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A8STRACT 

H Evaluallon Abstract fD ml' .. C.00 p" O C ,O 

The International Forum on AIDS Research (FAR) was established in 1988 
to improve coordination and exchange of information about HIV/AfDS research in 
developing countries; to enable donor agencies to achieve greater complementarity;
and to marshall support for high-priority HIV/AIDS research. The evaluation was 
conducted as planned to assist in decision making about further support because 
the initial support was to end in September 1992. The purpose of the evaluation 
was to assess lessons learned from the organization and activities of IFAR; to 
determine whether IFAR was still needed; and to provide USAID with recommendations 
for IFAR's future. Through personal interviews and telephone conversations with
IFAR members and with WFAR staff at the Institute of Medicine, the evaluator 
determined that WFAR membership criteria were never clearly defined. There were 
ro members from outside North America; that IFAR members had no clearly defined 
financial or other obligations; that WFAR staff and donor agency members of IFAR
frequently disagreed and were disappointed about the agendas and/or proceedings
of IFAR meetings; that IFAR staff never satisfactorily completed the creation of 
an IFAR database to facilitate exchange of information; but that IFAR meetings
and activities had ceased by the time of the evaluation because WHO/GPA and most 
other members has withdrawn support in favor of efforts to establish a more 
effective coordinating body through the Global Management Committee and WHO. The
key lesson learned was to obtain agreement and commitment from the organizing
members at the outset on membership, financing, goals, methods, and outcomes to 
be achieved by such a forum. 
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PURPOSE:
 

The purpose of the evaluation was to obtain an independent assessment of: (1) the 
lessons that have been learned from the organization and activities of IFAR; and (2) the question 
of whether an IFAR is still needed and if so to define the organizational structure, terms of 
reference, and administrative location. 

METHODOLOGY:
 

Telephone interviews and personal conversations, where possible, were used to gather the 
information needed to carry out this evaluation (See Appendix I). Inaddition, program descriptions 
and memos supplied by IFAR and USAID were reviewed. IFAR meetings were not attended by 
the reviewer. 

TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR IFAR: 

The objectives of IFAR were to improve coordination and exchange information about 
plans, progress, accomplishments, and gaps/needs in HIV/AIDS research in developing countries; 
to enable members to achieve greater coherence, complementarily, and productivity in research; 
and to marshall support for high-priority collaborative activities. 

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS: 

Membership 

Observations: There appeared to be limited criteria for admission to IFAR other than 
geographical location (North American donors could join). The size of the group was often too 
large to create an environment where active exchange could occur. Also, the individuals attending 
from each group varied from meeting to meeting. 

Obligation of K..mbers 

Observations: There were neither written nor verbal policies reflecting any obligation, 
financial or otherwise, demanded of the participants. 



I U M M A A Y (Conllnued) 

Coordination of Meetings and Setting the Agenda 

Observations: The implementing organization and the participants were not always in full 
agreement as to the agenda of each meeting. This led to unfulfilled expectations on the part of 
both groups. When the IOM took charge of the agenda, itwas not always agreed upon by the 
participants. On the other hand, the donor agencies did not always step forward with a clear 

..agenda of their own. 
The sessions devoted to a review of current research seem to have been well appreciated. 

Agendas were very full, however, and little time was available for discussion. 

Data Base 

Observations: The first objective of IFAR was to facijitate the exchange of information on 
activities and programs between funding groups. One of the first tasks of IFAR was to established 
a data base that would document ongoing activities of the member groups and others. It 
eventually was to include all requested input from the funders. A data base was developed by the 
US government to document its AIDS research activities, but it was reported that it did not meet 
the needs of all the IFAR members. Itwas viewed as more of amanagement tool. IOM/IFAR staff 
never completed the creation of an IFAR database. 

Benefits of IFAR and Future Directions 

Observations: IFAR provided a valuable opportunity for donors to meet with others who 
they otherwise might not have engaged. The meetings provided contacts which have been built 
upon. Most, in fact, would have preferred that there was less structured time and more time 
available for open discussion. 

Many of the scientific sessions were much appreciated, as these sessions exposed
members to topics that they might not be supporting. It would seem, however, that too many 
presenters were invited to the meetings allowing less time for in depth discussion. Many felt that 
there was not adequate follow-up to the meetings; that is no specific activities took place in the 
interim. 

Some felt that by the time IFAR actually began operations, there were other meetings that 
had begun to provide similar opportunities. the need for an IFAR now seems less clear to many
of the participants. As stated by one person, it is an idea whose time is now past. Others 
lamented the loss of this collegial environment, where ideas could be expressed in an open forum 
without 1he constraints often imposed by a more formalized structure. Many felt that if IFAR or 
some other group was to be reconstituted, itmust be conducted in a form that would allow for ai 
open exchange. If members were afraid of offending major players in the AIDS community, the 
value of these meetings would be greatly diminished. 



