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Executive Summary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Study's purpose and an overview of the content of this Report

IX

This Study was commissioned by the OECD/DAC Expert Group on Aid Evaluation Its
pnmary purpose was to undertake a synthesIs study of the Impact of Non
Governmental Organisation [NGO} development projects denved largely from
evaluation reports as well as the methods used In assesSing Impact The Information
was gathered from evaluation reports commissioned by donors and from data and
Information gathered (through reports and Interviews) In 13 case studies undertaken
In both donor and southern countnes The pnmary focus of the Study was on the
Impact of discrete development Interventions In poor countnes some attempt was
made to Include projects focusing on capacity-building and linked initiatives but the
database of such projects IS stili very small

The overall Study compnses two volumes this The Mam Report and The Appendices
which contain the case studies The Mam Report Includes an extended bibliography
Following the Introduction (Part A) The Mam Report IS divided Into three parts Part B
focuses on the Impact eVidence beginning With a diSCUSSion of data quality (Chapter
2) This IS followed by a review of the accumulated eVidence obtained from
reviewing 60 separate reports of 240 projects undertaken In 26 developing countnes
based on donor-commissioned evaluation reports [Chapter 3) USing this as a
template Chapter 4 summanses (from The Appendices) the Information on Impact
from the 13 case studies and Chapter 5 Impact data from a narrow cluster of
thematic and sectoral studies Part C focuses on methods Chapter 7 summanses the
main methodological approaches used In the maJOnty of the ten donor
commissioned studies and Chapter 8 provides an overview of the differences In
approach and method found In the evaluation and linked studies undertaken by
NGOs and Community-Based Organisations [CBOs) (Particular examples and more
detailed descnptlons of approaches used by different NGOs are to be found In The
Appendices I Finally Part 0 contains the Study s main recommendations (Chapter 9)
and a summary of the comments and Initial reactions to the draft final report
produced In May 1997 [Chapter 10)

A first overarchlng conclUSion - confirmed by data and Interviews In all the different
case study countnes - IS that In spite of growing Interest In evaluation there IS stili a
lack of reliable eVidence on the Impact of NGO development projects and
programmes There are three reasons for thiS most Impact assessments have had to
rely on qualitative data and judgements as a result of Inadequate or non-existent
monltonng and base-line data most Impact evaluations have been undertaken very
rapidly and most evaluations have focused on recording project outputs and not
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outcomes or broader Impact Yet secondly and In spite of this Initial reaction to the
Study has been broad agreement with the analysIs and conclusions drawn even
from (donor) countnes not Included In the studies synthesised

The donor-commissioned studies

With the exception of the United States donor-commissioned studies on the Impact of
NGO development Interventions are comparatively new The cntena against which
Impact has been judged In the recent 1990s studies have been Influenced by the
following factors the onentatlon of the first USAID-commlssloned studies
contemporary views on Issues considered Important to development the apparent
strengths and comparative advantages of NGOs In development and the wider
debates about Impact evaluation Thus most of the recent donor commissioned
studies have assessed Impact against the following cntena

the achievement of objectives Impact In terms of poverty reach alleViation of
poverty and the degree of partiCipation sustainability (finanCial and
Institutional) cost-effectiveness Innovation and flexibility replicabllity and
scaling-up gender Impact enVIronmental Impact and Impact In terms of
advancing democracy and pluralism and strengthening CIVil society

Though most donor-commissIoned studies have listed the cntena agaInSt which they
have assessed Impact none has provided detailed Information on precisely how
these have been assessed and judged though the absence of much quantitative
and hlstonc data meant that wide use had to be made of qualitative judgements
Most evaluations Involved project VISits though these vaned In length from a few hours
to a number of weeks almost all Involved reading project documentation and talking
to the Implementing agency In most (but not all) cases efforts were made to talk to
beneflclanes In some cases rapid rural and participatory appraisal techniques were
used The Canadian and Australian studies used (slightly different) venflcatlon
approaches companng the Impact assessments of external evaluators With those
made by the NGOs themselves With varying results

The follOWing paragraphs summanse some of the main conclUSions on Impact from
the syntheSIS of these studies The main text provides Important nuances and
qualifications to these sweeping generalisations

The achievement of objectives In broad terms the donor studies provided a
POSitive picture of the projects and programmes achieVing their stated objectives 
90% or more of projects had achieved their immediate objectives However some
studies argued that It was often not easy to assess project performance against
objectives

Impact livelihoods and poverty Impact on the lives of the poor vaned
considerably ranging from significant benefits to little eVidence of making much
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difference However all agree that even the best projects are Insufficient to enable
the beneflclanes to escape from poverty Most NGO projects do reach the poor (but
often not the poorest) though analysIs of the SOClo-economlC status of the target
group and others appears to be rare most NGOs not only small ones appear not to
work with any theory or analysIs of poverty Important sectoral differences were
noted NGOs often seem to perform better In more traditional social sector
Interventions and perform worse when moving Into more technical Interventions
especially Without the necessary skills Additionally there appears to be far more
Information In the sectoral/thematic studies With which to draw conclUSions about
Impact Much eVidence pOints to major Improvements In hVlng standards and health
status as a result of NGO projects

Sustainabillty Most studies focus on financial sustalnablhty more recent ones also
examine projects In relation to Institutional sustalnabllity and a mlnonty look at
enVIronmental sustalnabllity Most projects examined were not financially sustainable
and future prospects for many were poor In most cases the poorer the beneficlanes
the less likely a project IS to be financially sustainable However some sub-sectoral
differences were found

Cost-effectiveness On the one hand most studies Cited Inadequate data With which
to form firm Judgements on cost-effectiveness but on the other a number of studies
argued that In most projects the benefits exceeded the costs outlaid Some crude
compansons With offiCial aid projects are made broadly favourable to NGO
Interventions In spite of NGOs often underestimating total project costs

Innovation and fleXibility Some studies praised NGOs for their Innovatlveness others
argued that there IS little unique In their activIties Where Innovations do occur [and a
number are reported) they often appear to be hnked to close Interaction With the
beneflclanes and are frequently based on long-term and detailed research

Other factors EVidence on rephcablhty and scaling-up was sketchy largely because
the evaluatiOns focused on discrete time-bound projects There were wide
differences In the studies' assessment of the Impact on women and there was often
a large gap between expectations and achievements Most projects tended to
reinforce traditional roles though there were clear and Impressive exceptions
EnVIronmental assessments of projects by NGOs are stili relatively rare While some
studies Indicated that enVIronmental Impact IS often small not Justifying costly
assessments some have negative Impacts of which many NGOs remain unaware
The studies provided little hard data In terms of advanCing democracy and
strengthening CIVil society

What contnbutes to success and fallure~ Although most studies did not assess the
relative Importance of different factors a number made reference to specific
Influences on project performance The two most frequently-cited Influences were
external links particularly relationships between the project and the Wider
enVIronment and competent staff to Implement projects A third factor was the
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sensitivity of the project In responding to local needs and (different forms of)
beneficiary particiPation other factors noted Included the following a clear overall
VISion competent planning and design skills adequate finanCial managenal and
administrative skills sufficient funds and knowledge or an ability to access knowledge
about Similar InteNentlons undertaken by other NGOs or development agencies

Impact evaluations undertaken by NGOs the case study eVidence

The Study did not purport to produce a comprehensive synthesIs of Impact
evaluations undertaken by NGOs Instead It proVided one bUilding block of such a
syntheSIS by bnnglng together the eVidence gathered from 13 case studies to be
found In The AppendIces The Mom Report summanses thiS eVidence Even In these
countnes Impact evaluations undertaken by NGOs are not easy to access for three
reasons because NGOs (outside the United States) have traditionally not undertaken
Impact evaluations or placed them In the public domain because many NGO
evaluations have addressed particular and far more narrow problems and because
most NGO evaluations have been undertaken more as a learning tool than as a
mechanism to prOVide obJecfJve Information to external audiences Two other
Important differences between donor-commissioned and NGO evaluations are
noted first NGOs usually attach major Importance to benefiCiary particiPation and to
accountability downwards" and secondly they appear to attach greater
Importance to the Wider context Within which evaluation IS placed though the Study
also notes some marked differences between rhetonc and reality

The Study notes that there IS growing eVidence not merely of NGOs undertaking
Impact assessments but of NGOs In many {though not all} countnes themselves
utiliSing an Increasing number of cntena used In donor-commissioned studies With
which to Judge performance relevance achievement of objectives effiCiency and
effectiveness and sustalnablhfy are terms In Increasingly common usage Overall
there appears to be growing and now qUite Widespread support for evaluation
among NGOs - a marked change over the past 10 years - though most of the
problems Identified above In assessing Impact discussed In the donor-commissioned
studies apply to NGO efforts

However In some countnes (such as the United Kingdom) while there IS more support
for undertaking evaluation there are concerns about fOCUSing exclUSively on Impact
evaluations - for fear that If donors begin to fund NGOs on the baSIS of Impact thiS
Will have a detnmental effect on reaching the poor on their Innovative and
expenmental work and on strengthening those attnbutes which differentiate them
from other {non-NGO} development actors likeWise there IS an Important difference
between larger NGOs (many of whom are now undertaking regular evaluations) and
smaller NGOs {many of whom are not} The latter are often uneasy about or even
hostile to uSing what are seen as Inappropnate and expensive tools and methods
With which to assess their work
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Examples of NGO methods The AppendIces provide a range of examples of
different methods and approaches to evaluation used by NGOs which are
summansed In The Mam Report The examples given extend far wider than an
exclusive focus on Impact They Include the following different approaches to
particIPatory evaluation approaches to performance measurement (used espeCially
In the United states) examples of expenmentlng With different Indicators for both
general NGO evaluations and for sectorally-speclflc Interventions methods of

assessing capaCity-bUilding Initiatives an example of evaluating Without Indicators
self-evaluation (of a CBO) an example of how evaluation IS carned out Within the
wider context of planning and on-going monltonng an example of evaluating
evaluations a range of examples of how NGOs are uSing different techniques to
assess their cost-effectiveness and examples of how NGOs are uSing different
networks to learn from others expenences

Similanties With the donor-commissioned studies The following provides a list of some
of the slmllantles With the donor-commissioned studies The paucity of detailed
Information on Impact IS confirmed not least because of data InadequaCies and a
focus on recording project outputs The case studies confirm the view that NGOs are
more successful when Implementing SOCial projects and delivenng services and
conSiderably less successful when moving Into the economic sphere Relatedly
generalist NGOs often tend to be less effective at Implementing more technical
Interventions than speCialist ones The lack of poverty analYSIS found In the donor
commissioned studies IS generally confirmed With some notable exceptions as are
trade-offs between poverty reach and financial sustalnabllity The lack of cost
effectiveness analySIS IS confirmed The sectoral studies on credit reViewed are
probably less posItive than most of the donor-commissioned studies except for most
of the USAID studies In terms of sustainable Increases In Income and the sustalnabllity
of the Implementing agencies The studies confirm the Importance of the Wider
context In InfluenCing project outcome Finally the Importance attached to
Institutional and capaCity-bUilding IS generally confirmed Indeed NGOs are often
more self-cntlcal than donors In relation to work In thiS area

Differences With the donor-commissioned studies However the NGO studies
reViewed also prOVide a number of new Ideas or give a different emphaSIS to themes
and perspectives contained In the donor-commissioned studies Thus NGO studies
tend to be more Critical than donor-commissioned studies In pinpointing weaknesses
ThiS prOVides one reason why NGOs In some countries (ScandinaVian NGOs are an
exception) are reluctant to distribute evaluation studies The French study argues that
benefiCiaries are often not Interested In financial sustalnablhty It IS In their Interest to
seek to maintain the flow of funds for as long as funders are willing to prOVide them It
also cautions against Judging Impact In relation to changes In SOClo-economlC status
as poor people are often more Interested In nsk-mlnlmlsatlon
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Conclusions and recommendations
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This study confirms the need to be extremely cautious about making generalisations
about the Impact of NGO development activities not least because - and In spite of
the generalisations made In thiS Study - both the donor commissioned studies and
NGOs own evaluations reveal wide vanatlons In performance Relatedly one needs
to be cautious about assuming that NGO development Interventions should be
Judged In relation to changes In the liVing standards of the benefiClanes In some
cases there are no clear beneflclanes while In others the direct purpose IS not to
enhance and Improve liVing standards but Increasingly to enhance the capacity of
the Implementors

Nonetheless the study concludes that there IS a need to enhance knowledge of
Impact and that thiS IS likely to require not only further work on and Improvements In
methods of assessing Impact but a Wider focus of attention to embrace appraisal
planning the establishment of base-lines and on-going monltonng ThiS In turn IS likely
to be enhanced by encouraging networking of Information on both methods and
Impact among and between NGOs and between NGOs and donors It argues that
though there remains a need to enhance Information on Impact to those outSide the
project and outSide partIcular NGOs there IS also a pressing need to Improve both
methods of assessing Impact and Impact Itself In order to learn and enhance future
development Impact The Study warns that Impact data run the nsk of bnng misused
and haVing the perverse If unintended effect of down-playing NGOs apparent
strengths It recommends that donors and NGOs get together to examine thiS Issue In
some depth not only In order to unravel competing claims and assertions but In
order to help to expand the common ground between donors and NGOs and to
reduce potential conflict

The follOWing constitute some of the study's main additional recommendations

II In spite of the data-gaps which stili eXist the Study argues that donors should not
commiSSion another general study on Impact Rather If further studies are
commissioned It IS recommended that they focus on sectoral or thematiC Issues

.. Relatedly In any future Sifting of the eVidence the Study recommends a Wider
trawl of studies paying particular attention to research and more longitudinal
studies

.. It IS recommended that donors encourage land conSider funding) further
networking and Information exchange among NGOs to share data on Impact
and evaluation methods

.. The Study recommends a distinct Initiative to examine how the need to assess the
Impact of smaller NGO development Initiatives can be marned With the concerns
and views of smaller NGOs about current methods and approaches
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.. The study recommends that donors provide funds to help strengthen NGOs own
capacIties to undertake evaluations to encourage the Identification and
ownership of home-grown" Indicators of performance and to enhance planning
and monitoring

.. The Study recommends further work to examine the apparent trade-off between
reaching the poor and achieVing financial sustalnabllity

.. In order to enhance Improve extend and expenment with different methods of
evaluation the Report highlights a number of specifiC areas where additional
work would be helpfUl Studies to c1anfy the (dlffenng) role of the beneficlanes In
evaluation Vis-a-VIS those of other stakeholders Work focused on methods of
assessing non-project development Interventions not least those focused on
capacity-building advocacy and development education Further work on
venflcatlon approaches bUilding on the approach used In the Australian and
Canadian studies Work focused on the development of relatively Simple and
practtcal methods adapted to (different) NGO development Interventions to
assess these against major cross-cutting Issues such as gender and the
enVIronment Work focused on the whole Issue of partnership specifically In
relation to how this Influences and IS Influenced by methods of assessing Impact

.. Finally It IS recommended that the Report Including the case studies be made
available at least In both French and English and that It be Circulated Widely
among NGOs

Reactions to the Report

In the SIX month penod between the production of the 'draft final' and completed
Report the Study was dlstnbuted to donors and NGOs for comment and a senes of
meetings took place to discuss the Report's findings and recommendations and
pOSSible next steps The final chapter of The Mom Report summanses reactions and
proposals for the future The overall reaction has been posItive With no substantial
cntlclsm of the analySIS conclUSions or recommendations though speCifiC CritiCisms
were made However It IS also clear that the overall Report was too long people
Simply did not have time to read It thoroughly

Eight clusters of negative comments were made Firstly the Study s TOR fOCUSing
predominantly on evaluation studies were thought to have been too narrow
Secondly and relatedly It was argued that the Study underplayed the crUCial links
between planning monltonng and evaluation Thirdly It was felt that the Study should
have focused more on methods and less on recording Impact from qUite poor data
Fourthly the purpose of undertaking a syntheSIS In order to make generalisations
about Impact was challenged Fifthly It was argued that the Study failed to make
clear the baSIS upon which Impact was or ought to be Judged Sixthly the Report
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was criticised for not encompassing Important NGO activities such as advocacy and
development education Seventhly It was argued that the Study should have
focused more on the nature of NGO-donor relations and the Influence this can have
on NGOs' ability to Influence development Finally the study was criticised for not
focusing enough sufficiently on evaluation as a learning tool

