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DESiqN NOTES
 
No.4 DECEmbER 1975 

Targeting as a Tool of Program and Project Design 
A target is an intermediategoal used in measuringprog
ress toward the broader aims of a project or program. 
The ideal target is a clear, reliable indicator of move
ment towarda major goal. 

Translatingprojectgoals into targets is a fateful-some
times fatal-step in program and project design. Targets 
can be powerful tools of project design and implemen
tation, but they are often used improperly. 

Item: Rural development is the goal of an extension 
program in a Middle Eastern country. The number of 
on-farm demonstrations by extension agents is used as 
a measure of progress toward the goal. Farm demon-
strations increase enormously, but rural development 
does not. 

Item: A rice program in an Asian country includes the 

eradication of insect pests as a sub-goal. The aggregate 

number of hectares sprayed is set as a target. But aerial 
ipraying of large areas has negligible impact upon pest 

:ontrol and the spread of rice cultivation, 

[tern: A fertilizer program in an African country uses 

the number of sacks distributed to farmers as an in-

dicator of program effectiveness. Large numbers are 

distributed, but farmers discard or sell some and mis-
use others. 

THE LOGIC OF TARGETING 
To set a target is to act on certain assumptions (or to 

act as if these assumptions can properly be made): 

First, that ends are known. 

Second, that appropriate means are also known and 

available, 
aaibde, ttsured 
Third, that measuring the application of means ndi-

cates progress toward ends. 

When these assumptions are sound, targets can be 
used as simplifying, summarizing indicators of the state 

of complex efforts to move toward some goal or goals. 
Note, however, that these assumptions require reliable 
knowledge of the cause-effect relations in the situation. 

Targeting techniques evolved in engineering fields 
where there are many tested indicators of cause-effect 
relations. Items such as yards of earth excavated, welds 

completed, or concrete poured can index progress in 

building a road, a ship, or a dam. Given reliable and 
valid knowledge, targeting can be used to monitor 
progress, schedule and reschedule activities which must 

be synchronized, identify lags or danger spots, and 

aims of planning, management,otherwise serve the 
and control. 

TARGETING IN UNCERTAIN SITUATIONS 
With proper care and understanding, targeting can 

also be used in situations much less certain than those 
found in engineering activities. Uncertainty means im
perfect knowledge about goals, about means-ends rela
tions, or both. When everything is uncertain there is no 

basis for action. The most definite knowledge is likely 
to be about inputs-units of material, time, and effort

into a program or project. Inputs which can be mea
and controlled become possibilities for target 

setting. In addition to flows of inputs, accomplishment 
of certain kinds of intermediate objectives can often be 

"measured" or determined in a relatively precise fash
ion, e.g., amount of land leveled, irrigation facilities 
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compkted, storage sheds built, etc. Physical achieve-
ments-intermdiate bricks and mortar outcomes-are 
aso attractive subjects for efforts to set targets. 

To use selected inputs as the basis for targets is to 

know (or assume) that there is a determinate relation-

ship among all inputs and their combined effects. To 

use intermediate products as the subjects of targets is 

to know (or assume) how these are causally related to 
made by clients or agoals. When key inputs must be 

"target 	 group," important knowledge is often lacking, 

and false assumptions may be made. Partial inputs and 
intermediate outcomes may be necessary to achieving 
project goals-but not sufficient. 

Valid information about inputs or intermediate ac-

complishments can be an utterly unreliable indicator 

of outcomes. Reliability depends upon knowledge of 

means-ends relationships. A scarcity of such knowledge 

is typical of developmental efforts. This is especially 
true when a means-ends chain is long, e.g., when certain 
input combinations are expected to increase the volume 
of outputs, increased outputs are supposed to raise pro-
ducer incomes, and higher income is supposed to lead to 
well-being, commitment to more growth in output, an 
enlarged sense of efficacy and independence, and in-creased support for the socio-political system. 

PATHOLOGIES OF TARGETING 
Guy Hunter has observed that bad targeting can stem 

from a number of things: 

• . . either from bad central planning. or from failures In a single 
actor 	to meet what were reasonably planned deliveries, or (and 

most frequently) from an over-ambitious peogramme.pertaps 
which allows effort on a country.wide scale with resources equal 

only to two-thirds of the country, or engages simultaneously in 
half a dozen schemes which all compete for the same administra-
tive resources. (p. 62) 

In other words, bad targeting stems from ignorance 
of sound program and project design principles, willful 
violation of those principles, or a combinatka of the 
two. Sometimes initially sound targeting is falsified by 
uncontrollable environmental factors. When every rea-
sortable effort has been made to guard against this, a 
breakdown can only be accepted as a fact of life in ati 
uncertain developmental setting. 

Two of the most common pathologies of targeting are 
false targeting, when goals or means-ends relations are 
not really clear, and attempting to use targets as substi-
lutes for management 

Targeting When Goals Are Unknown. Larger goals of 
development projects and programs are often expressed 
in intangible terms-"promoting rural development," 
"increasing peasant income," "improving the health of a 
target group." etc. 

