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Abstract

International non-governmental organisations (INGOs) bring

together actors from three very different backgrounds:

international aid workers, national aid workers generally

from the urban middle classes and disadvantaged communi-

ties. However, the ways national aid workers negotiate their

cultural encounters and use accountability tools and infor-

mation systems have not been the objects of much

research. In this article, we analyse how the Bangladeshi

employees of an INGO with headquarters in the

United Kingdom and a country branch in Bangladesh are

using accountability tools and information systems devel-

oped by and for English speakers and how they are coming

up with work practices that are more attuned with their cul-

tural and linguistic preferences.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The role played by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in international development has grown considerably

since the 1980s. This was facilitated by a general shift from government agencies providing services for all citizens
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to the contracting out of the provision of services for specific groups of beneficiaries to private sector for-profit and

non-for-profit organisations considered more cost-effective (Krause, 2014). The belief prevalent among donors that

NGOs are better able to reach the poor and marginalised than governments resulted in an exponential growth of the

number of international and national NGOs and of the funding allocated to them (Boomsma & O'Dwyer, 2014).

However, the growth in funding allocated to NGOs led to some well-publicised cases of mismanagement of

resources, and as a result, demands on NGOs to demonstrate their accountability increased (Boomsma &

O'Dwyer, 2014). This, in turn, resulted in the development of accountability tools and processes used by NGOs and

in an increase in the time spent by NGO workers writing reports for donors and government agencies, often at the

expense of time they could be spending doing the actual job they were funded to do.

This paper focuses on an international NGO (INGO) operating in Bangladesh, a country where international and

Bangladeshi NGOs are playing a crucial role in providing services to the poor. NGOs provide essential services, such

as primary education, potable water, skills training and employment in the rural economy (Karim, 2011). INGOs com-

monly partner with small regional NGOs to deliver services in rural areas. Bangladesh, therefore, provides a fitting

location for conducting a study of the way in which a large INGO performs its role of providing development aid and

some of the obstacles that its national staff encounter.

We investigate how the national staff of the Bangladeshi branch of a large INGO, referred to in this article by

the pseudonym of International Aid Network or IAN, use accountability tools and information systems developed in

Europe to carry their work in Bangladesh. Through interviews with some of these employees, we aimed to assess

the problems they encountered when using those tools and systems and the solutions they had developed to rem-

edy their limitations. We investigated in particular whether the fact that these systems were designed to be used in

English caused problems for Bangladeshi users.

The article starts with a review of the literature on accountability of NGOs and the reporting tools they use, then

it looks at the literature on information culture and on languages and translation in international development. This is

followed by an explanation of the context of NGOs in Bangladesh and of the methodology used in this paper. The

presentation of the findings and the discussion focus in particular on two elements: the innovative ways of using

accountability tools that the NGO workers have developed and the language issues that they grapple with when

using those tools. The paper shows that the Bangladeshi NGO workers have found ways to work around systems that

they do not like and to develop work practices that are more attuned with their cultural and linguistic preferences.

2 | ACCOUNTABILITY IN AID ORGANISATIONS

The accountability of NGOs has received considerable attention from the academic community from diverse disci-

plines, from international relations and development studies to accounting and organisational studies (Kaba, 2021).

Whereas early research on NGO accountability focused primarily on the proper use of the funding allocated to them,

the focus gradually moved towards notions of accountability that include the impact that the aid has on its beneficia-

ries (Boomsma & O'Dwyer, 2014). NGOs have multiple lines of accountability: upwards to the donors, patrons and

governments; downwards to their clients and beneficiaries; and internally to their members, to their staff and to the

mission of the organisation (Boomsma & O'Dwyer, 2014; Lewis & Madon, 2004). Upward accountability usually

takes precedence over the other forms of accountability because strong mechanisms are put in place to ensure com-

pliance and to measure the outputs expected by the donors while the other stakeholders do not have the same

leverage (Ebrahim, 2005).

Development NGOs have developed information systems to capture the information they need for accountabil-

ity purposes (Lewis & Madon, 2004). Lewis and Madon distinguish between three types of information that NGOs

need to capture: information about their work in the field; information about the context in which they operate, such

as macroeconomic policy, the national and regional political climate and the work done by other NGOs; and informa-

tion about the organisational inputs and outputs. Capturing quality information about the work they do on the
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ground is essential to ensure accountability, to learn from experience and to develop and disseminate good practice

(Lewis & Madon, 2004). However, Boomsma and O'Dwyer (2014, p. 162) argued that “the expansion of performance

measures and reporting by regulators and donors can potentially lead to increased bureaucracy… and may have little

effect on NGO efficiency and impact.” Moreover, NGOs are often reluctant to admit to failure in achieving objec-

tives since this may affect their funding (Ebrahim, 2005).

The most common accountability tools used by NGOs are reports and performances evaluations (Boomsma &

O'Dwyer, 2014). Preference is usually given to outputs that can easily be measured quantitatively, which has the

effect of emphasising short-term quantitative results over longer terms changes. Moreover, donors and head offices

rarely consider the impact that the reporting and evaluation requirements have on the national branches and partner

organisations that implement the projects in terms of time and resources that have to be redirected away from

implementing the projects to meet those requirements. Ebrahim (2005) argued that onerous accountability require-

ments can make it difficult for the NGOs to achieve their mission and can hinder organisational learning.