Most of the Study s main recommendations were endorsed However additional
recommendations were made - that further work be undertaken to understand
better how performance can be Improved to Isolate more clearly what added
value different NGO projects bring and to understand better how to assess
(differently) development projects from longer-term processes It was also suggested
that a study be conducted of what use NGOs make of evaluations and precisely why
some recommendations are not Implemented

Finally In a number of fora the question of whether some general gUidelines for NGO
evaluation should be developed was debated Though further diSCUSSion IS needed
the clear response especially from NGOs was broadly positive It was conSidered
Important and Increasingly necessary to try to work towards developing some
minimum standards for evaluation Some recommended that these be built not only
on the DAC gUidelines but on current expenments being undertaken With gUidelines
such as In India and Latin America
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Part A Introduction

1

OVERVIEW

11 IntroductIOn

ThIS Study was commIssIOned by the OECDIDAC Expert Oroup on AId EvaluatIOn at ItS Pans meetmg
In October 1996 The agreed purpose was

to undelta/...e a synthLsls study of lIOn govemmental orga/llsatlOn (NCO) evaluatIOns
supplemented when easily accessIble with related data and IIlfOllllatlOn III order firstly to provide
an analysIs and asses~ment of the Impact IIlcludlllg efficiency and effectiveness of NCO
development IIlterventlOns and ~econdly to proVide an analysIs and assessment of evaluatIOn
methods and approaches used

NOOs .Ire Involved m a range of dIfferent actIvItIes lOne subset of actIvItIes Involves emergency and
relIef actIvIties An early decIsIon was that the synthesIs should focus on NOO development mterventtons
and not on NOO emergency and humallltanan acttvltles 2 LIkewIse, wIthin the development umbrella
northern NOOs are mvolved In development educatIOn advocacy and lobbymg work wlthm their own
countnes and m networkmg internatIOnally The research team also took the decIsIon neIther to trawl
the lIterature to assess Impact nor to synthesIse studies exammmg the methods of assessmg the Impact
of thIs cluster of development mterventtons and Inttlatlves Thus the mam focus of thIs Study has been
development mterventtons Implemented wlthm developmg countnes In that context and as dIscussed
further m Chapter 3 below, because of the nature of such mterventlons and the aVailabIlIty of hteratme
the major focus of the Study IS on assessmg the Impact and analysmg the methods of assessmg the Impact
of discrete projects Addlttonally some (though far less) attentIon IS also focused on mstttuttonal and
capacIty buddmg projects and longer term development processes not least because It has only been In
the relatIvely recent past that NOO development work has expanded mto these mcreasmgly Important
areas and types of activIty

1 2 Methods and approaches used m thiS Study

How should the Study s purpose be achIeved and what methods and approache~ should be used')
IllItmlly It might be thought that thIS would be relatIvely stralghtfOiward use a comprehensive database
In order to gather all evaluatIOn studies or If the numbers of studIes me so large as to be unm.Inageable
obtam and make use of a representative sample of such studies A late 1996 search of the OECD/DAC

, While the term NGO IS used throughout this Report the authors acknowledges that there has been considerable
debate about the desirability of uSing the term non governmental organisation at all both because of the negative
connotations of the term and because It clearly falls to capture the range 01 different organisatIOns outside
government pnvate sector organisations and official donor agencies Involved In the development process The
Report also follows the UOIted States convention 01 uSing the term pnvate voluntary organisation (PVO) to descnbe
United States non profit organisatIOns

2 ThiS decIsion was Influenced In part by the knowledge that at least one major parallel initiative was under way
supported by the former Bntlsh Overseas Development AdmlOlstratlon (ODA) to undertake a syntheSIS of NGO
aclivltles In emergencies See Borton and Macrae (1997) Following the British elections In May the ODA ceased
to eXist and the Department For Internallonal Development (DFID) was created distinct from the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office
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database of evaluatIOn abstracts for the years 1986 to 1997 recorded a total of 74 entnes usmg the
category NGO' and a total of 337 Items usmg the keyword 'NGO' from a total hstmg of 6 341 entrIes
DIScussions with officials from almost all donor agencies dUrIng the course of thIs Study confirmed the
Il1ltlal view of the researchers that thIs database was 1I1complete and partIal, and thus that It formed a
wholly madequate data set upon whICh to make a relIable synthesIs of the Impact ofNGO development
mterventIOns Indeed, an early conclusion of thIs Study, corroborated repeatedly throughout the research
penod, IS that an mternatlOnal database ofNGO Impact evaluatIons sImply does not eXist What IS more,
the case study work confirmed our mltlal hypothesIs that there IS not even a rellable and comprehensive
database of all NGO evaluation studIes at the country levelm any of the 13 donor/country case studIes

The method ofgathenng evaluatIOn reports was JI1ltlalIy to ask the different members of the OECDIDAC
EvaluatIon Group to gather together and send evaluatIOn reports focusmg on the Impact of NGO
development mterventlons, and then syntheSise them m order to summarIse what they were saymg about
Impact and methods of evaluatIOn used It was the vIew of the researchers that for all ItS merIts, thiS
approach to data gathenng would probably be deficient both m relation to Impact data and In relation to
evaluatIOn methods TheIr expenence and knowledge ofNGO development actIvItIes suggested that
relymg on donor evaluatIOn departments to forward reports to the researchers would

run the nsk of omlttmg evaluatIOns and related studIes undertaken by offiCial aId agencies but not
commissIoned by evaluatIOn departments,

11 be highly lIkely to omit evaluatIOns undertaken and/or commIssioned by northern NGOs, and
III would almost certamly omIt evaluatIOns undertaken and/or commissioned by southern NGOs and

commul1lty based orgal1lsatlOns

AdditIOnally, It was the VIew of the researchers that such an approach would be unlIkely to proVide a
rounded picture of methods of evaluatIOn used to assess the Impact ofNGO development mltlatlves TIns
latter concern was rooted In the CrItICIsms whIch have been VOIced by NGOs of methods used to evaluate
offiCIal aId interventions and, relatedly, because, JI1 undertakmg and commlsslOl1lng their own
evaluatIOns, NGOs were unlIkely to use methods of which they have been cntlcal Agam, and as
discussed m Parts Band C, these concerns were strongly remforced m the eVidence gathered m the
country case study eVIdence

As a result, It was deCIded that It would be necessary to try to supplement the data and mformatlOn
obtamed from donor evaluatIOn departments WIth data and mformatlOn from NGOs wlthm donor
countnes, and from NGOs and commul1lty-based orgal1lsatlOns (CBOs) witlun developing countnes
These data and mformatlOn would focus both on evaluations of the Impact of NGO development
mterventlons and on evaluatIOn methods and approaches In short, the revised approach to be used aimed
to gather data and mformatIon on Impact and methods from three clusters of sources from offiCial donor
agencies, from northern NGOs and from southern NGOs and commul1lty based orgal1lsatlOns

The mltlal method ofobtammg mformatlon from donors has already been deSCrIbed It mvolved making
contact WIth all members of the OECDIDAC Expert Group on EvaluatIOn requestmg them to send all
relevant evaluatIOn and related reports to the researchers The mltlal request for studies and reports was
supplemented m two ways first by follow up letters, and secondly by telephone/fax and face to face
diSCUSSions as and when researchers went to dIfferent countnes

The attempt to fill gaps m knowledge about Impact and evaluatIOn methods by contactmg northern and
southern NGOs had to the tempered to the tune available for the study The first phase of the Study
mvolved readmg the mltlal (donor-sent) evaluatIon reports and workmg out methods of gathenng
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additional data as well as wntmg the Study's InceptIOn Report Thereafter It was decided that the mam
additIOnal data gathermg process would mvolve the followmg

making postal and telecommunicatIOn contact with NGOs and NGO network and umbrella
organisatIOns explalnmg the purpose of the study and askmg them to send what they considered were
Important evaluation studies and reports and examples of their own approaches to and methods of
evaluatmg their development mterventlOns,
undertakmg case studIes m a selectIOn of donor countnes to obtam informatIOn on evaluations
carned out and methods bemg used, and
undertakmg case studies m a (smaller) selection of southem countnes, also to obtam mformatlOn on
evaluatIOns carned out and methods and approaches bemg used by NGOs

In selectmg countnes for the case studies, the researchers were faced With a chOice of undertaking a
comparatively large number of case studies, but devotmg only a very few days to each or undertakmg
far fewer studIes, but undertakmg a more m depth study As explamed m the InceptIOn Report, It was
decided to undertake a relatively large number of case studies In all, 13 donor/country case studies were
carned out, more wlthm donor countnes (eight) than m developmg countnes (five) The case study
countnes are listed m Box I 1

Box 1 1 Country/donor case studies

Donors/donor countnes

BelgIUm
France
The European Community
Fmland
The Netherlands
Norway
The United Kmgdom
The Umted States

Southern countnes

Bangladesh
Brazil
Chile
Kenya
Senegal

The fourfold purpose of the donor-based country case studies was

To ensure that the donor-based evaluatIOn studies sent to the researchers consisted of a complete set
of recent donor-commissIOned Impact evaluations and where necessary to collect Important
addItional studies

II To gather data on development Impact from evaluations undertaken or commIssIOned by northern
NGOs focusmg 111 particular on any synthesIs thematiC or sectoral studies winch might have been
carned out

111 To obtam information from NGOs on current attitudes methods and approaches to the evaluation
of development mterventlOns

IV To obtam data and mformatlon on linkages WIth southern NGOs m relatIOn to evaluations undertaken
or commiSSioned and mteractlOn VIS a-vIs methods and approaches

The fourfold purpose of the southern-based country case studies was
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To gather data on Impact from evaluatIOns undertaken or commissIoned by southern NGOs, fOCUS111g
111 particular on any synthesIs, thematIC or sectoral studIes which mIght have been carned out

II To obtam mformatlOn from southern NGGs on current attItudes, methods and approaches to the
evaluation of development mterventlons and, m that context, to assess the e'Xtent to which methods
are lI1f1uenced by northern or other southern NGGs

III To obtam mformatlOn on the e'Xtent to which southern NGO evaluatIOns are commissIOned by
northern NGGs VIS a-vIs bemg home-grown southern based II1ltlatives

IV To obtalll data and mformatlon on self evaluatIOn actiVities of commulllty-based orgamsatlOns and
the extent to which knowledge about Impact and methods are shared with southern NGOs, northern
NGOs and donors

The extent to wInch the Study was successfulm meetlllg these objectives IS discussed m Parts Band C

1 3 Outputs and tImmg

Usmg the data gathered, the researchers carned out a number of tasks The first was the productIOn of
the Study's InceptIOn Report wInch was completed by the end of December 1996 and Circulated to the
members of the OECD/DAC EvaluatIOn Group It was discussed at a meetmg of the Group m
Copenhagen 111 February 1997 A second task was to undertake a synthesIs of the mam donor
comlTIlsslOned evaluatIOns of the Impact ofNGO development mterventlons A t1urd was to undertake
and Write reports for the 13 donor/country case studIes A fourth was to gather together some of the
mam/larger thematIC and sectoral reports to analyse what data and IllfOrmatlon these provided on Jlnpact
and evaluation methods A fifth task was to use the data and mformatlon from the reports and country
case studies to provide an analysIs and assessment of evaluatIOn methods and approaches used A sIxth
task was to brmg together all these dIfferent components and attempt both to provide some overarchmg
reflective conclusions and to draw lessons from the data analysed A seventh task was to draw together
the threads m order to compile the final draft of this Report and ItS appendices An eighth task was to
Circulate the draft final Report to donors and NGOs m the north and south m order to obtam comments
and reactIOns to the Report and ItS conclusIOns A mnth task has to draft an addItIOnal chapter
summarIsmg the comments made and views expressed A final task was add the addItional chapter to
thiS Report and correct errors made 111 the draft final versIOn

The tnnmg of the work was as follows

November-December 1996 Imtlal readmg of the (largely) donor-commissIOned reports already
gathered, diSCUSSIon of methods and approaches to be used, carrylllg
out the first (pilot) country case study (Kenya), dISCUSSion and
preparatIOn of the InceptIOn Report

January-February 1997 Carrylllg out the 12 other donor/country case studies and wntll1g up the
donor/country case study reports, analysIs of the donor based studIes,
and Imtlal analysIs of the mam thematIc/sectoral studies

March-early Aprd 1997 FmalIsmg the country case study, donor commissIOned and
thematic/sectoral reports meetmg of researchers to agree conclusIOns
and recommendatIOns, wntmg up of the mam Rcport

May-November 1997 Clrculatmg the draft final report for comment and obtam comments
espeCIally from NGOs, and wntmg final version of the Report
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1 4 The structure of this Report

5

Followmg this mtroductlon, the rest of the Report IS divided mto three parts Part B Searchmg for
Impact summarises what IS known about the Impact ofNGO development mterventlOns Chapter 2 Data
and Data Qualzty discusses the sources and qualIty of the data used Chapter 3 Donor-Based Impact
Studies, summarises the Impact results from the 10 mam donor-commIssioned studIes hlghhghtmg the
areas of agreement and disagreement between these studies, and end109 with a summary of the factors
these studIes consider critical 10 accountmg for successes and faIlures With the conclUSIOns of these
donor commissioned studIes as a backdrop, Chapter 4 The Country and Donor Case Studies draws out
the malO Impact conclusIOns from the 13 donor/country case studies, hlghlIghtmg where these confirm
or challenge the results and conclUSions ofthe donor-commissIoned studies FlI1ally, Chapter 5 Thematlc
and Sectoral StudieS ofImpact summarises some of the mam conclUSIOns on Impact drawn from some
key thematic and sectoral studies

Par t C Searchmg for Methods sWitches from Impact to a diSCUSSion of methods of evaluatll1g NGO
development mterventlons Chapter 6 IntroductIOn proVides an overvIew ofthls part and draws a range
of conclUSIOns concern109 the degree of consensus among donors and between donors and NGOs on
methods to be used, the gaps 10 methods, and possIble future dIrectIOns Chapter 7 Methods and
Approaches In Donor CommissIOned Studies, looks more closely at methods used and discusses the ways
m which, and the extent to which, donors and NGOs are approachmg evaluation dIfferently, and the gaps
between rhetOriC and realIty Chaptel 8 Methods and Apploaches beyond the Donor ComnllsslOned
Studies briefly summarises the data on methods provIded by the case studies, drawmg m places on the
Wider lIterature

Fmally, Part D Lessons Learnt RecommendatIOns and ReactIOns, contams two chapters Chapte1 9
Lessons Learnt and RecommendatIOns draws a number of overarchll1g conclUSIOns, pomts to contmumg
gaps m knowledge about Impact and evaluatIon methods, highlIghts a number of lessons drawn directly
from the Study and outlmes a number of Ideas for follow Up fmally, Chapter 10 ImtlGl Comments on
the Report summarises reactions to the draft final version of the Report based largely on a series of
meetmgs (largely WIth NGOs) at which the Report and Its findmgs were dIscussed

ThiS mam Report ends With AnneA A References Cited ThIS IS splIt mto two parts the first lIsts the mam
donor-commIssIOned studies used m the syntheSIS chapters (3 and 7), the second lIsts only additIOnal
texts CIted dIrectly Il1 the mall1 Report

In addition to the mam Study are the Report s appendices ThiS volume can be obtamed from the
MUllStry for Foreign AffaIrs ofFmland 3 It contams 14 separate sectIOns Appendices 1-8 consIst of the
eIght donor-based studies commiSSIoned for thiS Study and Appendices 9-12 are the five southern based
country studies commISSioned for the Study WhIle each appendI" contams ItS own annex and h5tmg of
studies Cited AppendIX 14 brmgs all these references together supplementmg them With other texts used
m the overall Study It needs to be acknowledged however that some te"ts espeCIally some confidentIal
evaluatIon studIes and reports, were forwarded to the team on condItIon they would not be Cited directly
In these cases the works proVided have not been referenced fhls volume IS espeCially useful for those
who WIsh to have examples of current evaluatIOn approaches used by dIfferent NGOs m the sample
countries

3 Evaluation Department MII1IStry for Foreign Affairs of FlI1land Department for International Development
Cooperation HelslI1kl FlI1land
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2 1 Introduction

2

DATA AND DATA QUALITY

9

TIllS part of the Report plesents the Study s findmgs on the Impact ofNGO development mterventlons
Bcfore these are presented, however It IS necessary to discuss the nature and qualIty of the data upon
which these conclusions are based ThIs IS Important - and tillS llltroductory sectIOn needs to be viewed
as a constituent part of the data presentation - because there IS a risk that readers wllllllterpret the results
presented as firm' whereas the thrust oftl11s diSCUSSIon IS to suggest that they should be viewed more
as 'lll1tlal and more tentatIve'

