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Introduction 
 
The Quality COMPAS is the first quality assurance method developed specifically for 
the humanitarian sector. Its aim is to continually improve the service provided to 
crisis-affected populations. The Dynamic COMPAS, an information management 
software programme, is the operational tool of the method. 
 
The issue of ‘quality’ is poised to become one of the sector's biggest priorities. This is 
principally for ethical reasons with regard to the beneficiaries of aid, but also for 
reasons of confidence and ‘return’ with regard to donors.  
 
Quality may have become a fashionable issue, but the Quality COMPAS method and 
the Dynamic COMPAS software are not just fashionable gadgets. They are the basis 
for a genuine Quality approach in relief programmes and, as such, they help to bring 
about profound cultural change within relief organisations. For this reason, an 
organisation cannot adopt and integrate the Quality COMPAS overnight. Strategic, 
technical, structural and cultural factors need to be taken into account and managed 
during the adoption process. 
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Who is this guide for? 
 
This guide is for anyone who needs to know about the process of adopting the 
Quality COMPAS method and its computer application, the Dynamic COMPAS: 
directors, upper-management, or those involved in implementing or overseeing the 
process. 
 
The content of this guide is based on the results of initial testing of the method in the 
humanitarian sector as well as a desk review of experiences in other sectors and 
notably the health sector. 
 
 
 

The aim of the guide 
 
The aim of this guide is to help humanitarian actors who wish to use (or are 
considering using) the Dynamic COMPAS and the Quality COMPAS method. 
 
In it you will find information about what needs to be done and the main principles 
that have to be respected for the process to be successful. Successful adoption of 
the process will allow a humanitarian organisation to bring quality assurance to its 
programmes and projects. 
 
This guide does not include a presentation of the Quality COMPAS method or the 
ideas behind it. These can be found in the following:  

�  the Quality COMPAS kit,  
�  the Dynamic COMPAS tutorial,  
�  the COMPAS System website (www.compasqualite.org), 
�  the various COMPAS System training modules 
�  the Dynamic COMPAS help-desk, and 
�  publications on the quality of humanitarian aid  

 
It would be impossible for this guide to cover every legitimate question that could be 
raised about the implications of adopting such an approach. It does not remove the 
need for personalised help, trials and training which are all part of the adoption 
process.  
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1. How to successfully adopt a Quality 
approach 

 
There are five key factors to successfully adopting a Quality approach. 

1.1 Commitment from management 
 
It is fundamental that an organisation's management is clearly committed to the 
adoption of a quality approach for it to be successful. Their commitment is necessary 
for several reasons: quality is an issue which contributes to an organisation’s 
identity and value-system  (no matter what reference framework or method is 
chosen); time and money need to be made available and invested over time; the 
adoption of a quality approach may call into question and even disrupt working 
methods and practices.  
 
Adopting the Quality COMPAS requires making the necessary investment of time 
and money, notably to provide training for users, without an immediate return on the 
investment (reduction of quality-related problems). 
 
Concretely, it is essential that management (whoever this may be – the board of 
directors, the executive board, the president, managing directors, the general 
assembly…) not only approve the initiative but make it known publicly that quality 
management is of strategic importance for the organisation. They must then 
demonstrate their commitment in practice by taking part in the process. 
 
A written document clearly stating the importance of the issue will ensure the 
continuity of the process despite potential changes within the organisation’s 
management and will encourage all the staff to adhere to the idea. Initially, this 
document can be a simple statement of commitment. But, in time, this should evolve 
into a document outlining the organisation's quality management policy, based on the 
lessons and developments that emerge during the adoption process. 
 
In brief 
�  Quality is part of an institution’s identity and value system 
�  Adopting a Quality approach implies investing time and money 
To adopt a Quality approach: 
�  management should approve and be involved in the initiative 
�  management should publicly express the strategic importance of Quality for the 

institution. 
Actions: 
�  a statement of commitment, and later a Quality policy should be written 
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1.2 A progressive implementation process 
 
A quality approach can not be adopted overnight. A long-term approach is needed 
and the process should be gone through one step at a time. Taking your time will 
ensure:  

- that everyone in the organisation appropriates the concepts and methods; 
- that all stakeholders are reassured; 
- that the work of the organisation goes on as usual; 
- that lessons learned are progressively incorporated into the process. 

 
Adopting the Quality COMPAS and the Dynamic COMPAS should be done in three 
phases: the preliminary phase, the start-up phase, and the general application 
phase.  
 
·  The preliminary phase allows the commitment to quality to mature and the choice 

of method to be made; 
·  The start-up phase is to adjust the method to the organisation, using trials, and to 

clarify how the Quality COMPAS will be used within the organisation (technically 
and structurally); 

·  The general application phase leads to the method being used throughout the 
organisation. 