It is a general problem in the development sector that accountability tends to be interpreted as making sure than

financial resources are being spent as planned, rather than in terms of the values championed by the NGO and the

impact that the projects have on the beneficiaries (Boomsma & O'Dwyer, 2014; Lewis & Madon, 2004). As Crack

observed, this is particularly the case with INGOs based in the United Kingdom, and it “restricts the ability of the

NGOs to devote sufficient attention to issues that cannot be captured by measurable indicators or be shown to con-

tribute to outcomes in concrete ways” (Crack, 2019, p. 165).
According to Roth and Luczak-Roesch (2020), the imposition of new technological systems usually benefits

‘international rather than local actors’. Ebrahim (2005) wrote with reference to two Indian NGOs, which had to use a

complex monitoring system with 89 indicators, that the extensive data that are collected in those systems are rarely

analysed to inform future decisions, and he commented that any analysis that may be made is likely to be ad hoc if

there are no procedures in place to systematically integrate new findings into the decision-making process. He

suggested that “simple and flexible systems that are seen as being relevant to NGO needs” are more suitable to

NGOs than overly complex information systems (p. 79). Another factor that may need to be taken into consideration

is that the short length of aid workers' employment contracts may limit their interests in the organisations' long-term

plans (FitzPatrick, 2018) and therefore their interest in capturing data for future use.

Much has been written about the accountability requirements of NGOs, but less attention has been given to the

information systems the staff in these organisations use to prepare their reports and share them with the head office

abroad. Most of the information systems literature is concerned with business organisations in Western countries.

There is a rich literature on information and communication technologies for development (ICT4D), but it focuses on

technologies that can be used by or when interacting with beneficiaries (Chipidza & Leidner, 2019; Heeks, 2017;

Walsham, 2017) and rarely discusses the information and communication systems that are used within organisations,

how these systems may be reflecting the needs of the head office rather than the needs of national staff and how

they are used in practice by the national staff. Roth and Luczak-Roesch (2020) applied the notion of affordances—the

possibilities that enable and constrain action (Hutchby, 2001)—to the use of ICT and big data by aid organisations.

They argued that it is important to distinguish between technological knowledge and the context specific knowledge

that is needed to interpret findings and to assess who possess those knowledges and how they are valued.

However, little research has been done about the ways NGO workers actually use information systems and manage

information. This article contributes to filling this gap. We take the view that it is essential to understand the context in

which information systems operate, how people use them and what informal systems may exist in parallel with them.

3 | INFORMATION CULTURES

INGOs are the sites of cultural encounters, contact zones “in which people from different cultures and languages

meet and negotiate meanings” (Footitt, 2019, p. 385). They bring together actors from three very different
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backgrounds: international aid workers from developed countries, national aid workers who generally belong to the

urban middle classes and disadvantaged communities who often possess different cultural characteristics from the

urban middle classes in their country (Lewis, 2014).

Every organisation has one or several information cultures, its own ways of dealing with information, which

are impacted by the environment in which it operates and the cultural background and competencies of its

employees. While one strand of the literature has presented information culture as a characteristic that some

organisations possess and that is conducive to good information management, another strand affirms that all

organisations have an information culture (Lian & Oliver, 2019). This paper places itself in the second category

and adopts Oliver and Foscarini's definition of information culture as “the values accorded to information, and

attitudes towards it, specifically within organizational contexts” (2014, p. 11). Oliver and Foscarini (2020) devel-

oped an information culture framework as an assessment tool to analyse the factors that impact on the infor-

mation culture of an organisation. This three-level framework identifies factors that are fundamental to the

information culture of an organisation and very hard to change, which include the preferences for different

communication media and formats and the regional technological infrastructure; factors that are important, but

easier to change, which include the information-related competencies of the employees, in particular their infor-

mation and digital literacy; and factors that are the easiest to change: the organisation's information governance

model and its records management systems and tools. Oliver and Foscarini (2020) argued that the preferences

for particular communication formats and media are very difficult to change because they relate to deeply-

seated cultural preferences and attitudes and that it is essential to take these into consideration when designing

strategies and programmes to manage information in organisations. Some of these preferences relate to the

language used in their daily work. Oliver and Foscarini (2020) observed that when systems were not

designed to meet the preferences of the employees, the staff were likely to develop workarounds to go

around them.

4 | LANGUAGES AND TRANSLATION IN NGOS

The ability to speak another language and to use it in a particular way is a form of ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu, 1991)
that may allow a person to acquire additional resources. Roth (2019) argued that the command of Western languages

constitutes a form of ‘linguistic capital’. The command of a dominant language requires “the mastering of context

specific expressions and linguistic strategies which are associated with power and authority” and those who do not

have those skills can be “excluded and silenced” (Roth, 2019, p. 40). As a consequence, “non-native speakers of

English can feel disempowered vis-à-vis native speakers of English” (Roth, 2019, p. 40). However, national NGO

employees who have made the effort to learn English as an additional language also possess the knowledge of the

national culture that is indispensable for the success of the development projects, as well as an intercultural aware-

ness acquired through learning another language that native English speakers who have not gone through the pro-

cess of learning a foreign language often do not have (Roth, 2019). Yet, those national NGO employees are often

required to communicate in English and to use systems developed in the West for English-speaking users. Informa-

tion systems are not neutral. They reflect the values, the culture and the language of those who developed them.

Their use by non-native English speakers in turn reflects the different values, culture and language of their users and

can bring to the fore the limitations of the systems.

The ability to communicate effectively with the communities with whom they work and therefore the knowl-

edge of their languages and their cultures are keys to the accountability of NGOs to the people (Footitt et al., 2018).

Paying attention to languages and linguistic capital is essential for understanding aid relationships and the perpetua-

tion of inequalities (Roth, 2019). However, INGOs tend to privilege Western forms of knowledge and ways of doing

things and, therefore, have been said to reflect a form of cultural imperialism (Roth, 2019), or, to use the term coined

by Robert Phillipson (1992), ‘linguistic imperialism’.