22 Numbers of evaluations

The Impact eVIdence presented here IS based predommantly on evaluatIon studies ofNGO development
mtel ventlons some slllgle, stand alone studIes, some themselves syntheses of 1l1dlVIdual studies An
mltlal major group of studies consists of analyses undertaken at the promptmgs of official donor
agencIes As discussed m §3 2 below, these focus predommantly on a core block of studIes from ten
donor agencies ThiS core block of studies mvolved the assessment of some 230 separate NGO
development projects and programmes DIscussIOns with donor agency offiCials mdlcate that even for
these countries, the studies fall well short of the total number of donor commissIoned evaluatIOn studies
Takmg mto account the donor agencies from which evaluation data and reports were not forthcom1l1g,
It seems safe to assume that the current sample of dIscrete and overview evaluatIOns constitutes well
under half the overall number of evaluatIOns of NGO development 1l11tlatlves undertaken or
commissIOned by offiCial agencies

Of perhaps greater slglllficance IS that It IS eel tam that these dIscrete and overview evaluations constitute
a tll1Y mmorlty of all evaluations ofNGO development ll1terventlons whIch have been undertaken m the
last five, ten, 15 or 20 years - or ever BeSIdes evaluations winch donors know about (often because they
have commIssIOned them) there are evaluations whlch northern NGOs have carned out for their own
purposes, evaluations which northern NGOs have carned out wIth southern NGOs, and evaluations
which southern NGOs have conducted without reference to the north Additionally as the case study
eVIdence shows, there are also self-evaluations undertaken by smaller NGOs and commulllty based
orgalllsations but whIch have no wntten documentation at all

How many evaluations are out there? ThiS IS a very difficult questIOn to answer for three mam reasons
Firstly neither northern nor southern NGOs keep an accurate record of all the evaluatIOns whlch they
have carned out sometimes (especially m the case oflarger orgalllsatlOlls) as evaluations are done m
the field which are not recorded at the centre Secondly It IS a strong characteristic of many (probably
most) evaluatIOns undertaken by NGOs that these remalll outSide the publIc domam the vast majority
have not been publIshed and as the attempt to gather evaluatIOns durmg thiS Study confirmed, many
NGOs are not WillIng to release them, though across Scandmavla there IS a far more open attitude to
sharmg reports than IS apparent m most other areas Thirdly, and by their nature, evaluations assessments
and self evaluatIOns which are not written down cannot be gathered and collected
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Focusmg solely on those evaluatIOns for which there are written reports, the case study eVIdence
mdlCates that these stretch well mto the thousands For mstance the UK study suggested that there are
over 1,000 evaluatIOn studies of development projects funded or executed by UI\. NGOs, the US study
put the figure for US PYOs well In excess of 3,000, the Norwegian study Judged that directly and
mdlrectly NorwegIan NGOs are mvolved 111 some 500 evaluatIOns a year, whIle the Kenyan study
suggested that currently there may be well over 600 studies currently carned out each year which address
at least some Impact questIOns Buildl11g on and extendmg these sorts of numbers, It would not be
surpnsmg to find (If It were ever pOSSible to count them all) that the total cumulatIve number of
evaluatIOn reports and studies ofNGO development mltlatlves IS 111 e'\cess of25 000 and could be double
that number I The evaluatIOn studIes and reports used 111 this synthesIs study are listed 111 AppendiX 14
Excludmg the donor-mltlated studies these amount to some 350 reports 2 If the population of all
evaluation reports totalled 25,000 the selection used 111 the current study would amount to only I 4% of
this total

2 3 Sample representativeness

The absolute size of any sample matters less than the extent to which It IS representative of the whole
population To what e'\tent IS the current sample representative? The short answer IS simply that we do
not know However, It IS pOSSible to pursue the questIOn further through dIfferent avenues

Representative (statIstically ngorous) samplmg matters less where the results of the studies tend to be
s1111llar To some extent this IS borne out by the results discussed below there would appear to be a core
cluster ofconclusIOns on different aspects of Impact which recur frequently, though there are also other
results around which far less of a consensual picture emerges However It IS also Important to bear 111

mmd one potential caveat the degree to which there IS consensus among the dIfferent stakeholders that
the conclusions contall1ed 111 the evaluatIOns are themselves broadly accepted The Study found some
dIfferences of view on thiS matter notably from the Australian study and from a recent Dutch study
(GOM, 1995), though It found more diSCUSSion that there might be dispute than eVidence of It OCCUrrIng
m practice 3

One area where there seems to be stronger eVidence of potential bias 111 the cluster of evaluatIons
reViewed concerns a high proportIOn of the donor l1utlated evaluatIons and the reports whIch have been
provided for review and synthesIs Thus, whIle most studies tned to make a representative trawl of
projects 111 order to select those for closer scrutmy, there IS no doubt that thiS group of evaluatIOns IS
bIased towards those development 1I11tIatives which the NGOs, at least, view as among their most
successful 4 Indeed, a number of the donor/country case studies use tlus fact to make the comment that

1 There are of course far more discrete projects and programmes underway at anyone time Accurate aggregate
data of numbers are even less easy to guess A recent Dutch study Indicated that in the Netherlands In 1994 where
6 022 indiVidual projects were supported by offiCial funds some 300 external evaluations had been conducted
(GOM 1995)

2 It should be noted that a number of these are themselves syntheSIS reports of a number of discrete project
evaluations It has not been pOSSible In the time available to add up exactly the number of discrete evaluations
encompassed In the listings In AppendiX 14

3 Imtlal findings from the study being carried out concurrently with the current study for the Canadian International
Development Agency (CIDA) proVide stronger eVidence of disputes about the conclUSions drawn In a number of
Canadian evaluatIOns of NGO development actlvilies

4 Some studies emphasIs thiS bias very strongly Thus Barclay et al (19796) explain that

a deliberate effort was made to Identify projects that were thought to be successful In prodUCing such Impact
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NOOs tend to be harsher and more cntlcalm theIr own evaluatIOns of their development actl\ Itles than
are e"ternally- and especially donor-mltlated studies To the extent that the vIews ofNOOs are consIstent
with the assessments made, the results and conclusIOns summarIsed here would tend to gIve a relatively
more favourable review of Impact than a more random sample Of course, these Issues and the
conclusIons contamed m the evaluation reports are only valid to the extent that one can be sure of the
lIltegrity and quality of the reports an Issue to which we now turn

2 4 The quality of the evaluation reports

The veracIty of the conclusIons on Impact drawn here depends not merely on the replesentatlveness of
the reports surveyed They depend also, CritIcally, on the quality ofthose reports To what extent can one
be sure that the reports reviewed are of suffiCient quality to convmce one that they accurately portray
NOO development Impact? Though It has not been pOSSIble m the time aVailable to answer this question
SCientifically, suffiCient eVIdence has been unearthed to raise questIOns about quality, as the next few
paragraphs try to explall1

An mltlal response IS the Simple but overarchmg one that the Issue of quality matters In some ways this
whole study was bUilt on the (unstated) premIse that the syntheSIS of suffiCIent numbers of (hopefully
representative) evaluations will tell us lllterestmg thmgs about Impact It IS thIS assumptIOn which needs
to be looked at a little more closely Thus, If there IS one consistent theme to come out of the majority
of the country case studies It IS that for the sheer numbers of evaluatIons that have been carned out, there
are very few ngorous studies which e"amllle Impact Improvements III the lives and livelihoods of the
benefiCiaries Most studies are domlllated by a documentation ofoutputs, some merely deSCribe a number
of project actiVIties There are two types of reasons why It IS necessary to 'flag' the Issue of quality
Firstly, a common feature of most (and untIl recently the vast majority ot) NOO development
lIlterventlons has been the failure to proVide baseline data, the failure to mOllltor and assess projects and
programmes on an ongolllg baSIS agalllst the orlglllal posItIOn, and the failure to try to disentangle the
contribution of the project and/or programme lIlputs to the outcomes achIeved As a result, most of the
'better quality' Impact studIes which have lllcluded VISitS to project sites (and by no means all have done
tIllS) have had to use a variety of proxy techlllques (focus-group dISCUSSIOns, recall, comparative statIc
analysIs) to try to assess Impact Relatedly, the bulk of Impact assessment studies, often those with larger
budgets and more professIOnal evaluators, hIghlighted weaknesses caused by the shortage of tIme wlthlll
which to conduct their analyses

Though tillS conclUSIOn that much of the eVidence IS likely to be weak mIght be VIewed as depressmg for
a study one of whose malll purposes IS to report on Impact, It needs to be Viewed III broader perspective
Thus, a recent review ofNorwegian offiCIal aid concludes that (Norbye and Ofsted, 1994 47)

Practically all evaluatIOns ofdevelopment aid projects also suffel from insuffiCient data and
unclear statements ofobjectives which make precise measurements ofgoal aUall/ments ImpOSSible

The (varylllg) quality of eXlstmg evaluatIOn studies leads to the second concern about quality namely
the skll1s and abilities of the evaluators and thus the quality of the reports written and the reliability of
the results reported WhIle a large proportion of the evaluation reports appear to mdlcate careful work
and a genume attempt to assess results and to ensure the accuracy of the conclUSIOns drawn there IS no
doubt that the reports gathered embrace an ext1 emely WIde variety m quality In some cases assertIOns
are made - about Impact, about the achievement of obJectIves, about cost effectIveness about relevance
and about sustamabllity - whIch are supported by no eVIdence whatsoever As m a number ofcases these
reports appear to have been written by people WIth few apparent skills m undertakmg evaluation, there
are grave doubts about the extent to whIch one can make use of the conclUSIOns drawn In other words
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the synthesIs study has shown that It IS extremely Important not merely to analyse the results but also to
be sure that the evaluatIOn studies are of sufficient quahty and integrity to be used at all

An appreciatIOn of these factors places many of the donor-commIssIoned studies III a slIghtly dIfferent
light than one donunated merely by numbers and statIstIcal samplmg Issues Thus, one charactenstIc of
most (though not all) of the donor-commIssIoned evaluatIon studIes IS that they have been undertaken
by quahfied (teams of) evaluators aware of the weaknesses ofmuch ofthe aVailable (and self-generated)
data and information WhIle It IS not bemg argued for one moment that evaluations undertaken by NGOs
(north and south) are Uniformly of a lower quahty than the donor Initiated studies - many are of very
high qualIty, undertaken sometimes by the same skilled evaluators sometimes by more expenenced
evaluators - these factors do proVide an additIOnal reason for fOCUSing on these donor InitIated studIes
Indeed, It IS as a result of both these factors and the relatIvely easy access to donor-Initiated studies that
the method of presentmg the Impact results 10 the next three chapters of tins Report has been to
summarise what these donor-mltlated studies have to say about Impact and to use thIS mformatlOn and
these conclUSions as a benchmark for comparmg the results and conclUSIOns of Impact commg (largely)
from the country case studIes and the syntheSIS of some of the key themattc and sectoral studies from
wInch mformatlOn and data have been gathered

A furtller assumption ofthe whole Study needs to be raIsed m tillS context the hnk between evaluatIOn
reports and Impact Ifthe assumptIon which lay behmd the objective ofrevlewmg evaluatIon reports was
that these prOVide suffiCient data and mformatlon from whIch to draw conclUSIOns about Impact, then
another conclUSIOn of thiS Study IS that thIS assumptIOn IS mcorrect WhIle It IS certamly true that
evaluatIOn studIes whIch are based on rigorous appraisal and contmual mOnitoring are able to throw
conSiderable hght on Impact questIOns, It IS also Important to note that evaluation studIes by no means
prOVIde all the data and mformatlOn whIch are aVailable to mform the overall dISCUSSIOn on Impact
Partly because of the paucity of good Impact studIes, an extremely rich source of data and informatIOn
on the Impact ofNGO development mIttatlves comes from a range of research analyses and research
studIes as well as a range of other documentation found wlthm NGOs, such as triP and back-ro office
reports TIllS IS not a surpflsmg conclUSIOn research tends to be an actIVity of longer duratIOn than
dIscrete evaluatIOns and so IS better able to assess longer term and Wider factors mfluencmg change 5

WhIle It IS relatIvely easy to draw a dlstmctlOn between evaluatIOns and research, a related problem the
Study faced was decldmg on a hard and fast definitIOn of evaluatton One problem IS that some
'evaluatIOns' are lIttle more than revIews whIch, as already mdIcated, merely report on actIVIties
undertaken or tasks completed Equally mid-term evaluatlOn~, especially, can be a rich source of data
on Impact, espeCially when undertaken 10 the context of ongomg momtormg Additionally, very few of
the evaluatIOns reViewed were assessments made after proJect- or programme completIOn, most took
place dUring but most commonly towards the end of, a fundmg cycle One consequence of tillS IS that
most of the comments made about sustamablhty, both mstitutlOnal and financial, tend to be forward
lookmg assessments of the future rather than accurate accounts of actual (hlstonc) performance

A final qualIty Issue that needs to be hlghhghted concerns the process and methods used to Judge how
evaluatIOns should be done, how nnpact ought to be assessed, and (of maJor concern to NGOs) the role
of the benefiCiaries 111 the evaluatIOn process These Issues are of such Importance that the whole of Pm t

5 Some reports have gone 50 far as to argue that evaluations are less valuable than research (Sebsted and Chen
1996)

because they are less ngorous and do not cover the same vanables the findmgs are not as useful m addressmg
some of the biggerpoliCy questions
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C of thIs Report IS devoted to addressmg and disCUSSIng them For the purposes ofthis part of the report,
however, they are set to one Side The focus of the next three chapters IS on what evaluatIons say and
have Said about Impact, the questIOn ofwhether they were askmg all the nght questions will be discussed
separately below

2 5 A dynamic and changmg pIcture

For all the problems, quahficatlons and lefinements made In thiS chapter, It IS encouragIng to end on a
more optimistiC note A common conclusIOn from all the country case studies IS that Impact assessment
IS not merely an Issue of great Interest to both donors and NOOs, but It IS one m whIch there IS a large
amount of activity Fifteen, ten or In some cases even five years ago, there was very little ngorous or
systematic evaluatIOn actiVity mltlated by NOOs, with the notable and Important exception of North
Amenca Thus, 111 Europe and AustralaSIa espeCially, when donors began to talk about and commiSSIon
evaluations ofNOO development activItIes thiS was 111 many respects a novelty and an mltlatlve whICh
on a numbel of occasions drew sceptical, and sometimes hostile, responses from NOOs

Today In contrast, most evaluation actiVIty IS undertaken by NOOs and not by donors, and most Impact
evaluatIon IS undertaken because NOOs want to know what theIr Impact IS and how to Improve on It In
the future As a result, many evaluatIOns are framed not as one off discrete mltIattves, but as part of a
WIder process encompassmg mOl1ltormg and mcreasmgly, some form of capacity bUlldmg Another
related feature of contemporary NOO evaluation and hnked work IS that It IS VIewed by many as
experimental, With dIfferent ways of evaluatmg and assessmg nnpact bemg discussed and field tested
the separate volume contammg the county case studIes contam a wealth ofexamples of different methods
and approaches to evaluation used by NOOs across the sample set of countnes

One consequence of these trends IS that, over the past five to seven years, the number of evaluations
whIch have been carned out has expanded rapidly AddItIOnally there would seem to be httle doubt that,
espeCially m the case of larger and mIddle-Sized NOOs, the quahty of evaluatIOns IS Improvmg,
becommg more systematic and ngorous The first Imphcatlon of these trends IS that the syntheSIS of
evaluatIOns ofNOO development mterventlOns undertaken for thiS Study IS unlikely to prOVide a good
gUide to Impact for very long and may well have a relatIVely short 'shelf hfe'