 
Throughout the process lessons are learned, particularly through the initial trials 
during the preliminary phase. These are then incorporated into subsequent phases. 
 
At the end of these three phases a mechanism should be firmly in place to oversee 
the use of the method, make changes to incorporate lessons learned and ensure the 
Continual Improvement of Quality within the organisation.  
 
 
In brief 
�  A Quality approach cannot be adopted overnight; 
�  A Quality approach uses resources; 
�  Learning is a progressive process which often leads to changes in practices. 
To adopt a Quality approach it is necessary to: 
�  take a long-term view of the adoption process then take one step at a time; 
�  carry out progressive trials which allow adjustments to be made; 
�  ensure that the organisation can carry out its work as usual during the adoption 

process. 
Actions: 
�  A detailed action plan should be drawn up, which has been discussed and 

accepted throughout the organisation, and which fits in with the organisation's 
normal activities  
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1.3 Organisation-wide involvement - communication a nd training 
 
The issue of quality concerns everyone in the organisation. It is, by nature, a cross-
sector issue and concerns all levels of the organisation hierarchy. Furthermore, 
certain historical, conceptual, methodological and technical issues related to Quality 
need to be understood to adopt a Quality approach. 
 
The Quality COMPAS and the Dynamic COMPAS concern every department in an 
organisation (technical sectors but also the support functions such as administrative 
and financial management, communications, etc.) at every level (headquarters and 
field, policy and strategy level as well as operational level).  
 
To avoid quality becoming a ‘specialist’ domain, to avoid internal dissension and to 
alleviate fears and doubts, communication and training are essential during the 
preliminary phases and during the implementation of any quality approach. 
 
The key issues, the different phases of the adoption process and their results (trials, 
problems encountered, ideas for improvement) should be broadly communicated 
within the organisation . A communication strategy should be developed: this 
should take into account the identity of the organisation and the different bodies that 
the organisation engages with at the head office and in the field. Particularly at the 
beginning of the process, its function is to inform members of the organisation about 
the key issues, to reassure and motivate staff and to prepare the ground for the 
changes involved in the following phases.  
  
It takes a little time to use the Quality COMPAS and the Dynamic COMPAS properly. 
Depending on the user, different levels of training are necessary. A training plan 
should be drawn up and should eventually be incorporated into the organisation’s 
existing training programmes. 
 
In brief 
�  Quality concerns all different departments within an organisation 
�  Quality concerns not only project management but also the other support 

functions in the organisation 
To adopt a Quality approach it is necessary to: 
�  integrate quality-related information, reasoning and know-how into the normal 

activities of the organisation. 
Actions: 
�  A communication strategy needs to be written. 
�  A progressive training plan needs to be drawn up and incorporated into the 

organisation’s existing training programmes. 
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1.4 Methodological and technical integration 

1.4.1 Integrating the Quality COMPAS into existing procedures in the 
organisation 

 
The Quality COMPAS and the Dynamic COMPAS promote a certain way of working 
which can lead an organisation to reorganise or rethink its internal procedures. Using 
the Dynamic COMPAS to manage information will probably lead to some conflict with 
existing procedures (the logical framework, report formats for headquarters and 
funding agencies, specific diagnosis procedures, etc.) An organisation may also 
consider the possibility of creating links with other existing systems (surveys, financial 
monitoring, etc.) 
 
It is therefore essential to carry out a diagnosis  of the situation during the start-up 
phase in order to establish where interference exists and to anticipate possible 
overlapping, tension, complementarity, etc.  
 
This will : 

- help to integrate the Dynamic COMPAS into existing procedures; 
- ensure that there is coherence and harmony in the way the organisation 

functions; 
- allow tasks and missions to run smoothly and the Quality policy to be 

implemented correctly. 
 

1.4.2 Integration of the Dynamic COMPAS into projec t/programme 
management 

 
To adopt the Dynamic COMPAS there needs to be agreement within the organisation 
about:  

- How and with what frequency the Dynamic COMPAS is going to be used,  
- Technical aspects (project/programme codes, management of users’ rights 

and responsibilities, etc.). 
 
These details should be recorded in a Quality COMPAS user’s guide, which should 
itself be part of an Organisation Quality Guide. 
 