FRINGS-HESSAMI AND OLIVER 1417
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There is increasing criticism of the low priority given to linguistic and cultural knowledge in development policy

(Crack, 2019). A 2015–2018 research project on the roles that languages and cultural understanding play in interna-

tional development funded by the British Arts and Humanities Research Council concluded that provisions for lan-

guages other than English are generally not integrated into the development cycle of NGOs and budgeted for in

advance and that the need for translation is often an afterthought, which leads to ad hoc arrangements and addi-

tional burdens for multilingual staff members (Crack, 2019; Delgado, 2018; Footitt et al., 2018). Some INGOs, such

as Amnesty International, have developed official language policies to interact with donors and the general public

and to organise communication between different country offices (Delgado, 2018). However, Delgado (2018) has

noted that a particularity of INGOs is that their language practices are sometimes asymmetrical, relying on profes-

sional translation for some language combinations, but on volunteers for other combinations, or on professional

translators for communication between the headquarters and the public, but on volunteers for communication

between the staff in the field and the communities with whom they are working. Her research with Swiss INGOs

showed that professional translation was used only when communicating with donors and with the general public

and that the INGOs relied on the language skills of their staff or used English as a lingua franca for the other levels of

communication (Delgado, 2018). Roth (2019) argued that the crucial language skills of the national staff who are able

to communicate both with international staff and with the target communities remain unacknowledged and that this

reflects a disregard for the complexities of translation. However, relying on national and regional staff to translate

and to act as intermediaries can impede on information flows from the field, as the regional staff may become gate-

keepers who only allow partial glimpses into the realities in the field (Delgado, 2018; Swidler & Watkins, 2017).

Another issue that may affect the quality of translations in NGOs is the short project cycles. One official from

the British Department of International Development interviewed by Crack (2019, p. 165) admitted that in the rush

to meet timeframes, “[the] most crucial bit of the translation actually gets completely lost in the urgency to tran-

scribe it into English”.
In the language and translation literature, the role that language and linguistic capital play in unequal aid encoun-

ters is rarely addressed (Roth, 2019). In the context of development aid, language has been primarily considered in

terms of English language teaching, which is understood as development aid and associated with modernisation pro-

cesses (Roth, 2019). The literature about language mediation in INGOs has concentrated on written translation and

neglected oral communication (Delgado, 2018). Moreover, studies tend to focus on expatriate staff and to overlook

national staff (Roth, 2019). There is a lack of in-depth case studies on how specific INGOs deal with their language

needs (Tesseur, 2018) and how national staff deal with systems developed overseas. This article contributes to filling

these gaps by looking at the ways the Bangladeshi employees of an INGO deal with working in two languages,

English and Bangla (Bengali) and with using systems developed in the United Kingdom which do not accommodate

Bangla script.

Although many aid workers in Bangladesh speak English, their language skills may not be sufficient to do their

job well. A study conducted in Bangladesh by Khan and Chaudhury (2009) showed that insufficient English skills

were a common problem across the Bangladeshi workforce. Their interviews with 30 employers representing all

major employment sectors in industry and in the public service revealed the existence of a considerable gap between

the employers' expectations and the actual levels of English proficiency of new graduates. Further research by

Chaudhury (2010) revealed that final year students at the University of Dhaka admitted that their English language

skills were weak. On the other hand, for some new graduates who have been educated in English-speaking schools,

writing in Bangla is difficult, and they experience problems when having to write reports in Bangla. Haque and

Akter's research showed that these schools focused on English language and Western culture at the expense of

Bangladeshi culture and Bangla language and that children in those schools found that Bangla was a difficult subject

(Haque & Akter, 2012). The English language skills of the NGO staff educated in those schools may be better than

those of their counterparts who studied in Bangla language schools, but their Bangla language skills are likely to be

weaker.

1418 FRINGS-HESSAMI AND OLIVER
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5 | NGOS IN BANGLADESH

NGOs play a key role in development in Bangladesh. They vary in size and purpose, from small agencies with fewer

than 10 members to large NGOs with thousands of members and from foreign NGOs to national NGOs funded from

overseas and a myriad of small NGOs working regionally (Jamil, 1998; Lewis, 2011, 2017). Some of the INGOs oper-

ate directly in Bangladesh, while others fund activities run by national NGOs, with sometimes the double layer of a

Dhaka-based Bangladeshi NGO administering the project and regional NGOs implementing it in the field. Agencies

that obtain financial assistance from abroad must register with the NGO Affairs Bureau, which must approve their

projects. In 2021, there were 2,273 Bangladeshi NGOs and 260 foreign NGOs registered with the NGO Affairs

Bureau (NGO Affairs Bureau, 2021). The larger Bangladeshi NGOs are staffed by people who are socially, economi-

cally and professionally different from the participants in their projects, whereas many of the small NGOs are mem-

bership organisations staffed by people who belong to the same socio-economic groups as the people they provide

services to (Jamil, 1998). The NGOs play a very important role in the field of poverty alleviation and deliver essential

services, such as family planning, basic literacy, education, primary health care, rural development and women

empowerment, having stepped in where the government lacked capacity to implement programmes (Jamil, 1998;

Karim, 2011; Lewis, 2017).

There is a commonly held view in Bangladesh that “NGOs tend to be closer to the people than government

agencies”, “with less rigid bureaucratic structures and fewer status barriers”, and are more accessible than the gov-

ernment (Lewis, 2003, p. 219). Jamil's research showed that Bangladeshi NGOs were culturally closer to INGOs than

to the Bangladeshi bureaucracy, being more democratic and result-oriented (Jamil, 1998). However, all NGOs do not

share the same organisational culture. Lewis' research showed that Bangladeshi NGOs exhibit different attitudes to

decision making and management, with individual leaders playing more important roles in some NGOs and other

NGOs being more open to democratic forms of management (Lewis, 2003).