But what IS the connectIOn - If any - between the quality of evaluatIons and the data upon whIch these
evaluations are based, and the Impact of development mterventlOns? I11Itlally, It mIght be thought that
better quahty evaluatIOns and a more ngorous assessment of the quahty of the data upon whIch
Judgements on Impact are to be made Will tend to have a detnmental effect on the Impact data produced
and placed 111 the pubhc domam ThiS IS because a growth In the quality of assessment IS hkely to lead
to the pubhcatlOn offewer reports which confirm the apparent strengths and attnbutes of NOOs on the
baSIS of assertion or flimsy eVidence What IS therefore of Interest IS that some of the country case
studIes suggest that there IS likely to be a more direct and VirtuouS ImJ... between mterest and mcreasmg
ngour m undertakmg evaluations and the development Impact of the mterventlons bemg reViewed and
assessed More speCIfically It IS argued that there seems to be a Imk between concern WIth and abIlIty
to appraIse, m011ltor and evaluate and the quality and likely Impact ofNOO development mterventlOns,
not least because of a deeper appreciation of the compleXity and difficulties of engagmg m development
and of the naIvety of a number of earher development efforts Such a conclUSion supports the deCISIOn
taken In thIS Study not merely to report on what evaluations say about Impact but to extend the diSCUSSIon
to a focus on methods used and evolVIng practices It IS In thiS context that we turn now to summanse
what the donor-commissIOned reports from the ten donors tell us about Impact
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Over the last five to ten years (longer In the case of the UnIted States), a growing number of indivIdual
donors have undertaken themselves or more commonly commissIoned one or more studies of their
maJol NGO programmes, or a sizeable selection of proJects funded through these programmes, focusing
bloadly on Impact Though It would be wrong to lump all of these together and treat them
homogeneously - for they all use different approaches and methods, they dIffer m scope and mtenslty,
and some are sub components of wider analyses and discussIOns - there IS sufficient m common to the
maJonty of these studies to make It possible to group them and try to analyse them together m order to
draw out common threads and differences For the purposes of this synthesIs study, the mam studies and,
where avaIlable and accessible, mdlvldual and country reports, were analysed for ten major OECD
donors, supplemented, where avaIlable, with evaluations commissIoned by the European Commission I

The countnes and the years when some of their major evaluatIOns were published are shown In Box 3 1 2

These are not the only donors who have undertaken or commissIoned substantive evaluatIOn studies of
their NGO programmes BelgIUm, Germany and SWitzerland, among the bIlateral agencIes, the World
Bank and vanous UnIted NatIOns agencies have all undertaken or comlTIlsslOned substantive studJes
either ofNGO actiVities m particular countnes or particular NGOs or clusters ofNGOs A number of
these are referenced m AppendIX 14 and the findmgs of many are Incorporated mto the diSCUSSIOn 3

The documentatIOn produced for these ten donor evaluatIOns/assessments and the other donor studies
used 111 thiS syntheSIS consIsts of almost 60 separate reports, covermg a large number and geographical
spread of countnes, and a slgmficant number of project VISitS Thus, between them, the mam evaluatIOn
studies conducted by these ten donors have 1I1volved 60 country VISItS to 26 dIfferent developmg
countnes, 11 In Afnca, four In Latin Amenca, two m Central Amenca, three m South ASia, three m the
rest ofASia, and three 111 the PaCific 4 Seven donor studies also 1I1c1uded separate country studies, at least
three ofwhIch attempted a Wider analySIS of the projects VISIted 111 the context of the overall NGO effort

1 The CommiSSion s study on community level development actions covered 72 NGOs m 18 countnes (Beaudoux
et al 1990) Its study on Institutional development for grassroots organisations looked at 27 projects (de
Crombrugghe et al 1993) Its study of tntegrated development projects covered 22 prOjects and entailed SIX field
tnps (Debuyst 1994) and It has recently published a stUdy of ItS funding of NGOs tn South Afnca covenng 739
different funding contracts (SPM Consultants 1996)

2 The donor dnven nature of the evaluations conducted differed from country to country Some such as the Danish
Ftnnlsh Norwegian and Swedish studies Involved their respective national NGOs and NGO umbrella organisations
In draWing up the terms of reference for these studies others such as the UK and some of the mam US studies did
not The 1991 Dutch study differed from most others Inasmuch as the NGO umbrella group the Gemeenschappehjk
Overleg Medeflnanclenng (GOM) rather than the government agency played a promment part on the whole
evaluation process However It IS Included here for three reasons first It used a methodology stnkmgly Similar to
other donor commissioned studies secondly the MmlStry played an Important role m draWing up the terms of
reference for thiS StUdy and thirdly the MInistry broadly accepted the onentatlon and conclUSions of the study

3 Between 1989 and 1993 Germany produced SIX major reports As these remain confidential they are not quoted
directly In thiS Report while more recently Ireland has undertaken the first of a number of planned NGO
evaluations

4 One of two US studies (GAO 1995) Included Romal1la as one of eight countnes VISited
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Wlthm this cluster 30 separate country studies were conducted though these only covered 19 countnes
because ofcountry duplicatIOn 5 In all, assessments were made of240 projects 10 VISitS to these countnes
In additIOn, four donor studies Involved desk reviews of project reports 111 three cases these covered
revIews of 492 projects 6

Box 3 1 LIst of donors whose studIes are mcluded m thIS syntheSIS

Donor

Australia
Canada
Denmark
Fmland
New Zealand
The Netherlands
Norway
Sweden
The Ul11ted Kmgdom
The Ul11ted States

Year of MaJor StudIes (pubhcatIOn date)

1995
1992
1988,' 1989, 1994,11995
1994, 1995'
1987,1989,1990,1991,1993
1991 2

1994, 1995
1995,3
1992/5,4 1995
1979, 1995, 19965

Notes
* EvaluatIOn of volunteer programmes
1 Evaluation of framework agreements
2 In 1995 the Dutch NGOs produced a report on measures taken m response to the 1991 report
3 From 1987, Sida has commissioned studies on the capacity of the 13 (ongll1aIly 14)

framework orgal1lsatlOns
4 There was an early, very sketchy UK study ll1 1986 The 1992 (ODI) study was published

10 book form 111 1995, the year the second UK study s find lOgs were published
5 BeSIdes the 1979 and 1995 studies, USAID has conducted a successIOn of reviews of reviews

- m 1988, 1994 and 1996 - many of wluch have also addressed the Issue of mlpact

For complete references to these reports, and theIr Imked studies see the Annex to the mam
Report as well as AppendIX 14

How representative are these studies ofthe NGO development mterventlOns? While It IS not easy to give
a complete answer, the followll1g POll1ts proVIde at least a partial answer The first pomt to be made IS
that tlus sample of studies focuses predomll1antly on the assessments of discrete proJects, though some
mentIOn IS made ofother types of mterventlon, notably assessments of capacity bUlldmg and mstltutlOnal
strengthenmg mltlatlves The reason for thiS clustenng IS that until recently tillS was the dommant, 10

some cases the only form of mterventlOn In developmg countries whIch was bemg funded In recent
years there has been an e'<panslOn m funds given to NGOs for undertakmg mstltutlonal strengthenmg

5 Not all these country studies nor a number of the sub components of major evaluation studies have been
translated Into English (for Instance some of the Dutch and NOIweglan studies) and so could not be Incorporated
Into the current analySIS Additionally It should be noted that donors and donors In cooperation With NGOs have
carned out country studies outSide the framework of these main studies Indeed In the last five years there has been
a rapid growth In country studies especIally by large northern NGOs

6 In the fourth case (Canada) the number of reviews surveyed was not given In the report
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InitiatIves, however, there has been qUite a lag In studIes focusing on assessing the Impact of such
IIlltlatlves AddItIOnally, thIs sample does not consider other NGO development InitIatives, such as
advocacy work and development education However, Within the project perspectIve, It does Include a
number of projects focusing on conscIOusness-raIsing and efforts to enhance democratIc processes

Secondly a read1l1g of the reports 1l1dlcates that With the exceptIOn ofthe first UK study willch focused
on economic/income generatmg proJects, a deliberate attempt was made to try to obtam a good spread
ofdifferent NGO activities ThIrdly, however, It IS apparent that the comb1l1ed total ofJust 240 mdlvldual
projects IS a small sample of total NGO projects and programmes funded by donors aggregate figures
from the Australian Danish, Dutch and Swedish studies mdlcated that the combmed total of projects
assessed m theIr studIes (100) accounted for less than 1% of the total then bemg funded by theIr
respective donor agencIes Fourthly, If one takes the 'ballpark' global figure of 25,000 evaluations
referred to m Chapter 2, thIs cluster of some 240 projects represents a m1l1ute 0 9% of tillS total Another
pomt to stress IS that the bulk ofthe projects assessed are those whIch have been funded through northern
NGOs and exclude studies which have focused on southern NGO projects funded dIrectly by donors 7

Though these ten sets of donor assessment studIes have been grouped together because they are each
trymg (broadly) to answer questIOns about the IInpact ofNGO development mterventlOns, a number of
more speCific limitations need to be hIghlighted Firstly, different approaches and methods of assessment
have been used Thus, while most have tned to undertake analySIS With a hIgh degree of ngour and focus
on areas common to the ma1l1 thrust of evaluatIOn (relevance, Impact, effiCiency, effectIVeness and
sustamabllIty), others are more loosely structured m theIr approach 8 A second methodological Issue
raIsed 111 over 80 per cent of the donor studIes was the shortage of tIme III which to undertake the project
evaluatIOns A number of reports argued that there was II1sufficIent time to undertake ngorous
evaluatIOns, leadmg some to rephrase their efforts as assessments rather than evaluations Thirdly, and
relatedly, the purpose of some of these studIes (such as the FII1n1sh and Norwegian studies) was not so
much to conduct Impact evaluatIOns of mdlvldual plOJects but more to use projects to 'gam a sense of
the overall structure and nature of Fmnlsh NGO actiVities m each country' (RIddell et al 1994 105)

It IS wlthm tillS context that the remall1lng sections of thIs chapter attempt an mltlal summary of what
these studIes have Said about a range of Issues dIrectly and mdlrectly linked to Impact SectIon §3 11 goes
beyond the data and comments made m the reports about what has happened to summanse some of the
mam conclUSIOns about the causes for the Impact ofNGO development interventIOns that have been
found It should be stressed that by no means all the studies address all the Issues discussed

It IS no easy matter to try to cluster together these different explanations over the course of20 or so pages
of text Thus to repeat a comment made earlier m thIS Report, what IS wntten here IS a summary of the
findmgs and conclUSions of the documents reViewed (m some cases thiS means a summary of a
summary) IneVItably compressing the many qualifications whIch are made III the majorIty of these
reports runs the rIsk of dIstortion For those wlshlllg to pursue the dIfferent Issues raised here III more
depth there IS clearly no substitute for readmg the complete reports

7 LeWIS et al (1994) and Hashemi et al (1996) prOVide an assessment of projects directly funded by Sida In
Bangladesh India and Sri Lanka while DaVIS et al (1996) reviews the direct funding of NGOs uSing ODA funds In
Kenya Tanzama and Uganda

8 For Instance the 1990 New Zealand evaluation did not address the Issues of cost effecllveness poverty or
sustalnablhty and made no comments on either gender or environmental Issues (Rivers Buchan ASSOCiates 1990
17 and fl)
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3 2 The achIevement of objectIves
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A core questIon which almost all of the donor studies ask and attempt to answer (the New Zealand,
Danish and Norwegian studies are exceptIOns here) IS whether the projects and programmes for which
donors have provided funds have achieve their stated objectives

In broad terms, the answers are extremely positive, provldmg a consistent picture across almost all donor
studies which have reported on the Issue, and over a long time period Indeed, the majority of studies
whICh prOVide quantitative data record that 90 per cent or more of proJects exammed had achieved their
Ilnmedlate objectives AustralIa (Kershaw et at 1995), Sweden (Riddell et at 1995a) the UnIted
Kmgdom (Surr, 1995), the UnIted States (GAO, 1995, Jordan, 1996) The Canadian study produces the
lowest aggregate figure (82 per cent) (Fortm et at 1992) the first UK study producmg a figure of 88 per
cent (Riddell and Robmson, 1992), though the Zimbabwe country study produced for the Swedish study
found that only 66 per cent (of 13 proJects) achieved their objectives (Riddell et al 1995b) While the
FlJ1nIsh study stated that the obJedlves, by and large, had been achieved, It faIled to provide a figure for
the share of projects exammed which It Judged to have achIeved their objectives 9

However, another comment appearmg III almost half the donor studies WhiCh, 111 some ways, would
appear to contradict the extremely posItive ratll1gs Just given, IS the VieW that m many cases It IS not easy
to assess project performance agamst objectives Three reasons are given objectives are not cIted,
objectives are too vague, and there are too many objectIves These sorts of comments appear m some of
the (confidential) German studies, 111 the Dutch study (GOM, 1991), as well as m the Swedish and second
of the UK studies (Riddell et al 1995a, and Surr, 1995) 10 Interestlllgly, no mention was made offaIlure
to aclueve objectives because they had been altered or because the orlgll1al ones were no longer relevant

Different elements of the Swedish study, 111 particular, pOll1ted to the need to be cautIOus about placll1g
too much emphasIs on the achievement of Immediate obJectives, argumg that focusll1g narrowly on the
achievement ofobjectIves really Said very lIttle about Impact - mdeed, that It 'provided lIttle gUidance
to the overall development Impact of the projects 111 question when Viewed more broadly (Riddell et al
1995a 12) The BolIVian case study IS even more dIsmiSSive, argull1g that (Bebbmgton & Kopp 1995
40)

Assessmgprojects agamst thezr lInmedzate objectives IS more a dl-scnptlOn ofwhat they have done
than an analySIS ofthe developmental relevance oj-ahat they have done

FlI1aIly, It IS worth drawll1g attentIOn to at least one comparison which these studies made to offiCial aid
projects Thus, 111 1996, a British ODA study reported that 76 per cent of ItS projects by number and 65
per cent by value were Judged successfully to have achieved their ImmedIate objectives (Robbll1s and
Modi, 1996) If thIs a fair reflectIOn of the performance of other donors, then thIS batch ofNGO studieS
would suggest that NGO development projects have performed as well as, If not better than, offiCial aid
projects

9 One of the Finnish country studies (Nepal) judged that 75 per cent of the projects examined had achieved their
objectives (Riddell and Jha 1994)

10 It IS particularly odd that these latter two studies can on the one hand report on the achievement of objectives
and on the other state that the objectives were not clearly stated
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What has been the overall Impact of these NGO projects and programmes on the hves of the people
assisted? The first pomt to make, and to repeat the comment made m Chapter 2, IS that though most of
the studies sought answers to tillS question, they found It very difficult to produce firm eVidence The
study of Fml1lsh NGOs m Tanzal1la provides one answer why at least for health projects namely that
there was no data, and no mOl1ltorlng took place (Nkya et af 1995) Repeated references to poor or
madequate data meant that a number of studIes faIled to be drawn on the Issue of wider Impact, most
provldmg qualitatIve rather than quantitative answers to the questIOn The rest of the comments m this
sectIOn need to be viewed m this light

3 3 1 Impact on hvehhoods In general

Overall, and as noted, a readmg ofthe studIes suggests that there IS some reluctance to provide a firm
view on the wider Impact of NGO Il1terventlons Some, such as a number of the (confidential)
German reports stated that It IS not possible to derive firm conclusIOns on Impact More typical
would be the Fml1lsh study which stated (with little supportmg eVidence) that the projects exammed
had made a positive Impact on the poor Though little hard data was provIded the summary report
noted that m three of the four countries studied, some of the projects were rated amongst the best 111

comparison with the efforts of either the host country or btlateral agencIes

The earliest USAID study (Barclay et af 1979) reported m broad terms that the partlclpatll1g
populations were recelvmg at least some posItive benefits m every case In contrast to subsequent
studies, It prOVided some quantitatIve assessment, namely that 18 per cent of projects had high
Impact, 47 per cent moderate Impact and 35 per cent had low Impact - though without definmg the
boundaries of these categories

More representative would be the Dutch study which warned agamst expectmg any dramatIc results
m terms of Improvements 111 livelihoods WIthm thiS sort of perspective, the ZImbabwe case study
for the Swedish study stated that the Impact on the SOCIO economic status of the beneficiaries was
exceptIOnally weak and that because the NGOs e....ammed tended to work with eXlstmg structures,
they tended to strengthen rather than challenge eXlstmg power and wealth relationships and to make
It more difficult to narrow mcome differentIals, a conclusion drawn m the Fml1lsh Nepal study, too,
for some projects exammed The earher Zimbabwe case study done for the first UK study (MUIr,
1992) states not merely that there has been little or on Impact on livelihoods m some proJects, but
that the beneficiaries are more dependent upon the NGOs than they had ben prior to the proJect,
makmg them even more vulnerable than they were

A related conclusIOn drawn 111 some studies (the FlI1l1lsh and the Dutch) IS that whatever the Impact
on hvehhoods IS It tends to be confined qUite narrowly to the direct beneficiaries In other words
Impact IS locahsed and has hmlted reach However the first UK study (Riddell and Robmson 1992)
disagrees, argumg that the projects they exammed exlublted characteristics of both spread and
trIckle down'

Overall diSCUSSion and conclusions about Impact m the studies are far richer when dlSCUSSll1g not
lIvehhoods m general but the Issue of poverty more particularly Here we conSider two aspects of
poverty appearmg 111 the reports poverty reach and poverty Impact
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3 3 2 Poverty rea"h

