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As part of our commitment to accountability and learning, Oxfam will share conclusions 
and recommendations from evaluations. Internally we will share with relevant 
stakeholders, ensuring that they have an opportunity to participate in discussion of 
those results in meaningful ways. We will also publish the evaluation reports on our 
website in accessible language.  
 
As a rights-based organization, accountability, particularly to the communities we seek 
to serve, is of the highest importance to us. For Oxfam, accountability requires Oxfam to 
regularly and honestly assess the quality of its work, share and learn from its findings 
with primary stakeholders, and apply that learning in future work. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is an evaluation of Oxfam America’s US Budget Appropriations Advocacy. The work has been operating in 

the United States since 2011 and this evaluation covers the work undertaken between January 2012 and April 

2013. 

The major evaluation activities took place between March and June 2013. The evaluation was carried out by 

Joke Delvaux of Cambridge Policy Consultants through a competitive process and reflects the findings as 

reported by her as validated with stakeholders. The evaluation was managed by Lisa Hilt, Monitoring, 

Evaluation & Learning Advisor from Oxfam America, and commissioned by Barbara Durr, Deputy Vice 

President, Policy and Campaigns Division.  
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Oxfam America Lame Duck Stunt, November 2012 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

INTRODUCTION 

1. This report presents an 

evaluation of Oxfam 

America’s Fiscal Year 

2013 (FY13) 

appropriations 

advocacy.  The aim of 

Oxfam’s FY13 

advocacy was to avoid 

cuts to poverty-focused 

foreign aid in the US 

budget and build 

awareness and 

knowledge of Oxfam on the Hill.  Key FY13 advocacy activities included a 

series of paid ads on foreign aid, a foreign aid ‘stunt’ in front of Capitol Hill, in-

district work, engagement with ally organizations and Congressional lobby 

meetings.         

2. The aim of the evaluation was to understand the contribution made by Oxfam 

in FY13 appropriations debates and inform internal discussions on the future 

of Oxfam’s appropriations work1.  The research methodology included a start-

up teleconference with Oxfam America, a review of background materials and 

telephone interviews with 29 individuals, including 6 Oxfam America staffers, 

2 journalists, 9 policy-makers and 12 allies.   The evaluation cannot claim to 

provide definite answers to the (impact) questions posed largely because 

there were a number of methodological challenges, including the low 

response rate among policy-makers and inevitable resource constraints.  

Instead, the evaluation aims to better frame the evaluation questions and 

report on the (clear) patterns detected in the responses of interviewees, thus 

helping Oxfam structure its internal discussions of the issues.         

RESULTS AND ACHIEVEMENTS 

3. The following outputs were achieved:   

                                                
1 The US Government Sequester and Continuing Resolution resulted in a blurred transition between the FY13 and FY14 

budget activities that took place at the beginning of the FY14 budget cycle (April 2013).  As a result, the evaluation also 

covers some FY14 activity.    
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Lame Duck Ad, CQ New Member Guide, November 2012 

A total of 252 lobbying contacts – the State, Foreign Operations and Related 

Programs and Appropriations Subcommittees achieved the highest levels of 

outreach, split broadly 50-50 between the two parties.  The total number of 

lobby visits compares favorably to 2012 Oxfam campaign ‘spikes’ (or 

concentrated efforts).  

Oxfam America’s  paid 

ads had the potential to 

reach vast numbers of 

people: paid ads in Roll 

Call typically reached 

approximately 20,000 

people; paid ads in metro 

stops could be seen by 

several hundred thousand 

per month, paid ads in 

Dulles and National 

airport by 1-2 million 

travelers per month2.  

In-district work helped 

deliver a total of nearly 30,000 petition signatures to over 100 Congressional 

offices in-district and on Capitol Hill; in-district work also distributed grants to 

allies working on appropriations. 

Oxfam’s FY13 appropriations work earned 35 media hits (in 2012-2013), the 

majority of which (20) were linked to a celebrity appeal around food aid 

reform; the majority of the remaining articles covered Oxfam’s paid ads or 

stunts.      

4. Looking at the objectives of increasing awareness and knowledge of Oxfam 

and influencing the policy debate, the following conclusions can be drawn:  

Oxfam brand recognition in DC is (and already was) high; the organization’s 

reputation may have increased over the last few years, though linked to 

Oxfam’s wider advocacy work as opposed to appropriations advocacy alone.         

Oxfam America was recognized as having contributed in particular to creating 

an enabling environment for the Administration’s FY14 food aid reform 

proposals and as having played a key role in setting the tone of the debate 

following the launch of these proposals.  Oxfam was also credited with having 

contributed to the debate and positive outcome around the USAID Operating 

Expenses budget, although interviewees suggested that the level of political 

                                                
2  Oxfam ran a total of 7 days of Roll call ads; 36% of the daily circulation is delivered to Congress. Metro ads were posted 

for one month. Airport ads were posted for at least 3 months (at the time the report was completed, some had been up for 

over 4 months).  
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support and the Administration’s own lobbying on this issue should not be 

discounted.   

More generally assessing the contribution of Oxfam in appropriations debates 

is challenging as Oxfam’s FY13 appropriations objectives are somewhat 

ambiguous, championing a generic ‘don’t cut aid’ message alongside a 

specific focus on aid effectiveness.  Oxfam staff were aware of these 

ambiguities and several of Oxfam’s allies commented that they were actually 

unclear about the organization’s (appropriations) objectives.  Interviewees, 

including Congressional staffers, generally linked the organization very 

closely to aid effectiveness work, but did not necessarily associate Oxfam 

with (work against budget cuts in) appropriations. Fighting budget cuts was 

described by them as a “more crowded field”.  The message that came 

across most clearly in Oxfam’s appropriations advocacy was its focus on 

investing in effective aid.     