The INGO discussed in this paper, IAN, has its headquarters in the United Kingdom and branches in more than

80 countries. It manages projects centrally and works in developing countries through country branches and national

NGO partners. It has a branch in Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh, which is staffed by around 80 employees, all

Bangladeshi citizens, and it operates in rural areas via regional partner NGOs. The Dhaka office is a large open-plan

area designed to facilitate informal communication between the employees. The official working language is English,

in a country where Bangla is the official language and is spoken by the vast majority of the population. In practice,

most employees use both languages every day while performing their work.

6 | METHODOLOGY

Data for this paper were collected through semi-structured interviews with 11 Bangladeshi employees and one

Bangladeshi former employee of IAN Bangladesh. The interviews were conducted in Dhaka in two rounds, in July

2018 and September 2019, and the former employee was interviewed in Australia in October 2019. During the first

round of interviews, the questions focused on how information was managed in the organisation, which systems

worked well and which systems did not work well, using a slightly modified version of the information culture ques-

tionnaire developed by Oliver and Foscarini (2020, p. 154–156). The purpose of the study was to assess the informa-

tion culture(s) in the organisation and how it impacted on the ways information systems were used by the

Bangladeshi staff. The second round of interviews and the interview with the former employee focused on language

issues, which had emerged in the first interviews. Eight employees were interviewed in July 2018 and five in

September 2019, with two of the employees (AW1 and AW3) being interviewed twice. In addition, one British

employee working in the headquarters of IAN who was familiar with the information systems used by IAN was inter-

viewed in the United Kingdom in July 2019. All interviews were conducted by Viviane Frings-Hessami except for the

second round of interviews in Bangladesh, which were done by Gillian Oliver. We are both based at Monash
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University in Australia. Permission to interview staff was granted by the head of the Bangladeshi branch, and ethics

approval was obtained from our university. All the interviews were conducted in English and recorded with the par-

ticipants' permission. English was considered appropriate because it is the official language of the Bangladeshi branch

of IAN and this avoided having to use intermediaries as interpreters, which may have impacted on the quality of the

data collected or its interpretation. The interviewees were all fluent in English and did not experienced problems with

answering the interview questions. We had the opportunity to observe the information systems used in the organi-

sation, but given that neither of us is fluent in Bangla, the section on language relies exclusively on the comments

made by the interviewees.

The interviewees were selected in collaboration with one IAN Bangladesh employee, among staff members pre-

sent in Dhaka during our visits, as a representative sample of two groups of employees: staff working on develop-

ment projects and staff working in general administrative or managerial positions. The sample was kept relatively

small (11 national employees out of a total of 80) to avoid burdening staff with heavy work schedule. None refused

to participate, but we were conscious of the employees' busy schedule and allowed them to select a time convenient

to them for the interview. In one case, an interview had to be interrupted because the interviewee had to attend to

urgent business and was resumed the following day. The Bangladeshi interviewees included seven women and five

men; six were project/administrative officers, while six occupied managerial positions. They had been working for

IAN for periods ranging from 2 months to 10 years; three had been with IAN for less than 3 months and two for

more than 7 years, with a median time of 2 years. The British employee had been with IAN for more than 10 years.

For the purpose of this paper, the Bangladeshi employees were randomly allocated a number between 1 and 12 (aid

workers AW1–12), and the British employee is referred to as AW13.

7 | FINDINGS

All the interviewees commented that IAN Bangladesh was a good place to work in. When asked to choose among a

list of terms to describe the organisational culture at IAN Bangladesh, the terms they most commonly chose were

openness, transparency and team spirit, each one being picked by seven out of 11 interviewees.1 Pride to work for

IAN was mentioned by five of them as a characteristic of the organisational culture and several of them commented

on the positive atmosphere at IAN compared to other organisations where they had worked.

7.1 | Information systems and practices

7.1.1 | Oral communication

IAN's employees prefer to use verbal communication for their everyday interactions within the organisation. For for-

mal communication, they use emails. They also use Skype audio calls when communicating with staff in the field or

with their partners. Within the office, employees prefer to get up and go and talk to someone (which is relatively

easy in an open-plan office) rather than to answer an email. AW3 reported that “We know who is responsible for

what particular work. So we go to them and ask them where we can find it.” AW7 developed a tactic for when his

colleagues did not answer his emails. He approached them for a one-on-one meeting with a briefing paper that he

had prepared to explain to them what he wanted from them. IAN's employees generally prefer to ask people rather

than to look for a report when they need information. According to AW12, “Everyone was very supportive; if you

asked them and if they had time, they would help you.”
The most commonly mentioned successful form of information sharing are the weekly stand-up meetings that

took place on Sunday mornings (the first day of the working week in Bangladesh) where the key events for the week

were announced to staff. Half of the interviewees said that it was the most successful way of sharing information

1420 FRINGS-HESSAMI AND OLIVER
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within the organisation. AW7 commented that “that is really wonderful”, and AW12 added that she thought that the

number of quick sharing events like that should be increased. In addition, regular 3-h staff meetings were held every

3 months and meetings on specific topics were organised at regular intervals. The frequency of team meetings varied

from team to team. One team said that they met once a week whereas another team said that they met only once a

month. These regular team meetings, scheduled to keep team members informed of what was happening, usually

had no agenda and minutes were not taken. If staff missed a meeting, they had to ask colleagues what was said dur-

ing the meeting.

7.1.2 | Accountability and learning system

IAN uses many systems to manage information. The number of systems and their lack of integration were common

complaints from the employees during the interviews. An employee who was well acquainted with the technical side

of the systems acknowledged that the systems were difficult to use, but commented that they were ‘very secure’
(AW10). IAN's headquarters are risk averse and tend to prioritise security over ease of use. All laptops are encrypted

and restrictions are imposed by the corporate IT strategy on the software that can be installed. The headquarters in

the United Kingdom provide and give approval for all the software that staff members in the national branches

require. Approvals may take several months and technical support may be slow to obtain, which causes problems for

the Bangladeshi employees.