In brief 
�  A Quality approach has to be integrated into a pre-existing organisation  
To adopt a Quality approach it is necessary to: 
�  take into account the methods, procedures and tools that the organisation already 

uses.  
Actions : 
�  A diagnosis of the organisation’s processes and systems should be carried out. 
�  Technical aspects need to be agreed and recorded in guides.  
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1.5 New organisational structures 
 
Specific structures need to be created or clearly defined responsibilities need to be 
assigned in order to successfully and sustainably adopt the Quality approach. This 
has to become an integral part of the organisation’s policy, organisation and 
functioning so that there is continuity between users and the rest of the organisation. 
The nature and composition of these structures will vary depending on what stage 
has been reached in the adoption process and the size and culture of the 
organisation. 
 
A steering committee needs to be created to oversee the start-up phase. It will be 
responsible for monitoring and encouraging the adoption process. A quality advisor 
(or a Quality unit depending on the size of the organisation), with technical and 
operational responsibilities, should act as a link between users and the rest of the 
organisation.  
 
In time, a particular structure should be created (a quality department? new functions 
for the evaluation unit?) to ensure that the Quality approach adopted functions 
smoothly in the long term. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In brief 
�  The Quality approach has to be an integral part the organisation’s policy, 

organisation and functioning in order to ensure that there is continuity between 
users and the rest of the organisation. 

To adopt a Quality approach it is necessary to: 
�  create specific structures 
�  assign clear responsibilities to do with the Quality approach and the adoption plan 
Actions: 
�  The creation of a steering committee. 
�  Appoint a quality advisor. 
�  The creation of a structure to oversee the functioning of the Quality approach 

adopted. 
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2 Process implementation 

2.1 Adoption process flowchart 
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2.2 In practice…  
 
The adoption process will depend on the size, culture and specific characteristics of 
an organisation. However, the following three phases are essential and looking at 
each in detail will allow us to review the different factors of success outlined above.    

2.2.1 Preliminary phase 
 

·  Carry out an internal diagnosis of the strengths and weaknesses of the 
organisation with regard to a quality approach; 

·  Establish how important quality is for the organisation in relation to 
developments in the sector;  

·  Find out about the different tools and methods which exist (documentation, 
presentations) 

·  Decide whether or not to adopt a quality approach and whether or not to use 
the Quality COMPAS and the Dynamic COMPAS. 

·  The executive should write a statement of its commitment to the project. 
·  Communicate on the decision to adopt a quality approach and prepare the 

following stages of the process. 
 

2.2.2 Start-up phase 
 

·  Create a steering committee 
�  This should include people in charge of strategic, managerial, operational 

and administrative functions: Human Resources, Operations, Policy, 
Evaluation, Technical/Regional departments, etc.  

�  Strategy and policy functions: fixing of objectives, validating the method and 
intermediate and final results, supporting (by making the necessary means 
available), orienting and encouraging trials, promoting communication about 
trials and ensuring that the approach is integrated properly within the 
organisation…  

�  The frequency of steering committee meetings should be established. 
  

·  Appointment of a Quality advisor 
�  Responsibilities of the Quality advisor:  

- Participating in the development and implementation of the 
organisation’s Quality policy  

- Supporting teams in use of software 
- Overseeing the initial trials of the Dynamic COMPAS in the field 
- Analysing results of trials and how using the COMPAS affects the 

functioning of the organisation.  
 

NB: depending on the size of the organisation, it may be more appropriate to create a 
Quality unit rather than to delegate these responsibilities to one person alone. 
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·  Internal communication about the process 

�  Objective: shared belief in the need for a new method for managing the 
quality of programmes. 

�  Aimed at: all staff, including field staff 
�  Timing: this should be an ongoing process – there should be 

communication at the beginning and there should be regular updates about 
developments and results.  

 
NB : Care should be taken with regard to external communication at this point   

 
·  Begin trials 

Trials should be carried out at different levels for the head office and for field 
offices.  
�  Head office trial: the objective here is to confirm, for minimal cost 

(particularly in terms of time), whether or not to pursue the project – to 
check in concrete terms that the Dynamic COMPAS is consistent with the 
needs and culture of the organisation and that it helps to improve practices, 
that it is ergonomic, etc.. This initial trial concerns key people involved in 
project management at the head office (ideally also someone from 
administration and a representative of the executive). It involves an initial 
training session, followed by a practice run of the Dynamic COMPAS. 

�  Field office trial: the objective here is to confirm whether or not the Dynamic 
COMPAS is suitable for and adapted to the organisation by using it in the 
context of a real project. Several trial sites should be chosen (the first trial 
should be carried out by a motivated team in favourable conditions – an 
initial ‘success story’ will aid subsequent stages of the process). The teams 
selected (heads of mission, heads of project, technical managers, local 
staff, head office desk, etc.) should be given training in the basic principles 
of Quality and how to use the Dynamic COMPAS. Monitoring should take 
place over a number of months with support both in the field and from head 
office. The initial stages should be overseen and a ‘hot-line’ should be set 
up for technical and general support (particularly from the Quality advisor).  
  