One of the strong assertIons made about NGOs IS theIr ability to reach the poor What do the studIes

conclude on tll1S score? The NorwegIan study (Tvedt, 1995) argues strongly that there IS no basIs for
argumg that NGOs are able to reach the poor effectIvely, though It also states (p 114) that the poorest
appear to have been missed To some extent thIs IS supported by a number of other studIes (the
Dutch, Danish, Flllnlsh, SwedIsh and BritIsh studies) which argue that one of the weaknesses of
many NGO mterventlons IS their faIlure to undertake any rigorous analysIs of SOClo-economlC status
with whIch to be able to draw firm conclusIOns about who IS reached and how much theIr lIves are
changed by NGO projects In many cases however, thIS has not stopped them from makmg some
comments on the Issues of poverty reach and Impacts on poverty

Most other studIes are far more posItive III one respect argumg that most of the projects have been
focused on poor people (see for lllstance the two UK studies, the US studIes, the FlI1ll1sh and
SwedIsh studIes) II The CanadIan study gave a score of3 2 out of 4 for poverty reach though the
study reports that NGOs attrIbute greater success to their aVon efforts (88 per cent) than do
mdependent evaluators (71 per cent) (Fortm et al 1992 45) The US studIes, 111 partIcular, go further
than thIS Thus, the 1979 study states boldly that the poorest are reached 12 while the 1995 study
repeats the assertIOn (rejected by the NorwegIan study) that PVOs have a comparative advantage
m bemg able to work directly with the poor or with orgamsatlOns that rep! esent the poor than major
donors can (1995 22)

In sharp contrast, most other studIes are cntlcal, or at least more sceptical about the abIlIty of the
NGO projects exammed to reach not the poor but the poorest Thus, the Damsh study argues merely
that the eVidence on reachll1g the poorest IS 'mIxed', while the Zimbabwe case study produced for
the Dutch study argues that the poorest are 'frequently mIssed' (de Graaf et al 1991) The SwedIsh
study states that 111 three out of the four case studies the poorest were not reached The first UK study
argues that many ofthe projects e'{ammed faIled to reach the poorest However, thIS Study IS ofsome
addItIOnal Illterest as It explams how/why the poorest are reached either through rigorous targetmg
or through undertakmg community-wIde projects WlllCh mclude everyone m a geograplllcal area
Two studIes (the Swedish and the Dutch) note the apparent reluctance ofmany NGOs to get mvolved
wIth the urban poor, preferrmg work m rural areas, even though urban poverty IS a growmg problem

A few of the studIes try to make comparIsons about the abIlIty ofNGOs and offiCial aId agencies to
reach the poor With the e'{ceptlOn of (all) the US studies, where comments are made they tend to
challenge the qUite WIdely-held vIew that NGOs have a better poverty reach Thus, the Dal1lsh study
contends that one cannot say that NGOs are always better at reachmg the poor than DANIDA, whIle
the ZImbabwe case study undertaken for the SwedIsh study documents far from Isolated cases where
Slda has reached down to poor groups more successfully than some SwedIsh NGO projects

3 3 3 Impact on the poor

What was the Impact of the projects ell.ammed on the poor? The studIes reveal a Wide range of
conclUSIOns Most posItIve IS the second UK study Surr (1995) which argues that the projects

11 There are exceptions one project In the Swedish study of Zimbabwe was targeted very much a middle class more
affluent group of people

12 ThiS assertion IS not based on eVidence but Simply on the fact that the NGOs worked In areas where the
government did not
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exammed m general produced significant benefits for the poor' However, this study makes a pomt
confirmed by others (such as the Indian case study for Swedish study) that the relative gams of the
not-so poor were greater than for the poorest

In contrast, the first UK study argued that the gams to the poor tended to be mmuTIal, though It went
on to add that though the gams were small absolutely, they mIght be qUIte slglllficant for those
concerned, for mstance enablmg them to create the space to take further actIOn to enhance their
SOCIO economic status m the future LikeWise, the Swedish study notes that each of the four country
case studies concludes that there IS little eVidence that the projects exammed made much of a
difference to poverty

Some studies have made dlstmctlOns on poverty status between types of prOJects Thus, the fmnlsh
study of Uganda argued that social Impact on the poor has been posItive whereas the economIc
projects have had little Impact Both the first UK's ZImbabwe case study and the EU study on
mtegrated development projects stated that the Impact on the lIves of members of cooperatives has
been particularly dlsappomtmg More positIVely, a number of the studIes (the Fmlllsh and Swedish)
argued that Impact has tended to be greater If projects are more sharply focused on a smaller number
of objectIves than If they are WIde rangmg

How do NGO projects compare With offiCial aid projects m Improvmg the lives of the poor? The
syntheSIS studies did not find much hard eVIdence to answer tIllS questIOn, but one recent
(Norwegian) study whIch has analysed the Impact of offiCIal aId projects concluded forcefully that
the complete lack ofany well founded studies means that there IS no real baSIS for makmg an

assessment (Norbye and Ofstad 1994 XII) In other words, thiS selectIOn of studies prOVides
eVidence WlllCh IS certamly no worse, and m some cases better, than thIS assessment

An Important set of Issues discussed m the reports IS the extent to whIch, If Improvements m the
SOClo-economlC status of the poor (or the poorest) do occur, they are 'adequate' On tillS pomt there
would appear to be unaJ1lmlty among all the reports which address thIS Issue that whatever good
mdlvldual projects do, they are msufficlent to enable the benefiCiarIes to escape from poverty The
followmg comments from the earliest US study encapsulate thiS pomt well they have not been
challenged and have often been confirmed (Barclay et al 1979 87) 13

Even successful prOjects which PVOs have played a pivotal role are rarely total solutIOns They
are lzkel} to lepresent the thzn end ofa wedge zntroduczng a process ofdevelopmental change that
wllllequzre other complementary znputsjrom both znslde and outSide the beneficzary cOlllmumty

3 3 4 E"'{pectahons

Takmg up m part the strong warnmg m the Norwegian study of the dangers of generalIsmg the
Swedish study argues that 111 some respects the whole NGO/poverty dISCUSSion IS warped because
of the unreahstlc (and unaclllevable) expectatIOns which have been raised about NGOs abIlity to
address problems ofpoverty One sub theme oft1us warnmg IS hIghlighted 10 the BoliVian case study
and the Nicaraguan case study undertaken for the FmJ1lsh study Both argue that a major reason why
the projects exammed have had little Impact on poverty IS Simply that poverty alleViatIOn or
reductIon were not the objectives of the projects

13 Thus the Fmnlsh study argues that NGO projects cannot solve the problems of poverty
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Another theme given prommence m the SwedIsh studIes IS the pomt that If one IS senous about
trymg to solve the problems of poverty It IS often necessary to look beyond the project Indeed, one

Issue taken up by the maJoflty of the studIes (and challenged by none) IS the nnportance of Iookmg

at the wider context It IS argued not merely that mfluences beyond the project often playa cntlcal
role 1I1 aclllevlIlg Impact but that NGOs tend to play down the Importance of these mfluences 14

Indeed the SwedIsh study concludes that Swedish NGOs which have engaged m or supported more
polztlcally relevant work have had Impacts on povel ty or have enhancedcapacity wlthm the popular
sectors to have such Impacts (p 77)

More generally, the SwedIsh study argues that one of the reasons for which the Impact on poverty
has often been mmlmal, and usually less than expected, IS that It IS a common weakness ofNGOs
to fall to analyse the nature of poverty what It IS what causes It and how to address It The
In/pOitant pomt IS that Without a theory o/poverty It IS largely gomg to be a hit and miss affaIr as
to whether a project wIll address poverty (p 77)

3 4 Sustamablhty

Sustamablllty IS an Issue of Il1creasmg concern to donors and consistent With thIs trend, there has tended
to be more emphaSIS on thIS Issue 111 the more recent studIes, though agam the US studIes have proved
the exceptIOn as even the first (1979) study focused on sustalllablllty However, whIle the earlIer studies
tended to focus mostly on the finanCial sustamabliity ofprojects more recent ones have placed mcreasmg
emphaSIS on mstltutlonal sustamablhty AddItIOnally some studIes, such as the SwedIsh one and the
Fll1l11sh study of EthIOpIa, have also dIscussed the Issue of envIronmental sustall1abllity

FIrst a word on data qualIty Like the analySIS of Impact, dIscussIOn on financIal sustamabllIty,
espeCIally, has suffered from the overarchmg problem of the lack of quantItatIve data But the diSCUSSion
on finanCIal sustamabllIty has been addItIonally hampered by the fact that most of the projects exammed
m thiS group of studies were stIli runnmg As a result, the assessment of finanCial sustall1ablhty was
commonly a look (proJectIOn) mto the future based on current trends Some studIes (such as Barclay et
al) appeared to be very optImIstIc about the abIlIty of projects currently unsustall1able to achieve
sustall1ablhty 111 the future

However, a more common view m these studIes was that many projects are not sustamable and that one
should not expect them to be 111 the short term The Dutch study makes thiS pomt as does the SwedIsh
study, the first Bntlsh study argues that few of the projects could survIve on theIr own WIthout donor
support The AustralIan study IS an exceptIOn here It states that there was a 69 per cent success rate 111

terms of sustamabJllty 15 For ItS part, the CanadIan study states that 52 per cent of projects needed
addltlOnalmputs to survive and that 24 per cent has lIttle chance of survival Without external fundll1g
Fmally m these overarchmg comments It IS Important to note that not all projects GI e executed WIth the
mtentlOn of theIr bemg finanCIally sustamable For mstance, the Fll1l1lsh study of Nepal assessed a
leprosy hospItal one ofwhose objectIves whose to be funded contll1ually by the (mternatlOnal) Leprosy
AssocIatIOn

14 The first UK study makes the pOint that projects tend to perform best when the external enVIronment IS supportive
and when the local economy IS expanding The pOint being made is not merely the more superfiCial one that living
standards among beneficlanes WIll tend to Improve If the local economy IS dOing well but additionally and more
Importantly when trying to analyse the link between project Inputs outputs and outcomes that the poor are often
able to make (and hold on to) significant economic gains when ncher people are also makmg gams

15 DISCUSSions With the authors suggest that thiS might be due to the fact that the Issue was not exammed m very
great depth
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However, perhaps more mterestmg are the refinements and qualIficatIOns eVident In some of the studies
The EU study of EthIOpia argued that water and agricultural projects were more lIkely to be sustainable,
health and educatIOn projects less lIkely (Maxwell et ai, 1996), the 1994 EU study on trammg centres
concludlllg that none can operate without subsidies Some eVidence IS found to support the wider
conclusIOns ofthe thematic studies (discussed In Chapter 5 below) that credit and micro-finance projects
have a good chance of acllleVIng finanCial sustalllabllIty, though most eVidence from these studies raises
more questions than provides answers Thus, the first UK study faIled to find eVidence In the NGO
projects exammed of fundmg mstitutlOns bemg able to cover the recurrent costs of admlnIstermg their
schemes, whIle both the EU and Belgian studIes on credit proVide eVidence ofweaknesses the EU study
of considerable failures and oflugh adml11lstratlve costs espeCially m rural-based programmes (Dhonte
et al 1994)

The eVIdence tends to suggest qUite a strong contrast, If not contradiction, between, on the one hand,
lIlcreasmg demands by donors that funds wIll only be provided IfproJects are lIkely to achieve financial
sustamabllIty at least 10 the medIUm to long term,16 and the eVIdence that many If not most projects have
lIttle chance of bemg financially sustamable It IS In thiS context that one clear piece of eVidence
emergmg from the studies needs to be placed It IS that financial sustamabIllty IS less lIkely to occur for
projects the majority ofwhose benefiCiaries are very poor the less poor are the benefiCiaries the greater
the lIkelIhood that It WIll be pOSSible to recoup a larger share of the recurrent costs of runnmg the
prOjects Two polIcy conclusIOns arise from thIS Ifdonors contmue to inSiSt that NGO projects wIll only
be funded If they have a chance of achlevmg financial sustamabllIty, then tillS wIll mcrease pressure on
NGOs to veer away from helping the very poorest the Fm11lsh study of EthIOpia states explIcitly that thIS
has happened If, however, donors wish to encourage NGOs to mamtam, or even expand, their poverty
focus, then eIther they must contmue to demand financial sustamablhty and contmue to turn a blInd eye
to much eVidence which suggests thIS IS an ImpOSSible demand, or else alter the demands they make to
take account of the discrepancIes between demands and practice 17

The Swedish study IS partIcularly mterestlllg In thIS regard as the consultants were asked not merely to
examine the Issue of sustamabllIty but to come up with a new defi11ltlon of sustaInabllIty which attempted
to address these tensIOns Box 3 2 summarises some of the malO conclusions on sustamabllIty drawn
from thiS study

16 A recent example comes from the United States where the current strategic plan for the Office of Pnvate and
Voluntary Cooperation states that (OPVC 1996 51)

us PVOs and theIr local NGO partners are expected to focus theIr efforts on the establIshment of servIce
programs whIch are sustainable over the long tenn wIthout contmuous USAID support To thIS end PVC
encourages ItS US-PVO partners to develop strategies and begm to demonstrate how they are Increasmg the
non USAID share of resources that support their programs and those of theIr local NGO partners

17 The Finnish study highlights these tensions thus (p 139)

A numberof the projects supported by the NGO Support Programme are better classIfied as welfare rather than
as development projects they are dominated by almmg to meet ImmedIate (and pressmg) need often wIth little
conSideration given to different approaches Most of these welfare projects however have neIther hope nor
mtentlon of findmg a means ofbemg self financmg Many would argue that they should not even try to achieve
such an objectIve Wlthm a narrower context thIS IS a qUite defenSible posItion However It cannot eaSily be
reconcIled with the stated objective of the NGo-SP that projects recelvmg ItS support should be self sustammg
wlthm as short a penod as pOSSIble Even those projects that have more potential for self finanCing rarely
achieve thiS objective wlthm 3-5 years
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Bo.. 3 2 Sustamabdlty conclusIOns from the SwedIsh study

The sustamablhty of projects and programmes needs to be understood m terms of their financial

components, their instItutIOnal components, their human resource components and theIr
environmental components, WIthout exclusIve focus on any smgle element It IS mcreasl11gly
Important to Judge NGO projects and programmes wlthm the context of their abilIty to stand on their
own feet, m terms of achlevmg greater financial sustamablllty, m terms of achIevmg greater
mstitutlOnal sustamablhty, and m terms of their mfluence and Impact on the environment Yet, there
IS an equally Important need to focus all the time on quahty of delIvery and access, and to guard
agamst an extreme view that those unable to utilIse the market can be proVided wIth basIc needs,
IIlcludmg productive needs, Without the payment of any subSidy But sustamablllty also needs to be
seen beyond the narrow confines ofthe dIscrete projects and programmes funded It must also mclude
the notIOn of enhancmg both the capacity of the executmg NGO or agency and, ultimately, the
capacity of the direct beneficlanes to take more control of their own hves and theIr development

All NGO projects and programmes need to be drawn up With a view to assessmg the extent to which
they should attempt to achIeve financial and mstltutlOnal sustamablllty, wherever pOSSible wlthm a
exphclt time-table and m relation to the dIrect and mdlrect Impact they Will have on the environment
ThiS assessment Will need to mclude revlewl11g the concrete steps that need to be taken m order to
mcrease the hkehhood that an appropnate level of benefits Will contmue to be dehvered for an
extended penod of time after major financial, managerIal, and techmcal assIstance has been
Withdrawn

Equally, however, the reqUIrement to review and assess all ImtIatlves funded agamst the aclllevement
of sustamabillty does not necessanly mean that future finanCIal or mstltutlOnal sustamablllty should
111 all cases be a necessary reqUIrement for fundmg dIscrete projects or programmes In partIcular,
financIal and mstitutional sustamabllity need to be pursued only on condItion that, especially for the
poor and where baSIC needs or servIces are bemg prOVided, the qualIty of and access to, the baSIC
good or servIce proVIded wIll not be radICally compromised Where the good or servIce proVided IS
conSIdered essential to the baSIC well bemg of the beneficlanes and where alternative fundmg cannot
be found, the mablhty to achieve eIther financial or mstltutlonal sustamability should not constitute
an Impediment to fundmg such NGO mltIatives