The use of information systems at IAN Bangladesh is reflective of the information culture in the organisation

and of cultural preferences for oral ways of communication rather than written reports. ALS, the accountability and

learning system, is a system used by IAN UK and all the country branches. It is an enterprise resource planning sys-

tem that was developed by an international software company and customised for the organisation in the early

2000s to track transactions and expenses and record the necessary approvals for accountability purposes. A docu-

ment management module was added to it to keep all the documentation from projects. The British interviewee

(AW13) readily admitted that it was not the best information management system available, commenting that it “is
still the same clunky thing that it used to be 20 years ago.”

All the information about projects (contracts, regular reports, evaluations, etc.) was supposed to be uploaded in

ALS. However, IAN's employees encountered many challenges with using that system. Support for ALS was provided

by the headquarters in the United Kingdom, not by Bangladeshi staff, which meant that there could be delays in get-

ting assistance and that the IT officers in the United Kingdom who were answering their questions were not familiar

with the projects and with the ways of doing things in Bangladesh.

Most employees did not like ALS. According to AW9, “The dashboard is very basic … It is relatively old and it

does not have the functionalities and flashy things that newer systems have.” However, she admitted that ALS might

have some functionalities that people were not aware of because they had not been trained to use them. Some

employees were not comfortable using that type of system. They uploaded the reports that they had to upload, but

they were not interested in what else the system could do. They used it because they had to, not because they saw

a benefit in doing it. They did not like to have to do an additional job on top of their reporting. In a manager's words,

“they don't see value in it” (AW9), or as one of her colleagues said, “they don't see that it is beneficial for them and

not just necessary for compliance reasons” (AW8).

The same standard format of reporting was used for all projects in all countries where IAN was active. It did not

fit well with how IAN Bangladesh employees actually worked. Therefore, they worked around it. For example,

because the system required learnings to be captured every month, employees had developed standard text to be

used when there was no new learning to report that month. More importantly, a project manager (AW1) and a pro-

ject officer (AW12) both commented that the format of the reports that had to be uploaded in ALS restricted oppor-

tunities to capture all what was learnt in the course of a project and that many things got lost because there was no

place to report them. The standard format of reporting restricted the scope for innovation and for making major
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changes to the projects. According to one programme manager (AW1), this made the system particularly unsuitable

for action research projects, which are characterised by regular changes in response to feedback from the partici-

pants. Although the system's administrators said that it was possible to request changes, ALS was not designed to

accommodate this level of complexity, and making adjustments was not an easy process.

According to the British employee, with regard to using ALS, there were different groups of people:

There are enthusiasts that make it work. And they are at one end of the scale. You've got people at

the other end of the scale who frankly are never going to sit down and use a system even if it is the

best knowledge management system in the world. They are not going to use it and they will say: ‘well,

it is too difficult to use it’ … And there is the bulk in the middle … people who recognise they could

be doing things better, but do not have time to invest [in learning the system].

A major problem with reporting processes at IAN Bangladesh was that employees had to navigate three types of

reporting: to IAN headquarters, to the donors and to the Bangladeshi government. Only the first type of reporting

was done via ALS. Donors, who might be in the United Kingdom or in a third country, did not have access to

it. Therefore, reports had to be sent to them via other means, such as emails, and they may have their own reporting

requirements, which involved writing a different type of report. These reports may also require different data to be

collected, but because they are project specific, they leave more room for capturing information that is specific to

the projects than the reports to IAN. In parallel with this reporting in English, IAN Bangladesh employees also had to

write reports for the Bangladeshi NGO Affairs Bureau in Bangla. Those three types of reports were due at different

time points and had to be completed on top of the employees' other responsibilities. All in all, reporting required a

huge time investment. The senior management in the Dhaka office was conscious of the problem, but they were

obliged to comply with these reporting requirements to meet their contractual obligations.

7.1.3 | Other tools

For sharing files outside the organisation, IAN had been using Box as a collaborative content management tool since

2018. It was managed from the United Kingdom. It was also used by IAN's employees to store their files. However,

it was unstructured and no guidelines had been issued regarding which files could or should be stored there and how

they should be titled. Staff members were simply given a link to a personal folder to store their documents. From a

records management point of view, this was a worrying situation. The British employee with more than 10 years of

experience working for IAN UK commented that:

It was very worrisome the way it was implemented … It seems to be the way of the world these days …

In previous generations, there would be a very rigid storage mechanism so that we all know where to

go to get stuff. But I think, as applications become more flexible and actually it got easier to find stuff

by just searching for it, it seems to me that that level of rigour is disappearing … It breaks my heart, but,

you know, I stopped trying to push version control about five years ago [laugh]… It is what it is!

Beside the requirements of entering data and uploading reports in ALS, the collection and sharing of information

were not systematised at IAN. There was not an organisational archive, and there was no records manager or infor-

mation manager. Each team looked after their own files and their small physical archive, where they kept the docu-

ments that they deemed important to keep in printed format. In some cases, files that were uploaded in Box may not

be uploaded in ALS. As a consequence, AW 13 concluded that “in 10 years' time, I think that we will find it very diffi-

cult [to find information]”. In practice, individual employees used different strategies to get easy access to the infor-

mation they needed to do their work. AW4's team kept all their files in a shared drive, but this seemed to be an
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exception rather than the norm. Many employees kept their files in their personal drives rather than in shared drives

or in Box. In order to quickly get access to information that she needed to frequently refer to, one of our inter-

viewees reported that she had downloaded all the policies and kept them in one folder in her personal drive. She also

bookmarked all the links that she needed to access regularly. She tried not to print anything, but she downloaded all

her email attachments and saved them on her laptop as a back-up because of the size limit of the email folders and

because there had been instances of emails getting lost in the past due to problems with the IT infrastructure. On

the other hand, AW4 printed the important documents that she wanted to keep to make sure that she would be able

to access them when she would need them although she was conscious that this went against the plan of

transitioning to a green organisation and that it was increasing costs.