Interviewees were asked whether the fact that Oxfam does not take federal 

Government funding adds credibility to their requests to maintain funding 

levels, with the assumption that this is part of Oxfam America’s added value 

to the debate against foreign aid budget cuts.  The answer to this question, 

based on the interviews, is not straightforward. According to some 

interviewees, not taking government money is only one of many factors 

influencing credibility.  However, a number of individuals, including the two 

Republican policy-makers interviewed, did mention unprompted that Oxfam 

does not take any funding and that this adds a new dimension to the 

discussion.        

5. Oxfam spent approximately $200,000 in operational spending and dedicated 

the equivalent of 2.5 full time staff members on its FY13 appropriations 

advocacy over the 16 month period.  Overall, this investment represents 

approximately 2-4% of Oxfam’s overall policy and advocacy budget.  Media 

work, which relied heavily on paid ads, represents 40% of the total FY13 

appropriations resources, and in-district work represents a quarter of the 

resources used. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

6. The main lessons around what ‘worked’ in FY13 advocacy are as follows:  

Crucially, almost all respondents, including Congressional staffers, had 

noticed the paid ads.  People saw value in the ads mainly as a tool to 

educate the wider public as opposed to influencing policy-makers.       
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Effective Aid Hero ads, DC Metro, January 2013 

There was a fairly 

strong consensus 

across the different 

interviews that stunts 

were not effective in 

influencing policy 

makers and were 

effective only to the 

extent that they were 

able to generate 

media coverage, the 

latter being Oxfam’s 

main reason for 

organizing stunts.  In addition, stunts might help build Oxfam’s reputation as 

an edgier organization with a sense of humor – something Oxfam America’s 

leadership has been asking for.  Some people felt that stunts might risk 

undermining Oxfam’s reputation (coming across as too ‘gimmicky’).  

Of the three tactics discussed in some detail with interviewees, bringing in 

voices from developing countries was seen as the most effective in 

influencing policy-makers – stakeholders generally felt that “it is much harder 

to say no to someone who is sitting in front of you”.  Oxfam was credited as 

being particularly good in terms of bringing the voice of people from 

developing countries to the debate.  Interviewees commented that bringing 

such voices has to be linked to the legislative agenda; picking the ‘right’ 

people is also key.    

7. A number of organizational issues were raised:  

The need to invest in (more) people on the Hill and invest more in building 

longer term, trusted, in-depth relations across both sides of the aisle, 

including by recruiting former Democratic and Republican staffers.  

The need to upgrade work at district level, based on a strong consensus 

among interviewees that constituency concerns are largely setting the 

agenda for Congress.      

The need for long-term investment in in-depth education around foreign aid, 

for a genuine dialogue around foreign aid between Oxfam (and others) and 

policy-makers, not linked to any particular campaign or ask.  The suggestion 

is to move away from un-nuanced extremes – ‘aid works’ vs. ‘aid is 

ineffective’ – and make the discussion more sophisticated.     

8. Oxfam America was explicitly recognized as adding strategic value to the 

advocacy efforts of the NGO community.  This value was seen as essentially 

twofold: (i) Oxfam offers thought-leadership in particular in complex policy 
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areas such as the food aid reform agenda; (ii) Oxfam America opens up “a 

left flank” allowing other NGOs to achieve compromises that are better than 

would otherwise be the case.  However, the perception of Oxfam as taking 

fairly extreme, principled positions implies, according to some, that they are 

not taken seriously by Republican Conservatives – but interviewees differed 

in their views as to whether Oxfam America was seen as partisan.    

CONCLUSIONS 

9. Oxfam America has achieved a number of remarkable results, including 

impressive reach through its lobbying and paid ads and impacts in terms of 

brand awareness-raising and influencing policy-making, in particular on food 

aid reform and the wider aid effectiveness debate – more so than in terms of 

‘don’t cut aid’ advocacy messaging.       

10. Assessing the relative effectiveness of the different tactics used is difficult, 

but a number of tentative conclusions can be drawn: 

The paid media ads were noticed by some target audiences, but are 

perceived as a tool to educate the public, not to influence policy makers.  

Stunts received fairly poor feedback.  Bringing in developing country voices 

was seen as the most effective of the tactics discussed with interviewees.     

The central feedback around earned media work relate to more heavily 

investing in securing local in-district media coverage. 

There are arguments for the organization to invest in expanding its legislative 

affairs and regional grassroot staff. 

There are strong arguments to continue outreach to Congressional 

appropriators and authorizers – both in terms of the potential for influencing 

foreign aid policy and increasing visibility and access for Oxfam to Hill offices.  

The main lesson appears to be to consider dropping the generic ‘don’t cut 

aid’ message in favor of the aid effectiveness message which fits more neatly 

with the organization’s vision and is the area where Oxfam’s added value is 

highest.  The suggestion would be to build a clear, uniform, shared 

organizational Hill strategy around effective aid messaging.  That being said, 

staff report a trend within the wider NGO community to refocus messaging on 

the generic ‘don’t cut aid’ message, which needs to be considered when 

discussing ways forward. 

 

 



 

 

Forty percent of the people on our planet—more than 2.5 billion—now live  

in poverty, struggling to survive on less than $2 a day. Oxfam America is an 

international relief and development organization working to change that. 

Together with individuals and local groups in more than 90 countries, Oxfam 

saves lives, helps people overcome poverty, and fights for social justice.  

To join our efforts or learn more, go to www.oxfamamerica.org. 
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