Some of the studies try to Isolate those factors whIch tend to enhance and whIch mIght Impede project
sustamablhty Thus the 1988 US study lists five factors whICh are lIkely to Impede sustamabillty
pressures for achlevmg qUIck results, madequate attention to market forces, lumted financial and human
resources, limited orgamsatlonal skills, and a humamst paternahsm For ItS part the Damsh study
pmpomts three factors seen to enhance sustamablhty local partICIpation, mstItutlOn-buIldmg and proper
evaluatIOn procedures Like the US study, the Damsh country study of SIerra Leone and the Kenya study
for Sweden both argue that the presence of expatnates are often Important Impediments to achlevmg
sustamabillty The ZlInbabwe case study for the Swedish report argued that the financial sustamabillty
IS likely to be greater Ifthe project holders place major emphaSIS on the Issue Ifthe beneficlanes are not
among the poorest, and If they are very committed to the project III hand Fmally, and Importantly, where
the studies dISCUSS mstltutlOnal and financial sustamablhty they commonly make a direct lmk between
the two, argumg that financial sustamabIhty IS more hkely to be achIeved m cases where there IS abo a
focus on trymg to enhance the capaCIty of the NGO executmg the project Thus, work to enhance
tnstltutlOnal sustamabIhty IS hkely to enhance financial sustamabIhty



Part B Searching for Impact 25

Fmally, and echomg the dIScussion m §3 3, above, some of the studies (such as the Swedish report)
emphasise the Importance of context They pomt out that while there may well be very good reasons for
seekmg ways to encourage the financIal sustamablhty of proJects, It IS always necessary to be aware of
the dangers of VleWmg project sustamablhty m IsolatIon In short, there IS little merit m workmg to
achIeve and praise the sustamabillty of discrete projects If these remam Islands of development out of
touch WIth and not linked to the wIder context

3 5 Cost-effectIveness

A consIstent theme across the studies (at least those whIch address the Issue) IS that cost effectiveness
IS far from easy to assess (Dal1lsh study) because of lack of data (US, Dutch, UK, Fml1lsh and Swedish
studies) As a result, few studies prOVide detaIled data Imk1l1g together costs and benefits of the 28
studies undertaken by the two UK projects only one produced detailed quantitatIVe data The F1l1111sh and
Swedish studies provIde httle assessment of costs and benefits

Nevertheless, some of the studies drew their own (more qualitatIvely based) Judgements on the balance
between costs and benefits When comments have been drawn, the dommant view was that for the
majority of the projects exammed, the benefits were deemed to have exceeded the costs outlaId Typical
would be the first UK study whIch made some general comments thus m five of the projects, the benefits
clearly exceeded the costs of achlevmg them In five others the objectives were acl1leved, but at a high
cost of staffing and resources In the two projects which failed to meet their objectives the costs far
exceeded the benefits For the rema1l1mg four projects, It was difficult to make precIse Judgments, either
because the project was relatively new or because the data was 1l1SUfficient

Most bullish IS the Australian study where assessments by the NGOs themselves mdlcated that only 3
per centJudged their projects to have had costs wl1lch were excessive m relatIOn to the benefits achIeved
However, tillS was one area where the mdependent assessors disagreed most often WIth NGO personnel
though overall only two out of25 projects were Judged to have produced benefits 1l1sufficlent m relation
to the expendIture outlaid Ul1Iquely, the first US study drew (generally adverse) comparisons between
cost-effectiveness and sustamabllity, argumg that projects rankmg high m terms of direct benefit/cost
relatIons did not necessarlIy have hIgh scores for benefit contmuatlon or for benefit growth (1979 45)

Some ofthe studies made comparatIve comments about NGO and offiCial aid projects m term5 of cost
effectIveness Overall, the comments were favourable to NGOs though they tended to focus more on
explammg why NGO projects were more cost effectIve than on provldmg eVidence to confirm that they
were' Thus, the Dal1lsh study stated that NGO projects were cheaper than Da11lda projects because
profeSSIonal staff were cheaper to 11Ire a pomt confirmed m the Dutch study AddItIOnally the Dutch
study pOinted to two other factors greater commitment to projects by NGOs and what was termed 'hIgh
Involvement Some the SwedIsh country studies drew comparisons between the NGO projects exammed
and host government interventions In one case In ZImbabwe It was pOinted out that an NGO project to
proVide clean water cost only one tenth a comparable government project The Dal1lsh study argued that
one reason by NGOs were more cost effective was because their projects were smaller In scale and thus
less vulnerable to making bIg mistakes For Its part, the Dutch study concluded that multi sectoral
programmes tended to be less cost-effectIve than smgle/smaller projects because of far lower overheads

What about comparisons With offiCial aid programmes? Accordmg to the review ofNorwegian offiCial
aid, It was not pOSSible to analyse the cost effectIveness of 40 per cent of projects analysed and the study
concluded that only 25 per cent were cost-effective (Norbye and Ofstad, 1994 58) The NGO data
contamed m these studIes, crude and quahtatlvely though most of It IS, certainly prOVides no worse a
picture than thiS, and probably one that IS far better
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The studies made the pomt that cost benefit analysIs appears novel to some NOOs, and that overall costs
are usually higher than NOOs believe them to be For mstance, the Dutch study concludes that most

NGOs have no clear Sight mto the relatIOnship between costs and benefits of what they undertake, and
that mterest m these matters IS small and It IS not appreciated when further questIOns are put on matters
of costs and benefits While a number of studies suggested that NGOs needed to focus more on
cost/benefit Issues, lIttle gUIdance was given or recommendatIons made about what should be done
However, both the 1988 US and the Dutch studies advised agamst Imposmg a monolIthic approach on
all NOOs, mSlstmg that the methods selected needed to be tempered to each PVOINOO what was
stressed was more for NOOs to undertake country-based effectiveness studIes for themselves than for
donors (or others) to Impose methods on them

3 6 InnovatIon and fleXibility

A strength attnbuted to NOOs mvolved m development IS that they are characterised by flexibilIty
Relatedly, NOO mterventlOns are claimed to be mnovatlve These characteristics were discussed m a
number of the studies, though the US studIes did not really address these Issues What conclUSIOns were
drawn?

Not surprlsmgly, the Norwegian study cautIOns agamst makmg generalIsatIons on NOOs' flexibility not
least because orgal1lsatlons develop over tIme In strong contrast, the Canadian study argues that NOOs
are generally mnovatlve shown by their abilIty to apply orlgmal low-cost solutIOns and theIr ability to
adapt, though few firm examples are provided The area under discussIOn was another of those, however,
where NOOs tended to disagree qUIte markedly With the vIew ofexternal assessors 92 per cent ofNOO
personnel rated NOOs hIgh m relatIOn to mnovatlOn but half the external assessors disagreed

Between these two more extreme pOSitIOns, the first UK study mamtamed that over half (nme out of 16)
of the projects exammed contamed some features whIch could be deSCribed as mnovatlve, though no
defimtlOns of mnovatlOn were prOVided m the study and It was acknowledged that most mnovatlons
tended to consist ofapplymg tned approaches to new (different) SituatIOns ThiS was also a pomt raIsed
m the Canadian study In general, the Fmmsh and SwedIsh studies are more cntlcal the Fmmsh study
argued that there was lIttle eVidence of 1I1l10vatlOn m the projects exammed whIle the Swedish study
argued that most NOO mterventlOns tend to follow prevmlmg trends 10 development

However the view that most NOO development mterventlOns tend not to be mnovatlve Itself needs to be
put II1tO context Thus the SwedIsh study proVides a nch crop of examples ofNOO mterventlOns which
wele mnovatlve, suggestmg that not a few NOO mterventlOns are mnovatlve The mnovatlons which
were encountered mcluded the development ofsign languages for deaf people 111 Kenya, the creation of
a wntten alphabet for mdlgenous people m BolIVia, the elaboration oftheraples for mentally handIcapped
young people m IndIa, and a new approach to provldmg clean water and samtatlon at the VIllage level
m Zimbabwe A common feature of these examples was the manner m which they were all grounded m
some form of partiCipation With the benefiCiaries As for the reasons for the mnovatlOns, the Zimbabwe
country case study argued that a major contributory factor was the prior research which had been
undertaken m other words the mnovatlOns did not 'Just happen'

A final pomt to note IS that two studies (the Danish and the AustralIan) expressed some concern about
potential negative effects which donor fundmg ofNOO development mltlatlves mIght have on their
ability to mnovate and be fleXible Thus the Damsh study argued that Dal1lda fundmg already cOl1stramed
ml1ovatlOn the AustralIan study that greater offiCial aid fundlllg would m future reduce NOOs ability
to milovate
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3 7 ReplIcabdIty and scalIng-up

27

The Issues of potential replIcablllty and the scalIng up ofNGO development mltIatlVes did not feature
very prommently 111 these donor studies, perhaps not surprlsll1gly as they focused on discrete projects and
not longer term and wider Issues Many did not address these Issues at all and the level of diSCUSSion was
far more shallow and superficial than has been eVident 111 some recent NGO and lll1ked research
1llitlatives (see Edwards and Hulme, 1992 and 1995) FIVe separate POll1ts are made, almost al1 of which
are negative or pessimistic 111 tone Thus It IS argued that

I NGOs have a lImited ability to scale up their development efforts (Australia)
2 Where scalIng-up has occurred It has tended to lead to an acceleration of management problems

because of a failure to adapt to the demands of a larger orgal1lsatlOn (second UK study)
3 NGOs often have a poor record of replIcablllty because NGOs have few lInks with other

orgal1lsatlOns (Swedish study)
4 NGOs have lIttle 1I1tentlon of replIcating their development activities and so replIcatIOn tends to

occur mostly by USing the same approach In a different area Without much assessment ofwhether tlus
IS necessanly a good thing (first UK study)

Fifth and final1y, the earlIest US study contends not merely that NGO development projects are not sUited
to replIcation but that 111 general they should not be replicated Thus It IS argued that most projects were
small and most would not be sUited to massive duplIcatIOn 111 terms of comparable size 111 numerous other
COmmUl1ltles The ones that work best and generate most Impact tend to be well adapted to specific
environments Furthermore they are often shaped and led by 1I1dlvlduals With unusual If not ul1lque
qualIties

recognlsmg thiS It makes lIttle sense to attempt a carbon copy ofone prOject In a different setting
ThiS IS equally true ofattempts to mtroduce a multiplIer factor mcreaslng prOject Inputs without
allowlngfor the need to modify their content and relatlve weights (1979 85)

38 Gender

With the exceptIon of many of the US studies, the Issue of gender features In al1 the studies examll1ed
DISCUSSion tended predom1l1antly to be based on qualItative assessments

Did the NGO projects examll1ed lead to Improvements for women? There seemed to be Wide differences
of 0p11110n 111 relatIOn both to Improvements 111 IIv1l1g standards and to the more difficult task of
enhancmg the status ofwomen 111 SOCieties which dlscrlmmated agall1st them Greatest Unal1lmlty ofview
related to what was predommantly seen as a large gap between a comparatively great expectation ofwhat
might have been acllJeved and what turned out to be more modest outcomes m practice ThiS was the
view of both the Bntlsh studies the Swedish and the Canadian study

Most studies concluded that m spite of strong articulatIOn of the need to mcorporate a gender dllnenslon
mto NGO development projects, the results have been extremely modest The Dutch study argued there
was httle hard eVidence With which to draw firm conclUSIOns Where successes were recorded they were
most commonly found III relation to more IInmedlate and tangible gams for women, what clearly was
provmg most difficult was to mtroduce schemes which had a posItIve and short term Impact on the status
of women IIvmg 111 societIes and culture wluch were perceIved to be diSCriminatory to them

Within thiS overall context the studies produced qUIte a Wide range of assessments At one extreme was
the Kenyan case study conducted as part of the SwedIsh report, thiS concluded that the results were
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'nnpresslve' gOlllg beyond the mere targetmg ofwomen Relatedly, the Austrahan study recorded 63 per
cent of NGOs behevmg the results had had a 'very beneficial' Impact on women In contrast, the
EthlOplan/Fmnlsh study (led by Fmnlsh female evaluators) concluded that gender Issues were 'severely
neglected', whIle the 21mbabwelUK study (also led by a female evaluator) Judged that In some cases
(perhaps by focusmg on tradItIOnal actiVIties) the projects tended to remforce lI1equahtles and this makes
It more difficult to address wider Issues, a conclusIOn also reached by the (male-led) Zimbabwe/Dutch
study For their part, the (confidential) German studies tended to support tIllS conclusIOn

The DanIsh and Austrahan studies examllled the plannIng stages of projects The former concluded that
thele was very httle eVidence of mcorporatmg gender Issues mto projects at the plannmg stages wIllie
the Austrahan study Judged that 1Il (only) 61 per cent of projects were women dIrectly lIlvolved a
number ofNGOs deemed the Issue to be 'not relevant' Yet the Austrahan Review Team concluded that
m many cases projects had a positIve Impact on women despite their lack of mvolvement 1Il ploject
plannll1g

3 9 Envlronmentallmpact

Like gender, the envIronment has evolved to become a promlllent cross-cuttmg Issue 1Il development III

the last decade and thiS has led a number of donor studies of NGO development Impact to ask about
environmental Impact Like gender, too, It IS an Issue whIch NGOs are eager to state IS Important, m
some cases central, to their developmental endeavours The majonty of donor studies revIewed here
addressed envIronmental Issues, mostly askmg questIOns (hke the Austrahan study) about whether the
projects exammed protected and/or enhanced the environment In almost all cases whde answers were
proVIded there was httle depth of analYSIS, the exceptIOns bemg m some of the country case studies

FIve clusters of answers were given One (gIven m the Dutch study) mamtamed that environmental
Impact was satisfactory or (put more negatively) that the NGO programmes do not seem to constitute
an additIOnal burden to the environment (p 72) A second answer was that there was httle environmental
analySIS undertaken (at any stage of the project cycle), not least because environmental Impact was
conSidered largely Irrelevant to the project(s) m questIOn However, thirdly, some studies (for example
the Canadian and the Fmlllsh ones) argued that a major reason why the environment was conSidered so
'lIghtly' by NGOs was not merely because of the margmallmportance of the Issue but both because an
environmental assessment was not conSIdered and because there was not sufficIent knowledge about how
to mcorporate environmental factors mto appraIsal and mOllltormg The Kenya/Swedish study mcluded
two projects which had been estabhshed to respond to envIronmental degradation but even here no
environmental Impact assessment had been carned out (Smclalr and Abuom, 1995 35)

ThIS leads to the fourth type ofeVidence which was that, largely because oftllls Ignorance, eVidence was
found of projects whICh had a negative effect on the environment but whIch had not been sufficiently
noticed by the project Implementers an mcome generatmg project m rural ZImbabwe (m the Swedish
study) burnt firewood from a depleted forest Without much thought about replenIshment However, these
envIronmentally worrymg projects constituted a mlllonty (two out of 19 m the Dutch project) and largely
because the projects were small the environmental damage was mInimal

FIfth and finally, however, the studies did find examples of projects (agam a small mmonty) which were
exemplary m terms of envIronmental analySIS or envIronmental Impact, for mstance dam constructIOn
1Il ZlInbabwe as documented m the Swedish case study
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Even more recently than concern with gender and envIronmental Issues has been donor II1terest 111

democracy Issues However, even m post-1992 studIes, by no means all studies have mcluded an attempt
to assess NGO development projects m relatIOn to democratIc benchmarks and cIvil sOCIety
strengthenmg the SwedIsh study mcluded an attempt, the AustralIan study dId not Thus, the Issue IS
only addressed by a mll10nty of studies the Dutch, Canadian SwedIsh and Norwegian studies

The Dutch study aptly sums up the extent and depth ofknowledge to emerge from the studIes as a whole
that NGOs have a posItive commitment to the Issues, that the Impact IS modest, but that there IS lIttle hard
eVidence and no mdlcators wIth whIch to Judge progress or performance The Canadian study argues that
NGOs do help to strengthen cIvil society but that an 111 depth study IS needed to analyse this 111 more
depth For ItS part, the Norwegian study mall1tall1s more sceptically that there IS no eVIdence that as a
group NGOs further democracy or pluralIsm

Movmg from the general to the particular, and m strong contrast, a number of the country case studies
mall1tam qUIte strongly that NGO projects which have been put m place speCIfically to encourage the
democratIc process or to challenge undemocratic features of society and the polIty have been remarkably
successful Examples would be the Nicaragua/Fmlllsh study, the BolIVIa/Swedish study and, more
recently, the EC's special programme on South Afnca (SPM Consultants, 1996) However, the latter
study Illustrates the Wider difficulty of assessmg the contnbutlOn of thIs particular programme to the
Wider objectIves LIttle concrete eVidence IS provIded to support the conclusIOn that there IS a consensus
amongst all the people Involved that It has had a significant positive Impact on polztlcal development
In the country (1996 39) 18