Many employees commented that they experienced problems with finding information when they started work-

ing at IAN because there had not been any proper hand-over procedures. In many cases, they were not given any

information about the work previously done. Their predecessor may have been keeping their files in their personal

drive and those would have been deleted when they left. As a consequence, the new employees had to keep asking

their colleagues for information.

7.2 | Languages and translation issues

IAN Bangladesh's official working language is English. However, every day staff members navigate through a dual

system, speaking Bangla with their colleagues and their Bangladeshi partners and English with their international

partners, using mostly systems designed for English language users, but occasionally Bangla software, writing reports

in English for their international partners and in Bangla for the Bangladeshi government. As English is the official lan-

guage, all internal reports must be written in English. Email communication with Bangladeshi project partners, includ-

ing with partners in rural districts, is always in English, while verbal communication is in Bangla. According to a

manager with more than 7 years of experience at IAN (AW1), a reason why emails are written in English is that

because the IT systems are not always compatible with Bangla script, problems may be encountered when trying to

read emails typed in Bangla. The official IAN Bangladesh Twitter and Facebook accounts use only English to make

them accessible to a wider audience, whereas on YouTube, videos are uploaded in English or Bangla depending on

the content and the intended audience. If the videos are in Bangla, subtitles in English are often added to them.

When events are organised in Dhaka, oral presentations are in Bangla. If any slides are used, they are written in

English, but spoken to in Bangla. According to AW12, this is due to the fact that trying to translate into Bangla com-

monly used English development terminology may cause confusion. She could not remember having ever seen slides

in Bangla used within the organisation during the 3 years she worked there. Slides in English are also used during

meetings with partners at the district level where the discussions are also conducted in Bangla. On the other hand,

for any mass-level activity in the country, everything is organised in Bangla, including invitations or banners. How-

ever, because the literacy level of participants is a potential issue, pictures are used rather than text as often as

possible.

Despite the fact that all employees working in development or administrative positions were fluent in English

and Bangla, language was an important issue at IAN Bangladesh. A manager who had been working with IAN for

3 years (AW9) admitted that there was a ‘huge language issue’ both when working with partner organisations in the

districts and with regard to IAN Bangladesh employees expressing themselves in English. In both cases, “a lot is lost

in translation.” Partners in rural areas often only have basic English skills, but are expected to write reports in English.

According to AW12, to make it easier for their staff, some regional NGO managers prepare draft reports to which

the junior officers just have to add the specific details (mostly numbers). She explained that the project officers in

Dhaka who receive their reports will have to make sense of them and write a summary in more formal English. A pro-

ject officer who was working with 16 partners asked them to write their reports in English, advising them that “it
doesn't need to be very perfect, but just try to articulate [it] the way you understand [it].” In some projects, however,
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reports from the field are sent in Bangla and the project officers in Dhaka must translate them into English. For

example, an employee who worked on a project that was implemented in three locations, AW3, had to combine the

three reports that she received in Bangla every month into one report in English.

Some employees felt inhibitions when speaking and writing in English, which, according to a manager (AW9),

explained why some reports might be very brief. For example, she reported that lots of details were posted on some

projects' Facebook pages whereas the official report in English might consist of only three lines. A project officer

who had been with IAN Bangladesh for a year and a half (AW3) commented that when translating recordings from

meetings with project participants from Bangla into English:

Sometimes it is a challenge for me to find the right word, the right term to explain the thing that is

explained by the local term; and I find it is not enough; the English term sometimes is not enough to

explain exactly [what is said] in Bangla. So, for me, it is a challenge for reporting accurately.

A manager reported that IAN's employees often draw from their experience working on the projects to add their

interpretations to the reports: “We add because we know things” (AW1). This practice may lead to employees

adding their own interpretations to the reports, as opposed to just filling in facts and details and influencing the

course of the projects in a particular way. When asked if they had to look back for information whether they would

look at the original transcripts from participant meetings in Bangla or at the summary report in English, these two

employees provided different answers. The project officer said that she would go back to the Bangla texts to get the

exact words, and sometimes she might even go back to recordings of the meetings done by the partner organisations

if it was important to know the details. On the other hand, the project manager said that he would only look at the

summary report in English.

Some communication to partners and especially to participants has to be translated into Bangla. When translat-

ing for participants, IAN's employees use the relevant Bangla dialects as much as possible to make sure that the par-

ticipants understand what IAN staff are trying to explain to them. A project officer commented that “language is

associated with our friendliness to them” (AW3). Making the effort to use terms that the participants understand is

an important part of engaging with them on an equal footing in participatory projects. However, in practice, it is a

big challenge to communicate a message either from Dhaka to the villages or the other way, when there are several

intermediaries along the way who may change the meaning of the message, whether intentionally (to make it sound

better) or unintentionally (because they do not understand it).

Reporting to the Bangladeshi government in Bangla also causes some difficulties. A project officer commented

that the system to report to the government was more difficult to use than reporting through ALS “because we are

not used to [writing in Bangla] when we are working [at IAN]” and because the Bangla language used in government

reports is “like the very bookish Bangla”, “and sometimes we struggled to [understand] what it means” (AW12). She

felt that she had to make her project activities fit under very specific headings, which did not correspond to the ways

she worked. Some young staff members who had been educated in English-speaking schools were finding it particu-

larly difficult to write in Bangla. For example, AW11 said that she had no problems using English in her work and that

she was “more comfortable in English” than in Bangla. Sometimes when she had to write a report in Bangla, she had

to ask a colleague to check her writing.