U M M 	A A Y Con(lnuod)-


Principal Lessons Learned and Recommendations: 

Recommendations: With the limited information at hand, it would be presumptuous to 
either recommend the continuation of IFAR in some other forum or its disbandment. There are 
certain issues, however, that should be addressed in any future activity similar to that which IFAR 
was mandated to do. These include the following: 

o 	 There should be agreement from the outset by members and the forum on specific
goals and outcomes expected. 

0 	 Participation should be limited to donors who are supporting research at some 
predetermined level. 

o 	 Members should be from the larger international community. 
o 	 Researchers and program implementers can participate but only upon invitation 

rather than being permanent members of the group. 
o 	 Participation of members should carry some financial or programmatic obligation 

to the forum. 
o 	 Individuals in decision making roles and technical experts should be encouraged 

to attend each meeting (consistency of attendance is important). 
o 	 Meetings should be held 2-3 times per year (maximum) and should be at least 2 

days in duration. 
o 	 Adequate time needs to be set aside for discussion by group members so that 

ideas can be discussed and debated. 
o 	 A data base with information from all groups should be established as early as 

possible with adequate flexibility to update and add additional information. The 
format should be determine prior to or at the first meeting. 

o The direction of the forum should either rotate amongst the participants or be at
 
an organization that does not in itself benefit from funders.
 
Participants should not feel under any constraint to express their views.
 

o 	 The forum should continuously seek opportunities for members to collaborate on 
funding research activities and/or take other cooperative action. 
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I'M HARVARD SCHOOL OF PUBLIC HEALTH 

EDUCAT1O OFFICE 

Department of Population and International Health PHONE: (617) 432-2253 

TO: Neil Brendan 

Family Health International 

FROM: Richard A. Cash 

RE: Evaluaticn of IFAR 

DATE: 23 June, 1992 

Evaluation of the International Forum of AIDS Research (IFAR)
 

BACKGROUND:
 

The International Forum on AIDS Research (IFAR) was 
established in 1988 after a group of agencies funding AIDS research 
recognized the need for such a forum. After initial efforts to 
establish IFAR in an international setting were unsuccessful, the 
core members requested the Institute of Medicine, US National 
Academy of Sciences (IOM/NAS) to direct IFAR activities. 
Membership was limited to US and Canadian funders. The initial 
period of USAID support for IFAR under the auspices of the IOM/NAS 
will end in September 1992 with further support unlikely. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE EVALUATION:
 

The purpose of the evaluation was to obtain an independent
 
assessment of: (1) the lessons that have been learned from the
 
organization and activities of IFAR; and (2) the question of
 
whether an IFAR is still needed and if so to define the
 
organizational structure, terms of reference, and administrative
 
location.
 

METHODOLOGY:
 

Telephone interviews and personal conversations, where
 
possible, were used to gather the information needed to carry out
 
this evaluation (See Appendix I). In addition, program
 
descriptions and memos supplied by IFAR and USAID were reviewed.
 
IFAR meetings were not attended by the reviewer. No attempt will
 
be made here to review the events leading to the establishmaent of
 
IFAR as it is best that those directly involved write the history
 
of IFAR. It is clear, though, that what developed as IFAR was very 
much a distillation of the original intent of a collaborative
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group.
 

TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR IFAR:
 

The objectives of IFAR were to improve coordination and
 
exchange information about plans, progress, accomplishments, and
 
gaps/needs in HIV/AIDS research in developing countries; to enable
 
members to achieve greater coherence, complementarity, and
 
productivity in research; and to marshall support for high-priority
 
collaborative activities.
 

OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
 

The following section examines a selection of issues relevant
 
to IFAR. The first segment of each section reflects the opinions
 
of the interviewees and the observations of the reviewer through
 
discussions and reading; this is labeled "Observations". The
 
second segment represents the suggestions of the reviewer based on
 
these observations and is labeled "Recommendations".
 

Membership
 

Observations: There appeared to be limited criteria for
 
admission to IFAR other than geographical location (North American 
donors could join). The size of the group was often too large to
 
create an environment where active exchange could oc.ur. Also, the
 
individuals attending from each group varied from meeting to
 
meeting.
 

Recommendations: Specific criteria for membership should have
 
been established early in the development of IFAR. Criteria might
 
have included, for example, a specific funding level. Familiarity
 
of participants invariably leads to greater openness.
 

Obligation of Members
 

Observations: There were neither written nor verbal policies
 
reflecting any obligation, financial or otherwise, demanded of the
 
participants.
 

Recommendations: Some membership obligations, however vague,

should have been established. If a commitment of financial support
 
for IFAR itself could not be supplied, the participants might have
 
donated time, meeting venues, or taken responsibility for an
 
activity such as developing the scientific agenda for a meetiy.g or
 
preparing a position paper. There was no policy on this.
 