3 11 Factors contnbutmg to project success and fadures

For some (donors and NGOs), an understandmg of those factors which contnbute to project success and
which Impede project performance are often seen as equally, If not more, Important than sImply analysmg
Impact ThIs IS because recordmg what has happened IS Viewed as mere 11IStOry, tryll1g to analyse why
thmgs happened IS seen IS some gUIde to enhanclllg future performance What IS particularly mterestll1g
about tlllS group ofdonor-commissioned studies IS not merely that many of the studIes are packed WIth
vIews about those factors deemed to be Important for achlevmg success m development or responsible
for failure, but an eagerness to attnbute reasons for dlffermg performance contrasts sharply WIth a
general reluctance to prOVide a firm vIew on Impact The purpose ofthls sectIOn IS to summanse the more
general factors seen as Important mfluences on Impact, lack of space prevents a fuller diSCUSSion of
different types of mterventlon or dIfferent sub sectors 19

There are many dIfferent ways m whIch It might be pOSSible to gather the mformatlon contamed m the
ten donor studies Il1 order to IdentIfy the different factors said to contnbute to project and programme
success For the purposes of thIS synthesIs the simplest approach was chosen namely to produce a lIst
of the different factors whIch the different studies deem to be Important and count the frequency WIth
whIch these different factors are mentIOned

Before the analySIS IS presented It IS Important to note that the studIes are not consistent 111 relation to the
prommence they each give to seekmg explanations of dlffermg performance Thus, some studies, most

1B These sorts of Issues are discussed more fully In the Chilean case study to thiS Report see AppendiX 11

19 These Issues are discussed further In Chapter 5
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notably some of the U11Ited States studies, place major emphasIs on trymg to understand and seek
answers to dlffermg performance Others - examples would be the Canadian and Norwegian studies 
devote lIttle space to IdentIfymg specIfic causes for dlffermg performance Most of the rest are more
open ended drawIng attentIOn to and dlscussmg dIfferent Issues If they are deemed to be Important
Hence, It should be noted that the 'scores' recorded are not necessanly a wholly accurate gUide to all
possible factors Influencmg performance they thus need to be viewed wlthm thIS conte'(t

Box 3 3 provIdes a IIstmg of 15 different factors which the reports record as the specIfic factors mamly
responsible for NGO development mterventlOns performmg well or performmg badly These 15 factors
are sub diVided mto three clusters The first cluster consists ofeight factors which are mentIOned m more
than three donor studieS The second cluster consists ofJust one factor which was mentIOned III two
donor studies, and the thIrd cluster comprises the remammg Sl'( factors which are only mentIOned III one
study The next few paragraphs diSCUSS these 10 turn

3 111 EJlternal factors and lInks outSide the proJe"t

The first of the two most frequently occurrmg factors attflbutable to project success relates to factors
outSide the project Two sorts of Issues are mentIOned here The first IS the context or settmg of the
development project or programme A number of more speCIfic factors are mentioned as elements
which wdl contflbute to project success These are the country 1I1 which the project IS located, the
overall level of development, and the level ofdevelopment of the benefiCiaries, the regIOn m which
the project or programme IS located, and the general development background, most particularly
whether the area, regIOn or economy m which the NGO project or programme IS located IS expandmg
and growmg or contractmg Thus, the Australian study IdentIfies the lack of a strategIC perspective
as a weak reason for fadure while the Swedish study argues that msufficlent attention IS often placed
on thmkmg strategically and realistically about the development opportul1ltles III the areas where the
NGOs work, addmg that (p 95)

one ofthe most crltlcal factors In determining the outcome ofthe prOject IS the context wlthlll
which It IS bemg Implemented and In particular the extent to which the project IS coherent and
relevant Within that particular context Projects that do not buzld on processes ofeconomic and
soczal activity and change that are abeady underway nor on priOrity conce111S ofthe people
with whom the project IS ostenSibly working stand less chance ofmaking much ofan Impact far
less a sustained Impact

Two related conclUSIOns can be drawn from hlghhghtmg these external Illfluences on project
performance The first IS that one should be careful about comparmg the performance of NGO
development projects 1I1 dIfferent geographical locatIOns, and m dIfferent SOCIO economic and
political settmgs, and even 10 different time peflods The second IS that the fact that external factors
are so mfluentlal clearly prOVides msufficlent InformatIOn With which to draw overarchmg policy
conclUSIons For example, that fact that It IS more difficult, more costly and less easy to proVIde clean
water to villages In hIlly Nepal than It IS 10 south India IS unlikely to lead to the conclUSIOn that
villagers 1I1 Nepal should not be helped
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Box 3 3 The factors contrlbutmg to or Impedmg success of
NGO development projects or programmes
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Name of factor

Cluster A melltlOlled lit three or more dOllor studies

1= E"-ternal factors and lmks outside the project

I= Competent/professIOnal staff

3 Involvement of the beneficlanes /
respondmg to local need

4= Overall VISion

4= Good project design and good planmng

4= InstitutIOnal capacity adequate management,
finance and admmlstratlon and
local capacity

Frequency no of donor studies

7

7

6

5

5

5

7 The sector 4

8 Knowledge of other expenences/
documentation and research/the ablltty to network 3

Cluster B melltlOlled III at least two dOllor studies

9 SufficIent funds

Cluster C mentlOlled III ollly olle dOllor study

10 The ablltty to stay small

II Sufficient tune to achieve objectives

12 The heterogeneity of different NGG mterventIons

13 Rehglolls/membershlp or other affiliation

14 Decldmg not to replicate

15 In-country presence

2
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The second contextual factor of Importance concerns the Imks which the NGO estabhshes wIth
mstltutlOns and orgamsatlOns beyond the project or programme boundanes What needs to be noted
here IS that these lInks can affect the project 10 many ways they mIght enhance overall and longer
term Impact, but equally they mIght hmder performance Thus It IS argued that poor project
performance can arIse If the NGO falls to make contact wIth relevant go.emment officials, other
NGOs or other donors work109 sometImes wIth the same beneficIanes but at least wlthm the same
locality Relatedly, the Uganda/FlOland study records an lOstant where one project (manufacturmg
and sellmg cement tIles) was seemmgly successful because the proJel-t beneficmnes were the maIO
purchasers of the tIles, but sales dropped markedly when the project met, and failed to compete wIth,
the external market However, the studIes also cite mstances where links made with mdlvlduals and
mstltutlons outsIde the project Impeded rather than enhanced project performance TillS was because
these Imkages restncted the abIlity of the project to challenge the prevaIlIng power structures

3 11 2 Competent, professIOnal staff

The second of the two most frequently occurring factors attnbutable to project success relates to the
skills of the people 111 the orgamsatlon executmg the project or programme The POll1t made IS self
eVIdent It IS very dIfficult to Implement a project wIthout the necessary skIlls and by ImplIcatIon
the more complex the mterventlon bemg attempted the greater IS the need to ensure that the staff are
adequately qualified The CanadIan study argued that the quality and competence of the NGO staff
were the key to success, more common was reference to staff 'motivatIOn' which the studies
confirmed tended to be far stronger than 10 government departments

However, there are some linked Implications whIch need to be noted The first IS that when NGO
project failure occurs, thiS has not mfrequently been assocIated wIth organIsatIOns sWitch109 from
emergency to development work wIthout adequate skIlls or suffiCIent trammg Second, and relatedly,
project failure has been associated wIth generalist NGOs tryll1g theIr hand at a number of actIvItIes
wIthout adequate trammg Thirdly, as NGOs (and donors) have become mcreasmgly aware of both
the compleXity of the development process and the Importance of benefiCIary participatIon (see
below) the range of skills necessary has tended to expand and become more demand109 of both
mdlVlduals and of orgamsatlons

3 11 3 Involvement of the beneficIanes and respondmg to local need

The Importance of II1volvmg the beneficIanes and respond109 to local needs IS hIgh on the lIst of
attrIbutes for successful development II1terventlon mentIOned by NGOs 20 It IS therefore, of mterest
to note the Importance given to thiS factor by the donor-commissioned studIes At one level the
polIcy ImplicatIons are SImple and clear become mvolved m development programmes wlllch are
respond109 to clearly artIculated local need and which mvolve the beneficmnes, not least because
such projects are far more lIkely to be sustamable

However, the studies are less clear 111 outlInmg preCIsely how the benefiCiarIes ought to be mvolved,
that IS, the nature of theIr mvolvement and the mtenslty of It Part of the reason for thIS IInpreClSlOn
would appear to he m the gap between donor studIes whICh conclude that the benefiCIarIes need to
be mvolved 111 projects and some qUite stndent CrItiCIsm ofNGOs because of failures 111 relatIOn to
partIcIpatIon Thus, the Damsh study argues that NGOs are no better than offiCIal aid agencies m
establIshmg 'real partIcIpatIOn' (p 191), the Fmmsh study that there was really no eVidence of

20 See Chapter 4 below
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beneficiary participation m the pre-project phase, the Swedish study that the extent of participatIOn
was 'dlsappomtmg', with the rhetoric commonly exceedmg the realIty and 'lIttle or no eVidence of
commul1lty based planl1lng' (p 80) Indeed, the Nepal/Fmland study and India/Sweden country
studies found eVidence of top-down non-participatory projects and an attitude of paternalIsm (we
know best) among some Implementmg NGOs Nonetheless, It IS also Important to pomt to examples
of extensive partiCipation leadmg to slgl1lficant successes, such as the UBV project discussed m the
BolIvIa/Sweden case study

What IS also mterestmg IS that some of the donor studies appear critical, or questlonmg, of too much
participation Thus most of the Nepal and Indian projects criticised for their non-participatory nature
appear to have at least a satisfactory Impact Relatedly, the Swedish study argues that a form of
partnerslllp with a local orgal1lsatlOn which mvolved It makmg all the decIsions would be far from
Ideal and that If Swedish NGOs expressed their views more strongly, the qualIty of projects could
well mcrease (p 82) Equally, the second UK study argues that however great the degree of
partiCipation m a proJect, If the project management IS poor and the external circumstances
unfavourable, no amount of partiCipatIOn will overcome these constramts (Surr, 1995 29)

A final, and Important, pomt which needs to be highlIghted was the extent to which the term
partiCipation was used, and usually referred to m posItive terms, without much diSCUSSIOn - m many
cases no diSCUSSIOn - of what benefiCiary partiCipatIOn precisely meant It IS certamly odd that so
much stress should be laid on a factor whose meanmg was often qUite obscure

3 11 4 Overall VISIOn

A cluster ofclosely lmked factors are mcluded under the term 'overall vIsIOn' Thus It IS argued (m
the first US study for mstance) that NGOs whIch have a clear view oftheir purpose and how It mIght
be aclueved tend to perform better than those which do not, not least because they are lIkely to spend
more time on pre-project plannmg Equally, the Dutch study argues that NGOs which focus on a
small number of speCIfic tasks or Issues tend to perform better than NGOs with a Wider remit, while
the Swedish study appeals for greater coherence m projects and project deSign Similarly the
Canadian study Identifies too broad objectives as a key weakness of many prOjects the external
assessors Judged that less than half (43 per cent) the NGOs were clearly focused on what they did
and had a clear mission statement

3 11 5 Project deSIgn and good overall planmng

In many ways VISIOn and narrow focus are lInked to the Importance placed on project deSIgn and
planl1lng Major weaknesses ofprojects can often be traced back to poor deSign projects put together
hUrriedly or even to projects commencmg which should either have not been Implemented or ought
to have been Implemented m different ways The Dal1lsh study refers to the lack of capacity m
project preparation as a most urgent problem Clearly thIS pomt also links m to the Issue of
partiCipation a feature of most of the studIes (Fml1lsh the first UK study, the Dutch, AustralJan
European Commission and Swedish studIes) has been the failure of NGOs to diSCUSS potential
projects With benefiCiaries ThiS array of weaknesses at the plannmg stages led the first UK, the
Dutch and the Fml1lsh studies to propose that more funds at the pre-project/appraisal stage should
be made available to address these weaknesses
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3 11 6 Institutional capacity adequate management, finance and administratIOn and local
capacity

Lmked to the need to th1l1k clearly about what to do, and the Importance of hav1I1g staff competent
to execute projects comes the 1I1stitutlOnai capacity of the orgal1lsatlon executmg the project Thus,
It IS not surpnsmg that the studies place emphasIs on the need to ensure that there IS sufficient abIlity
to manage and admmlster projects and ensure that funds are used effiCiently these Issues are stressed
m the two UK studies, most of the Ul11ted States studies, the Canadian, Dal11sh and the Austrahan
study For mstance, the Canadian study Identifies hmlted management competence as one of four
key weaknesses The 21mbabwelNorweglan study pmpomts weaknesses m what IS termed second
tier management personnel (Moyo, 1994)

As noted above (§3 I), mstltutlonal capacity bUlldmg IS mcreasmgly considered not merely a factor
mfluencmg the success of mdlvldual projects - stronger capacity leadmg to more successful projects
and weaker capacity contnbutmg to poorer project outcomes - but has been held out as an objectIVe
ofNGO development assistance However, the studIes reviewed provIde httle firm and consistent
eVIdence across donor countnes of the mam charactenstlcs of mstitutions whIch are Important
beyond the labellIng of Issues of Importance such as management, admmlstratlOn and finance A
more focused exception IS a Untted States study, Acceleratmg InstltutlOnal Development (Bureau
for Food For Peace and Voluntary ASSistance, 1989) TIllS notes that analySIS of mstltutlOnal
development IS highly complex, though It feels able to lIst the fol1owmg attnbutes which were
repeatedly present m stronger affihate orgal1lsatlons (p 2)

chansmatlc leadershIp and the ablhty to attract and retam good sel110r staff,
a communtty base for support,
a communtcatlOn and connectIOns network, natlOnal1y and mternatlOnal1y,
an mstitutlOnal VISion, goals, strategies, coupled With a flexIble management mformatlon system,
a dIversified portfoho of finanCial sources of mcome

The Canadian study also mentIOns the Importance of commul1lty based support However, what IS
perhaps most mterestmg about the Canadian study IS the extent to which It challenges the
mcreasmgly popular view that northern NGOs are eager to mvolve themselves m capaclty-bul1dmg
mltlatlves It both challenges the view and argues that NGOs are not particularly good at It though
provIdmg httle firm data to support the conclUSIOns drawn (page VII)

the contributIOn Canadian NGOs make toward remforcmg mstltutlOnal capabllztzes of their
southern par tners IS small In fact NGOP (the NGO programme) IS not deSigned to do so many
Canadzan NGOs are mcapable or heSitant to undertake mstltutlOnal development programmes
azmed at their southern par tners In many mstances Canadzan NGOs have mdlcated It was not
their poliCy to prOVide thiS type ofsupport or sazd they did not have the resources to do so

3 11 7 The sector

A number of studies suggest that success IS more hkely to occur With NGO projects m partICular
sectors or sub sectors Most broadly, the studIes suggest that the lIkelIhood of success IS hkely to be
stronger m sectors m which NGOs have had longest expenence, frequently pmpomted as the SOCIal
sectors, With speCific mentIOn made of educatIOn and health projects Poor marks are receIved for
NGO projects mvolvmg mtegrated rural development projects, not least because of theIr
comple:>"lties projects WIth cooperatives and trammg projects Income generatmg projects tended
to score well m terms of ralsmg mcomes, and e"i:tremely poorly when the benefits were assessed
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agamst the often substantial costs outlaid Credit and mIcro finance work scored well when executed
by specialised groups, though repayment problems occurred here especially with young and
experIenced staff However, It was also far from uncommon for exceptions to be cited to these broad
trends

3 11 8 Knowledge, research and networkmg

Three studies - the Dalllsh and the first UK and SwedIsh studies - argue that performance will be
likely to be enhanced to the extent that NGOs are aware of the successes and failure of other NGOs
and that they have the funds and capacity to undertake or learn from recent or ongomg research
These two pomts are Imked to networkmg the relative IsolatIOn ofNGOs and lack of knowledge due
to relatIve and absolute Isolation IS pmpomted as slglllficant causes of project weaknesses

Relatedly, a number of studies (such as the Fmlllsh and SwedIsh) dIscuss the linkages and networks
established, or m most cases not established, between NGOs and donor agencIes The Swedish study
m particular argues that mutual Ignorance by both NGOs and donors about the development work
of the other means that potentIal gams and synergies are constantly mIssed and overlooked