All the project documents that were compiled during the course of the projects were in English. They had to be

translated into Bangla when completing the reports to the government. According to AW12, those reports were

time-consuming to prepare. Typing in Bangla was harder than typing in English due to the complexity of the Bangla

keyboard, and some of the systems used by IAN did not easily support typing in Bangla. A project officer (AW5)

mentioned that the software they used to type in Bangla clashed with some of the other systems that IAN used and

that it was not easy to get help with it when they needed it. Although typing in Bangla was not used every day, it is

very important since it is required for reporting to the Bangladeshi government.
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8 | DISCUSSION

8.1 | Information culture and information systems

Systems designed in the United Kingdom to accommodate all types of projects in all the country branches of IAN are

not well suited to the context in which IAN Bangladesh employees work. Restrictions on the installation of software

are frustrating, and some systems do not accommodate Bangla script. In particular, ALS is a system that all staff

should use to get approvals for their projects and to keep track of their progress. However, most employees only

enter the minimum information that they have to provide and do not make use of the system's knowledge manage-

ment options. Several staff members commented that there is not a place to keep the institutional memory at IAN

Bangladesh. This is technically incorrect since one of the functions of ALS is to keep documentation about the pro-

jects, but in practice, not all the documentation is kept in the system. Due to inconsistent recording practices in the

organisation and to the absence of a dedicated archive, a lot of institutional knowledge has been lost. As a result,

accessing information about previous projects is a big challenge. Employees often have to ask colleagues when they

want to find information. In some cases, those people will be able to tell them where the information is stored. In

many cases, they will only be able to tell them what they remember.

Like in most INGOs, reporting at IAN tends to be number oriented: how many people attended an event, how

many participants have been reached, rather than being focused on the content or quality of the interactions.

Accountability is understood as making sure than financial resources have been spent as planned, rather than in rela-

tion to values and impact (Boomsma & O'Dwyer, 2014; Lewis & Madon, 2004). In 2004, Lewis and Madon wrote

that in the Bangladeshi NGO, they investigated many people who collected and processed data remained unclear of

its value and purpose and that little attention was given to the critical analysis of the data to inform future projects.

This is similar to what our interviews with IAN Bangladesh in 2018–19 revealed. Most employees performed the

data collection and analysis tasks that they were asked to do, but did not go further than required and did not look

back at them to inform their subsequent projects.

The use of the organisation's accountability systems by IAN Bangladesh staff members reflects some important

cultural preferences in the ways people are interacting with information as well as problems with the ways the sys-

tems have been designed. Looking at the preferred formats, people use to capture, share and preserve information

and at the workarounds they developed to circumvent systems that do not work well for them can provide us with

crucial information about their information culture as well as about the existence of problems with the systems they

are expected to use (Oliver & Foscarini, 2020). The preferred formats of IAN Bangladesh employees are reflective of

oral communication preferences. IAN staff would rather go and ask a question to someone than read a report, and

meetings are their preferred way of sharing information. When using electronic systems, they choose the easiest to

use, such as emails and those that support oral communication, such as Skype. Some of the workarounds that they

use are also reflective of their oral communication preferences as well as being the results of problems with the

design of the systems. For example, they make face to face contact when their emails are not answered. Other

workarounds are designed to make their work easier. For example, to make sure that they will be able to access the

documents they need to do their work, they download the files, including policies and email attachments in their per-

sonal drives or print them. Another workaround is to use standard text to fill in fields in reports when they do not

have anything specific to write.

IAN's Bangladeshi employees do not make use of all the affordances of the systems (Roth & Luczak-

Roesch, 2020) offered to them. This can partly be attributed to a lack of training in using the systems and to a short-

age of time to use all their functionalities. However, we argue that the main limiting factor is not their ability to use

the systems, but the designs of the systems which are not suited to their cultural and organisational context.

The fact that employees do not look at previous reports is a major problem and is indicative of their lack of trust

in the systems and the information they contain. One reason for this, according to a manager who has worked at

IAN Bangladesh for more than 7 years (AW1) is that nobody has the time to review the learnings from previous
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projects. This is a common problem in INGOs, and it is usually associated with the complexity of the systems

(Ebrahim, 2005; Roth & Luczak-Roesch, 2020).

IAN's employees are always under pressure to meet deadlines, and they will move from one project to another

or will leave the organisation at the end of their contract. Being project-driven, the organisation only offers short-

term contracts to its employees. As suggested by FitzPatrick (2018), their short tenure may limit their interest in their

organisation's long-term plans. Many employees do not stay with IAN Bangladesh longer than 2 or 3 years. Only a

handful has been there for more than 10 years. The median time for our interviewees was 2 years. We postulate that

the short length of the contracts could in itself be a factor influencing the ways data are recorded, or not recorded,

with employees who know that they will move to a different project or leave the organisation at the end of their

contract not personally interested in future access to the information. This may also impact on the use of the sys-

tems. Employees may not look for information about past projects in ALS because they do not trust that they will

find the information they need or that it will be a correct representation of the outcomes of the projects. These

questions should be the subject of future research.

8.2 | Languages and translation

Although all IAN Bangladesh's aid workers are bilingual, language is an important issue in the organisation. The sys-

tems used by IAN are anglocentric and devalue other languages that cannot be used in the systems and are therefore

relegated to second-rank vernaculars. Employees have to navigate between two languages and two cultures and the

requirements associated with them. They keep switching between the two, speaking Bangla and writing English,

sometimes to the same people, and they have to write reports in both languages. Many of them are not as confident

expressing themselves in English as in Bangla. Although they have studied English and used it in their work for years,

their English language skills may not be adequate to meet the requirements of their job (Khan & Chaudhury, 2009).