Vague goals can be useful and are sometimes ne 
mary. They can minimize conflicts. They can help mobil
ize support for a line of action-general goals are usually 

virtuous. They can enable action to begin when the 

more obvious than the most appropriate soproblem is 
lution. When it is necessary to act in highly uncertain 

circumstances, wise men will opt for intangible goals if 

only to minimize their own vulnerability. Progress may 

be assessed impressionistically and defended or indexed 
by illustrations such as "appropriate events" or deliver

ies of means. 
But there is a trade-off. Intangible goals are incom

plete guides to concrete action and an insufficient basis 

for systematic evaluation. How shall rural development 

be determined? What is a proper and effective level of 

increase in peasant incomes? What is an adequate im
provement in health? 

When goals or means-ends relations are not clear, 
premature targeting is a serious design risk. Targets be
come de facto goals, althoti.h their logical soundness 
is not established. See the e-amples at the beginning of 
this note. 

Targets 	as FaLse Substitutes for Management. thereTargetsisare tools of management and control. Where 
reasonably certain knowledge of means-ends relations, 

failure to meet a target signals management that there is 

a problem. When there is a high degree of uncertainty in 

the situation, the meaning of failure to meet a target is 
ambiguous. 

Targets are sometimes used to standardize and sim
pf a large-scale effort. Desin reduce the desired 

g 	 gnP y 
action to a set of recipes and minimize the discretion 
required for implementation. A large volume of activity 
can thus be made compatible with a very small supply 
of managerial resources. 

Given near-perfect knowledge, this is a sound ap
proach. Lacking such knowledge, it is an invitation to 
disaster. Targets create a false appeara.ce of certainty. 
Field forces strive to meet them-or falsify actual ac
complishments. When rewards depend upon meeting 
targets, Field personnel will tend to report fulfillment. If 
the targets are false, achieving them may actually under
mine higher goals. Some of the worst results occur when 

targets are set by central agencies operating with limited 
knowledge and no direct control over implementation. 

Pathological Targeting: A Case in Point. Guy Hunter's 
example of Village Level Workers (VLW) in India suc

cinctly illustrates a pathology of targeting. The VLW 
Hunter describes is typically assigned to cover 1,000 
farm households and is responsible for introducing agri. 
cultural innovations. The principal means of carrying 
out this responsibility are direct contacts with the 
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farmers and the demonstration of new techniques. Dem- action plan when programs or projects are explorm. 
onstration targets, record keeping, reports, and diaries tory or not altogether certain responses to clear needs. 
are primary means of control exercised by senior exten- 2. Such targets must be treated as contingent and sub
lion agents. jected to frequent review-not just in terms of their 

)Measuring VLW performance in terms of the number accomplishment but in terms of their soundness.
 
of demonstrations carried out assumes a direct functional relationship of demonstration to successful inno- 3. Targets being set for a client group should be set iniration. But the effect of demonstrations upon actual consultation, negotiation, or testing with that groupadotion o the innecto demonstrationn upon ual and subjected to periodic review, usually as part of anadoption of the innovation is not definitely known. a n a rs a o a ci n p a n n f o t 
Striving to meet their targets, VLW perform far more 
demonstrations than they can control for content. The 4. Targets should 'ae justified by explicit citation of the 
attention paid to each demonstration and to each evidence or experience upon which they are based. 
farmer diminishes; quality is lost in the effort to fulfill When target-setting is part of ongoing programming 
the target. At best, demonstrations degenerate to "tea- or project management, targets should be presented 
drinking visits." At worst, VLW file false reports or at- in conjunction with appropriate baseline data. 
tempt to force farmers to adopt unsuitable innovations. 
Records indicate dramatic increases in the number f 5. Finally, trivial or formalistic targets can be built into 
farm demonstrations. Do these "explain" innovation a program or project design to satisfy requirements 

and development? of a programming process which insists upon targets,
when the designer knows that sound targeting is not 
yet esieis supplied by the only important audi-The answer 

of five Indian states to 
ence, the farmer. In a survey 

determine how cultivators learned of or were persuaded SOURCES 
to try new methods, more than half cited the VLW HunteT, Guy. TheAdministrtion of Agricltural Detwlopeunt: 
whie a quarter cited the influence ,,t other farmers. L.*UOru From Indic London. 1970. 
Less than ten percent mentioned demonstrations. Wanr, W. Keith. and Havens, A. Eugene. "Goal Displacement 

and the Intangibility of Organizational Goals." Admuastra. 
EFFECTIVE TARGETING UNDER UNCERTAINTY ive Science Quarterly 12 (March 1968): 539-55. 

[)Targets can be used as effective tools of planning, Hansen. Gary E. "Indonesia's Green Revolution: The Abandon
anagement, and control in uncertain situations, pro- ment of a Non-Market Strategy Towards Change." Working 

vided certain principles are honored: papers of the East-West Technology and Development Iasti. 
tute. Easu-West Center, Honolulu, Hawa. n.d. 

1. Broad planning goals should not be presented as 
operational targets. Target-development, rather than This Design Note was prepared by Paul Cunningham and 
stipulated targets, should be made part of an initial W.J. Siffin. 
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