 
·  Learn lessons from these trials and clarify how the COMPAS is to be 

integrated: how the COMPAS fits in with existing procedures and how it is to be 
used.  
�  Evaluate both the content (usefulness and suitability of the method) and 

form (ease of use) for each use.  
�  Draw up proposals to solve any potential technical or methodological 

difficulties in integrating the COMPAS.  
�  Present the results of these evaluations and the proposals for technical and 

methodological adjustments for validation.  
 
 
 
·  Write the COMPAS user’s guide 

�  Under the supervision of the Quality advisor, a user’s guide should be 
written, which takes trial results into account and describes how the 
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Dynamic COMPAS is to be used within the organisation. This should 
include:  
- user profiles: describes levels of responsibility within a project team 

(head office and field office) 
- project and user codes 
- frequency of monitoring 
- a description of how the COMPAS is to be used collectively in the field 

(group or individual use) and the exchanges which will take place with 
desks and the quality unit 

- etc.  
 

·  Decide to apply the method throughout the organisation  
Based on the results of the trials, the Steering Committee and the executive 
should be able to decide whether or not the adoption process should be 
continued.  

 

2.2.3 General application phase: 
 

·  Write a Quality policy 
�  policy document (at the same level as the charter but for internal use)   
�  short document describing the main issues, the decisions made by the 

executive and their commitment to the Quality approach. This is written in 
response to the following three questions: What fields do we want to cover? 
What do we want to achieve (precise objectives, timeframe…) ? What 
strategy do we want to adopt (responsibilities, means, piloting…)?  

 
·  Draw up a general application plan 

Progressive planning:  
�  1st year: include a limited number of projects/programmes taking into 

account criteria of how ‘easy’ or feasible they will be (for example in terms 
of constraints there might be in training staff).  

�  Following years: the extension of the project can be planned incorporating 
lessons learned during the first year. 

�  Integration of training modules into existing training programmes. 
�  An internal trainer should be appointed 
�  A hot line should be created. In time, each project will function 

independently with monitoring if necessary by the Quality advisor or the 
Quality department.  

 
·  Internal communication: 

Staff at all levels of the organisation should be informed through meetings 
and/or by other means (in the internal newsletter for example) about:  
�  the results of the start-up phase as well as how the implementation is to be 

organised  
�  the long-term strategic issues involved for the organisation (and particularly 

that Quality concerns everyone and that it contributes to the organisation’s 
identity and value system) 
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·  Progressively train users: 
�  Training modules on quality and the COMPAS should be integrated into the 

organisation’s training programme (for volunteers, coordinators, field 
managers, etc.)  

�  Different modules should be developed for different types of users. The 
content and length of training modules should be different for different 
positions and levels of involvement in the project.  

�  If necessary, an internal trainer should be trained. 
 

·  An existing or new structure/department should take over responsibility for 
Quality 
�  Having moved from an experimental to a ‘routine’ context, the steering 

committee is no longer needed and can be dissolved 
�  The new structure should make clear what its role will be (contributing to 

the definition of Quality policy, promoting the adoption of the quality 
approach, and its regular and long-term functioning), and what individual 
objectives and tasks will be.   

�  Human, financial and material means should be made available 
�  The new body should be integrated into the organisation’s organigram, with 

frequent interaction with the executive. 
 

·  Write the quality handbook (regularly revised and updated) which will describe:  
�  the organisation’s policy on Quality 
�  how this policy is applied within the organisation’s structure 
�  the Quality approach within the organisation, the different processes 

(Dynamic COMPAS and others) and the links between them  
�  guides (Dynamic COMPAS users’ guide and technical guide, etc.) 

 
·  External communication:  

The existence of a quality approach within an organisation and the thinking 
behind it may be of interest to partners in the field, donors, and even the 
general public and the media.   
External communication can: 
�  enhance the status of the organisation’s staff and attract new human 

resources; 
�  improve the credibility of the organisation with regard to funding (calls for 

proposals, fundraising);  
�  increase the confidence of partners in the field. 
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3 Conclusion  
 
The quality approach promoted by the Quality COMPAS method aims to improve the 
service delivered to crisis-affected populations. Having local populations at its centre 
is essential to ensure that teams remain committed to it.  
 
It is important to return to this point regularly in order to avoid getting lost in technical 
debates, personal conflict or conflicts of interest. Though Quality involves a great 
number of issues, and can even include forms of ‘marketing’, all the resources and 
effort involved is ultimately invested for the benefit of affected populations.   
 