Coordination of Meetings and Setting the Agenda
 

Observations: The implementing organization and the
 
participants were not always in full agreement as to the agenda of
 
each meeting. This led to unfulfilled expectations on the part of
 
both groups. When the IOM took charge of the agenda, it was not
 



always agreed upon by the participants. On the other hand, the
 

donor agencies did not always step forward with a clear agenda of
 

their own.
 

The sessions devoted to a review of current research seem to
 

have been well appreciated. Agendas were very full, however, and
 
little time was available for discussion.
 

IFAR are by their nature
Recommendations: Activities such as 

goal but each
difficult to conduct. Groups may have a common 


member has their own agenda. The leadership in these meetings then
 
is critical. It is important that the person directing the meeting
 
have meeting leadership skills. For participants to be adequately
 
prepared for meetings, written materials need to be received well
 
in advance, the amount of material should be limited in volume
 
(anything over 20 pages usually won't be read), the questions to be
 
discussed should be clearly defined, and the agenda limited in
 

full agendas with limited discussion
scope. Instead of having 

time, three or four outside experts per meeting would have
 
sufficed.
 

Data Base
 

Observations: The first objective of IFAR was to facilitate
 
the exchange of information on activities and programs between 

One of the first tasks of IFAR was to established
funding groups. 

a data base that would document ongoing activities of the member
 
groups and others. It eventually was to include all requested
 
input from the funders. A data base was developed by the US
 
government to document its AIDS research activities, buL it was
 
reported that it did not meet the needs of all the IFAR members.
 
It was viewed as more of a management tool.
 

Recommendations: The creation of an IFAR data base should have
 
been one of the first items on its agenda. It need not have been
 
complicated, however. Rather a simple compilation of data such as
 
project title, country, institution, investigator(s), duration of
 
activity, collaborators and budget would likely have provided
 
enough information at the outset. More information could have been
 
added at a later date. By creating this data base, all
 
participants would have known at a glance what was taking place and
 
a clear product would have been produced by the project. All donor
 
groups would have been required to fill out forms to supply this
 
information. The data base could also have been used as a point of
 
discussion for future meetings.
 

Benefits of IAR and Future Directions 

Observations: IFAR provided a valuable opportunity for donors 
to meet with others who they otherwise might not have engaged. The 
meetings provided contacts which have been built upon. Most, in
 
fact, would have preferred that there was less structured time and
 



more time available for open discussion.
 

Many of the scientific sessions were much appreciated, as
 
these sessions exposed members to topics that they might not be
 
supporting. It would seem, however, that too many presenters were
 
invited to the meetings allowing less time for in depth discussion.
 
Many felt that there was not adequate follow-up to the meetings;

that is no specific activities took place in the interim.
 

Some felt that by the time IFAR actually began operations,

there were other meetings that had begun to provide similar
 
opportunities. The need for an IFAR now seems less clear to many

of the participants. As stated by one person, it is an idea whose
 
time is now past. Others lamented the loss of this collegial

environment, where ideas could be expressed in an open forum
 
without the constraints often imposed by a more formalized
 
structure. Many felt that if IFAR or some other group was to be
 
reconstituted, it must be conducted in a form that would allow for
 
an open exchange. If members were afraid of offending major

players in the AIDS community, the value of these meetings would be
 
greatly diminished.
 

Recommendations: With the limited information 
at hand, it
 
would be presumptuous to either recommend the continuation of IFAR
 
in some other forum or its disbandment. There are certain iszues,
 
however, that should be addressed in any future activity similar to
 
that which IFAR was mandated to do. These include the following:
 

o 	There should be agreement from the outset by members and
 
the forum on specific goals and outcomes expected.
 

o 	Participation should be limited to donors who are
 
supporting research at some predetermined level.
 

o 	Members should be from the larger international comnunity.
 
o 	Researchers and program implementers can participate but
 

only upon invitation rather than being permanent members of
 
the group.
 

o 	Participation of members should carry some financial or
 
programmatic obligation to the forum.
 

o 	Indiviuuals in decision making roles and technical experts

should be encouraged to attend each meeting (consistency of
 
attendance is important).
 

o 
Meetings should be held 2-3 times per year (maximum) and
 
should be at least 2 days in duration.
 

o 	Adequate time needs to be set aside for discussion by
 
group members so that ideas can be discussed and debated.
 

o 	A data base with information from all groups should be
 
established as early as possible with adequate flexibility
 
to update and add additional information. The format
 
should be determined prior to or at the first meeting.
 

o 	The direction of the forum should either rotate amongst the
 
participants or be at an organization that does not in
 
itself benefit from funders.
 
Participants should not feel under any constraint to
 
express their views.
 



o 	The forum should continuously seek opportunities for
 
members to collaborate on funding research activities
 
and/or take other cooperative action.
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