it should be based on

their needs for instance, legal support, financial or psychosocial support (Feather et al. 2021,

p.58). The CEO at Oxfam GB at that time stated that they now wished that they had followed

up on these people to ensure that these people were safe. The Charity Commission also

confirmed that the women in Haiti had not received any support from Oxfam GB (The

Charity Commission for England and Wales 2019, p.6). How Oxfam GB took accountability

in this case can be criticized according to Boven (2010) definition of accountability as a

mechanism (Boven 2010, p.951). When it was evident that the staff had committed sexual

misconduct, no accountability was taken towards those who had been affected. Despite the

fact that it was individuals in the organization who had committed sexual misconduct and

their consequence was to terminte their employment. It can be discussed that Oxfam GB as

an organization should have taken more responsibility for the consequences for what the

former staff caused towards the women in Haiti.

Based on how I interpret the theoretical framework. Recommendations for an approach to

prevent and respond to SEAH in the future regarding a survivor-centered approach could be

that when the organization has discovered that one of the staff member has committed sexual

misconduct, the organization should follow up and ensure the well-being of the person who

has been exposed. Oxfam GB should put the person who has been exposed in focus and their
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needs and rights in this situation. For instance, legal support if the person wants to report the

incident to the police or financial support for any injuries from the incident. A

survivor-centered approach includes that during the investigation, all information should be

treated confidentially and not put the person in further danger. It is also of great importance

that there are knowledgeable staff in this topic who are allowed to follow-up and can have

contact with the people who have been exposed.

5.5 Community Outreach, Sensitisation and Support

Concerning community outreach, sensitisation and support according to Feather et al. (2021),

a closer look at the communities role and how organizations can collaborate with local

authorities to prevent and respond to SEAH is needed (Feather et al. 2021, p.63). In the case

of Oxfam GB, this was reported to the Haiti government, but neither the organization nor the

government filed a police report (The Charity Commission of England and Wales 2019, p.9).

According to Boven’s (2010) take on accountability as a virtue and the purpose of that kind

of accountability is that one wants to act transparently and take responsibility (Boven 2010,

p.949) it can be argued as the first step that Oxfam GB did right by reporting to the state

authority. In this context, accountability as a mechanism (Boven 2010, p.951) can both be

seen as that Oxfam GB should have taken greater accountability and reported to the police in

Haiti. It did not appear in the investigation why the organization did not report to the police.

It did not appear in The Charity Commission's inquiry whether Oxfam GB had contact with

local authorities during their investigation. Feather et al. (2021) discusses power balance

between local authorities and international organizations and how it can affect whether

international organizations are held accountable for their actions when they may be in a

position of dependence on aid (Feather et al. 2021, p.63). It can be discussed and speculated

if it was the case that the Government of Haiti did not choose to start an investigation that

would lead to a court hearing or make demands on Oxfam GB because they were in a

position of dependence to receive humanitarian assistance from the international community.

Based on how I interpret the theoretical framework. Recommendation for approaches to

prevent and respond to SEAH in the future in terms of community outreach, sensitisation and

support; Oxfam GB could have had a closer collaboration with local authorities. In efforts

that concern humanitarian and development cooperation, it is of great importance to have

contact with the local authorities and the people involved. It is about trust between
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organizations, local actors and the people but also the power balance that exists between a

donor and a beneficiary. In the future, it is of great importance that the power balances must

not affect whether people dare to report and that international actors are held accountable.
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6. Conclusions

I will end the thesis with this chapter where I present my research questions and brief

summary of the results I have found. What I present is based on previous chapters. During

this thesis I have been able to reflect on future prospects for this topic and identified gaps that

would be interesting to research in more detail on the subject of sexual misconduct and how

to hold people accountable.

How did Oxfam GB take accountability when it was discovered that their staff had committed

sexual misconduct in the aftermath of the eartquake in Haiti 2010?

When Oxfam GB received a case through the whistleblowing function, the organization took

responsibility and investigated the accusations. Additional accountability was taken by

sending a team to Haiti with the purpose to investigate the allegations further. When the team

found evidence that staff of Oxfam GB had committed sexual misconduct, Oxfam GB

decided to end the participation of these people in Haiti while the investigation continued

further. Oxfam GB took accountability to report this to the Government of Haiti. What can be

criticized about the lack of accountability is that the fact when it was discovered that staff had

committed sexual misconduct, Oxfam GB encouraged them to resign volontarily from their

assignments. For Oxfam GB, it meant that the investigation would not continue further.

Oxfam GB did not have to impose serious consequences that could entail risks of negative

impact on the organization's public image. As well as for the staff who resigned could

continue to work in the aid sector.

How can Oxfam GB improve approaches to prevent and respond to SEAH? Based on how

they handled the incident in Haiti.

What Oxfam GB can learn from this in the future is, among other things, to strengthen

knowledge in matters of SEAH. It's quite evident that training and learning about SEAH is

needed in the organization. Many complaints that emerged during 2016-2017 indicate that it

is a widespread problem. Once the knowledge has improved, Oxfam GB can develop

guidelines and methods adapted to the organization on how to act when incidents of SEAH

occur. It is important that the leadership in Oxfam GB take charge in this but also include the

staff in order for the changes to have an effect on the entire organization. Furthermore,
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strengthening the reporting mechanisms and ensuring that it is done safely is of great

importance. Approaches that Oxfam GB can implement in responding to cases of SEAH is a

survivor-centered approach. To focus on the individual who has been exposed and how

Oxfam GB can compensate for the harm that has caused the person. And lastly Oxfam GB

can improve approaches to responding to SEAH by cooperating with local actors, primarily

the police in investigations. More needs to be done to hold people who have committed

sexual misconduct accountable for their actions.

Looking forward

In the introduction chapter, it was revealed that sexual misconduct was a continuing problem

in the aid sector. A triggering factor for how the disussion on sexual misconduct came to light

again is the Oxfam Scandal and #AidToo. During this time, many organizations

acknowledged that they had staff who committed sexual misconduct or inappropriate

behaviour. The reason that the analysis was conducted on the case of Oxfam GB was because

it was available for the public to take part of. Given Oxfam GB's handling in this case, it can

be speculated that this way of acting when a case of sexual misconduct has been discovered is

a common approach in the aid sector. Four years have passed since the Oxfam Scandal broke

out and led to new discussions about sexual misconduct. If organizations are serious about

wanting to prevent and responding to cases of sexual misconduct, then this is the time to

make proper analysis and develop approaches to work with this matter.

The aim of this thesis was to conduct research on how organizations in the aid sector can

strengthen approaches to prevent and respond to SEAH and more specifically Oxfam GB.

The gap I have identified and which should be further researched on and can be

problematized is the legal aspect of certain approaches to respond to these kinds of cases. For

example, legal rights for employers to assemble evidence to determine whether a person has

committed sexual misconduct but has not been prosecuted for it in court. Depending on the

country, different laws apply to the rights of employers and employees. I have presented

approaches for organizations to prevent and respond to SEAH, but one must also look at the

reality that in some countries, certain actions are not considered criminal acts or are difficult

to obtain justice. Policies on code of conduct are not legally binding. This is a topic that could

be researched further, how to be able to investigate and prosecute acts of sexual misconduct.
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