This impacts on the quality of their interactions, and they may write less in English than if they were writing in

Bangla. On the other hand, in line with Haque and Akter's (2012) findings, some of the younger staff who have been

educated in English language schools are more confident speaking English and experience difficulties when they

have to write formal reports in Bangla for the Bangladeshi government.

IAN Bangladesh does not use the services of professional translators, but relies on its employees, whose lan-

guage skills are taken for granted. However, some development terminology is difficult to translate from English to

Bangla because some terms have specific meanings and cultural implications that are difficult to translate in another

context. Many words commonly used in the anglophone development world, such as resilience and sustainability, cli-

mate change or empowerment, cannot be directly translated into other languages (Footitt et al., 2018). This causes

problems when trying to explain those concepts to the partner NGOs in the rural areas and to the project partici-

pants. The partners may sometimes come up with ad hoc translations that do not correctly represent the message

that they are charged to convey (Footitt et al., 2018). Conversely, some terms are difficult to translate from Bangla

to English and some of the subtleties may be lost in translation. As Roth (2019) has argued, relying on the national

staff to do translations reflects a disregard for the complexities of translation. If the translation work done by IAN

Bangladesh employees is not valued, problems associated with it can be easily ignored. If it is assumed that anyone

of them can translate from English to Bangla and from Bangla to English, employees who experience problems with

translation (in either direction) will not be confident to come forward and ask for assistance. Translation problems

may not be admitted and translation errors may be ignored or go unnoticed.

Although they share a common language with most of the project participants, IAN's staff members belong to

the urban middle class and use some words that may not be familiar to the rural communities with whom they work.

As Lewis (2014, p. 151) wrote, “The encounter between a middle-class urbanized Southern NGO staff member and a

rural villager may also be characterized by difference, misunderstanding and complexity.” The regional NGO field

officers play an important role as intermediaries between IAN staff and the project participants, but they can
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sometimes distort the message that IAN is trying to send because they do not understand it, or they may change the

message coming from the villages in their zeal to present the projects as successful. They are useful intermediaries,

but they can also act as gatekeepers who only allow partial glimpses into the realities in the field (Delgado, 2018;

Swidler & Watkins, 2017).

IAN Bangladesh staff members are under pressure to produce reports quickly and therefore to translate quickly,

to meet projects' deadlines. As Crack (2019) has observed, the quality of translation in INGOs may be affected by

the short project cycles and the rush to meet timeframes. Therefore, IAN Bangladesh's tight deadlines may result in

some incorrect translations.

In practice, IAN neglects the cultural and experiential knowledge of its Bangladeshi employees, forcing them to

use systems that do not allow them to capture their knowledge of the communities with whom they work and the

knowledge they acquired in the course of the projects and to make the outcomes of their work fit into Western ‘uni-
versal’ systems. Moreover, it expects them to report in English and to use systems that do not accommodate Bangla

script while they are working on projects in Bangladesh. We argue that these practices amount to cultural and lin-

guistic imperialism.

9 | CONCLUSIONS

Although this study looked at only one organisation and the number of NGO workers interviewed was relatively

small, we believe that it has important implications for the work of INGOs in Bangladesh and more broadly in devel-

oping countries. The analysis of the problems IAN Bangladesh employees encounter every day when using account-

ability tools and information systems designed in the United Kingdom for English speakers presented in this paper

illustrates the important influence that cultural context has on the way people create, use and manage information in

organisations. The information systems used by IAN Bangladesh are not designed to match the clear preference for

oral communication among the employees, and these employees have not been trained in using the systems effi-

ciently. While the systems could be changed or training to use them could be improved, the preference for oral com-

munication is difficult to change because it is deeply ingrained. It is therefore not surprising that IAN Bangladesh

staff do not use the information systems in the way they are intended.

This case study also shows that language issues play an important part in the ways staff interact with informa-

tion and information systems. The information systems and accountability tools used by IAN Bangladesh were devel-

oped by and for English speakers and do not easily accommodate Bangla script; and employees who are more

confident speaking their native language are forced by the INGO's head office to use a foreign language while work-

ing in their own country and communicating with their compatriots, which can be seen as a form of cultural and lin-

guistic imperialism on the part of the INGO.

These findings have clear implications for all INGOs working in developing countries. They need to develop

systems that are friendlier to the national cultures and that accommodate national languages and to encourage

the development of home-grown solutions that are more attuned to the cultural preferences of the

national staff. If evaluation reports are reduced to quantitative reporting of outputs or if details and nuances

are lost in translation, the NGOs may not fulfil their missions and the objectives of their projects. Moreover,

they will not demonstrate that they are accountable to the beneficiaries of the projects and that they meet

their needs.

More research is needed on the ways INGOs deal with the cultural and language needs of national staff and on

how aid workers use information systems in different cultural and linguistic contexts. In particular, a question that

this paper raised and that should be the object of further research is whether there may be a correlation between

the length of aid workers' employment contracts and the amount and quality of information they capture in informa-

tion systems.
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ENDNOTE
1 The terms to choose from were trust, transparency, openness, indifference, sloppiness, accuracy, customer orientation,

innovation, competitiveness, pride, professionalism, solidarity, secrecy, team spirit, emergency-driven, relaxed and respond

positively to criticism. The list of terms was taken from Oliver and Foscarini's information culture questionnaire (2020,

p. 155–156) with the terms ‘emergency-driven’ and ‘innovation’ added to the list as deemed particularly relevant to the

context of NGOs in Bangadesh.
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