3 11 9 SuffiCient funds

As noted m Box 3 3, two donor studies mentIon a shortage of funds as an Impedlluent to further
proJel,.t success Thus both the Dutch and the first UK study argue that an absolute shortage of funds
can and sometimes does Impede Impact, Implymg that If donors were (cautIOusly) to provide
additIOnal funds m some circumstances thiS would enhance Impact In the case of the Dutch study,
specific mention IS made of the need to mcrease orgalllsatlOnal costs

31110 The ability to stay small

UllIquely, the first UllIted States study (Barclay et al) argues that NGO successes m development
are linked to the small sIze and scale oftheir activItIes It contends that growth reduces the flexibility
ofNGOs which It IS assumed IS a necessary mgredlent for success A more common vIew IS that
when they grow, NGOs need to ensure that they have the mstltutlonal capacity to Implement more
and/or larger projects

3 11 11 Other factors raised by studies of one donor

FIve other factors are mentIOned by dIfferent donors The Dalllsh study argues that often project
failure IS due to the shortage ofhme gIven to achieve project objectives It also mamtams that one
of the reasons for NGO successes hes m the heterogeneity ofNGOs which mcreases the hkelthood
ofa better fit between development needs and an NGO able to meet that need Two of the Swedish
country studies argue that rehglOus affihatlon and/or membership ofa particular groupmg such as
a trade ulllon can often be factors whIch contrIbute to success of projects although the pomt IS

argued negatively More speCifically, It IS stated that common membership or reltglOus affiltatlOn
especially between northern and southern NGOs adds an additIOnal layer of bmdmg helpmg to
mamtam Itnks If or when relatIOnshIps become stramed

Fmally the first US study argues agamst rephcatlOn thus reploducmg carbon copies ofsuccessful
small pvo projects IS not a realzstlc optIOn nor a defensible use ofscarce human and matelwl
resources Equally Important It Will not produce comparable Illipact III most of the new :>ettmgs
where It IS attempted (1979 6)
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THE COUNTRY AND DONOR CASE STUDIES

4 1 Introduction
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As noted earlier donor-commissIOned evaluatIOns constItute only a part of the total number of evaluatIOn
and lInked studies which help to throw lIght on the Impact of NGO development interventIOns The
accompanyIng volume to this Report - and over three times as long as this Report - provides a wealth
of data and informatIOn on the Impact and methods used In a sample of 12 dIfferent countnes beyond
these donor commissIOned studies The major purpose of thiS chapter IS to provide a summary of what
the 13 country and donor case studies tell us about the Impact of NGO development interventIOns In
some cases, the informatIOn contained In these studies IS supplemented by data and comment from
studies undertaken beyond thiS lIterature Before these summanes are presented we draw attentIOn to
some of the major areas where there IS either agreement or an indicatIOn of some differences between
the fmdmgs from the country and donor case studies and the fmdmgs of the donor commissIOned studies
discussed In Chapter 3 above

The predomInant ImpressIOn gaIned from reviewing the donor/country case studies IS the deg[ee of
consistency and overlap between the donor commissIOned and other studIes In terms of Impact and
reasons for successes and fmlures There [S .lIsa considerable agreement about the gaps that need to be
fIlled and current weaknesses not least In relatIon to enhanCing mst[tutlOnal and capacIty-bUlldmg
InItIatIves The follOWIng provIde some of the main examples of these common themes

Many of the reports are of varying qualIty with fewer m-depth studies Most would appear to be
lIght on analysIs lIght on ngour and lIght on explanatIOns for how the conclusIOns were drawn Yet
In contrast, some are outstandmgly good

As with the donor commIssIOned studIes there IS a paucity of detmled information provIded on
Impact not least because of data madequacles

The donor/country studies tend to confirm the view that NGOs seem to be more successful when
Implementmg SOCial projects delIverIng services and considerably less successful when movmg Into
the economic sphere Relatedly generalIst NGOs tend to be poorer at more techmcal mterventlOns
than specialIst ones lInked especially to staff competence generalIst NGOs with suffICiently
qualIfied staff do achieve sImIlar Impacts The Belgian French and Chilean studies focus on these
Issues confmnmg the conclusIOns of an mfluentIallO depth study by Thom'ls CarroII (1992)

Trade-offs between poverty and sustalOablhty are generally confIrmed

The lack of poverty analysIs IS generally confirmed with some notable exceptions ansmg 111

Bangladesh

The paucity of data on cost-effectIveness [S strongly confirmed

Credit studies reviewed are probably less optImIStIC than the thrust of the donor-commissioned
studies at least than the USAID studle~ WhIle poverty reach IS generally seen as good espeCially
for women, there are clear exceptIOns confirmed by a recent study by the ASian Development Bank
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(1994) Weaknesses highlIghted mclude high admmlstratlve costs and possibly firmer eVIdence to
suggest a trade-off between poverty reach and financial susta1l1abilIty

The studies confirm the Importance of the wider context In influencing project outcome, also
supporting a vIew expressed 111 Carroll's study (1992) The Bangladesh and Brazlllan studies argue
for an extremely wide contextual assessment, wIllIe the UK study quotes one major study as argumg
that 10sufficlent attentIOn IS stIli given to the external context A major mternatlOnal study on NGO
mvolvement m sustamable agricultural development mamtams that NGOs have to try to mfluence
government polIcy If they Wish to have a slglllficant mfluence on mcome levels (Farrington et at
1993)

The Importance attached to, but often the lack of mformatlOn about, precisely how to enhance the
mstltutlOnal strength and capacity of Implementmg orgamsatlons IS generally confirmed Indeed,
there IS eVidence to suggest that NGOs are often more self Critical than donors m relatIOn to work
m thiS area

In addition to the confirmatIOn of these conclUSIOns, the donor/country case studies provide a number
of new Ideas, or give a dIfferent prommence or emphaSIS to themes and perspective contamed 10 the
donor commissioned studies The follow1l1g summarise these mam areas and Issues

A number of the country studies (Kenya Norway, the Netherlands and the UK) argue that NGOs
tend to be more Critical than donor-commissioned studies not so much 10 assess10g Impact but m
Illghhght10g weaknesses or down play10g strengths of NGO development mterventlons ThiS IS
largely to be explamed by the fact that historically NGO evaluatIOns have tended to take place for
operational purposes, so there IS usually a greater nuperatlve to address deficienCIes m order to
enhance future Impact rather than Simply to report results 'for the sake of It'

Relatedly, It IS apparent that a major reason why evaluatIOns (espeCially those known about by
donors) are commissIOned IS that current contracts are expiring and/or projects are entermg mto a
new phase Yet a growmg number ofNGOs expect evaluatIOns to lead to Improvements m Impact
and m their capacIties to mtervene

A number of the country studies state that It IS often difficult to get hold of evaluatIOn studies An
Important general reason for thIS IS that for many NGOs there has been httle Imperative to brlllg them
all together, Itself an mdlcator of the absence of a gene! at learnmg use of evaluatIOns In some cases,
too, there was a reluctance to share what were perceIved as mternal evaluatIOns With people outside
the orgalllsatlon ThiS reluctance, however, was more common m some countries (BrItam) than m
others - and not even an Issue m others (such as Norway) where there IS a strong tradItion of
openness The eVidence from the south was more mixed

The French study raises an Issue not seen 10 the donor commissioned studies 10 relatIOn to finanCial
sustamabllIty Thus, It IS argued that often benefiCiaries are not mterested m finanCial sustamablhty
as It IS m their lllterest to seek to mamtalll the flow of external funds for as long as funders are
wlllmg to proVide them

Another comment made III the French study IS that one needs to be wary of too readily assullllllg that
Illlpact should be Judged 111 relation to Illlprovement m hVlllg standards espeCially 111 the case ofvery
poor rural people ThiS IS because poor people are usually more mterested m risk mlllllllisation than
III 111COllle maXimisatIOn
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The donor/country case study eVidence would appear to give more prominence to the Importance of
NGG leadershIp as a factor mfluencll1g project success than do the donor commIssIoned studIes The
difference IS probably one more of degree than anything else thus donor studIes often group the
Issue of leadership with management, whereas It would appear more common for NGGs to focus on
leaderslllp as a dIstinct and different attnbute Influencmg project outcome

The Bangladesh study observes a major difference between many southern evaluatIOns and those
commissioned from the north m terms of the tune spent evaluatmg As southern evaluatIOns tend to
be longer processes, It IS argued, and supported by eVIdence from Bangladesh, they tend to be more
substantive studIes

Another (more perverse) findmg IS that the country studies would appear to give less promlllence to
networkmg and learmng from others as a factor mfluencmg proJcct outcome than many of the donor
COlTIlTIlsslOned studies However, the Issue IS not entirely absent It IS mentioned m both the Umted
States and Kenyan studIes It may be that the Issue IS considered so obvIOusly Important that ItS
absence should not be assessed as an omISSIOn at all

The roles of groups such as F3E III France (a jomt inItIatIve of the French MUlIstry and several
leadll1g NGGs) and REMAPP 111 Bntall1 need to be highlIghted as Important focuses for promotmg
mterest m and sharmg informatIOn on Impact and methods

Fmally, there IS strong eVidence In a number of countnes largely northcrn countnes, of growmg
mterest by NGGs 111 undertakmg syntheSIS studies III order to learn more about Impact What IS
different WIth donor commissioned studIes IS that NGGs appear to be keener to learn from what theIr
current and past studies have said about Impact, donors keener to commISSIon new studIes However,
whIle NGGs are certamly wIlling to share the results ofthelr own syntheSIS and thematic studies WIth
other NGGs, there IS lIttle eVIdence to suggest NGGs are wIllll1g to share theIr discrete project
evaluation studIeS even WIth other NGGs

4 2 France, BelgIUm and the European Commission

Though these three studIes used a range of matenal WIth which to try to form judgements on Impact, lack
oftIme and an Illabillty to assess the representativeness of the sample ofstudies examll1ed cautIon agamst
makmg WIder generalIsatIOns beyond the projects and programmes revIewed The French study estimates
that m the past five years some 500 evaluatIOns have been commIssIoned WhIle a number of thematic
studIes have been carned out whIch might have had the potentIal for denvmg firm conclusIOns, there
have been senous problems With the quality of a number of these, provldmg another reason to be wary
about the conclUSIons drawn A partIcularly stnkmg feature of the studIes undertaken, notably the French
ones IS the lack ofany slgmficant actIon taken as a result ofthe analyses undertaken or recommendations
made In general and consistent With other donor and country case studIes, the reports examllled are
e'(ccptlOnalIy weak In comlllg to firm Judgement about Impact, not least because of the lack of data With
which to form Judgements Though greater attentIOn IS gIven to effiCIency and effectIveness than to
Impact their focus IS mostly wlthm an accountabIlIty, rather than a development perspectIve

The mterests of both NGGs and donors m evaluatIOn processes IS Illustrated by the creatIOn III fiance
III the 1990s of a trust fund, F3E, co-financed by the French Government and NGGs to promote
assessment and assessment methods across larger and smaller NGGs, and by the agreement between the
Belgian Government and the NGG umbrella orgal11satlOn JOintly to commISSIOn evaluatIOns The case
of the FoundatiOn de France needs to be mentIOned as well as several years ago thIS orgamsatlOn began
an II1ltlatlve to encourage evaluation 111 the south, directly under the control of southern NGGs
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The followll1g pomts summarise the mam conclusIOns drawn 1I1 relation to particular themes and Issues
ralsed 111 the donor commissIOned studies

While some studies analyse projects through the pnsm of their poverty reach, the ovemdmg
conclUSIOn IS that very few NGOs undertake any analySIS to determme which groups are poor and
whether the project beneficlanes are among the poorest It remall1s.stlll. the assumptIOn that the
NGOs are workmg With the poor Some eVidence mdlcates that wealthier groups are bemg aSSisted,
though not even these would be tenned 'nch'

The studies tend to confirm the Wider view that NGO mterventlons are more successful when
focusmg on SOCial service provISIon and least successful when attemptmg to promote economic and
more productive type projects While mcome-generatmg projects are usually successful 111 terms of
creatmg additIOnal mcome, there IS often a sense that the project costs were cOl1Slderably m cxcess
of the mcome gall1s resultmg

ThiS cluster of reports throw an Il1terestmg hght on the hnk.ed Issues of risk, poverty and the nse 111

SOCIO economic status SpeCifically, the reports suggest that It IS frequently wrong to Judge the
Impact of projects for poor people m 11Igh risk areas on the baSIS of tangible and quantltatlvely
observable Improvements m their hVll1g standards TIllS IS because the poor people themselves have
a far greater mterest III the reduction and thus diverSification of risk rather than 111 mcome
maXIITIISatlon ThiS confirms the views expressed III some of the donor commissIOned studlcs such
as the UK/Znnbabwe and UK/Bangladesh studies (see MUIr, 1992 and White, 1991)

ThematiC studies on (rural) credit have been produced by both BelgIUm and the European
CommiSSIon Overall, the results are dlsappomtmg espeCially III terms of finanCial and IIlstltutlOnal
sustamablhty, notwlthstandmg the Il1crease m the mcomes of some which have often resulted
Reasons for fallure mclude a lack. of skills of those runnmg the programmes, poor management
wlthm Implementmg agencies and too high expectations that sustamable results m terms of
mamtammg mcreased mcome levels could be achieved m only a few years

Beyond credIt programmes, thiS group of studies confirms the Wider view that NGOs are faced With
a trade off between choosmg to work for poorer groups or choosmg to mtroduce a project which has
a greater chance ofbemg finanCially sustamable Relatedly, and confirmmg the view ofthe Swedish
donor commIssIOned study, It IS argued that projects have httle chance of bell1g finanCially
sustamable unless the Issue of such sustamabIllty IS addressed nght at the outset - at appralsal A
final Issue ralsed 111 relatIOn to finanCial sustamabIllty concerns a potentlal and not mfrequently a
real, tension between the beneficlanes and the Implementmg agency and funder Thus, while It may
be the deSire of the funder to achieve medIUm to long tenn finanCial sustamablhty, thiS IS often not
the alln of the beneficlanes EspeCially If the NGO IS provldmg funds over and above the level
received by non beneficlanes m the locahty, a prlonty for the beneficlanes IS often not to seek to
reduce their finanCial dependence on outSide funders, but rather to try to mamtam (and capture) the
flow of 'surplus funds for as long as pOSSible

The studies mclude CritICal comments on the Impact and effectiveness of mstltutlonal bUlldlllg
Il1ltlatlves provldmg eVidence to conclude that sometlines there remams a gulf between the mtenslty
of the arguments made by northern NGOs that capacity bUlldll1g IS Important and the need to
encourage It and their abIlities to achieve tangible gams Yet It must be made clear that the
evaluatIOns provldmg these types of comments are from 1993 or earher, analysmg programmes and
projects from the late 1980s At tIllS tllne, NGO mltlatlves m relatIOn to capaclty-bUlldmg were
relatively new ThiS ralses a more general pomt about tillS, and other sorts of syntheSIS studies they
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nsk glvmg too statiC a picture and not provldmg suffil-Ient understandlllg of processes and change,
not least 111 relatIon to II1novatlve practices

Fmally, the studies address the Issue of partIcIpation They suggest that there IS a large gap between
a strong verbal commitment to the prmclples of partIcipatIOn and what happens on the ground

43 Fmland

There eXists little m depth expenence 10 Fmland m the field ofNGO evaluatIOn, notwlthstandmg efforts
by both the Department for InternatIOnal Development Cooperation and KEPA (the Service Centre for
Development CooperatIon - Fllllllsh Volunteer ServICe FVS) to encourage activities, and a number of
mltlatlves taken by large and a few small NGOs However, there IS considerable eagerness to know more
about different kmds ofNGO evaluations The future IS likely to see an expansIOn ofNGO-mltlUted
evaluatIOn studies

There are no accurate data on the number ofNGO evaluatIOns that have been carned One reason IS that
the term evaluatIOn' IS used to encompass activities rang109 from mternal audltmg to more ngorous
assessments done by mdependent, external evaluators There seems to be growmg tendency to make
greater use of external, mostly local, evaluators However for smaller projects, of which there are many
mformal 'evaluatIOns' are more common, often usmg unpaid, voluntary, evaluators, notably students
As for the projects themselves there has been a tendency for Fmlllsh NGOs to spread out beyond their
II1ltIaI focus, for mstance from tree plantmg to mcome generatmg activIties

The more slglllficant evaluatIOns usually examme projects III relatIOn to efficiency, effectiveness, Impact,
sustamabillty, and gender, but m many cases the approach appears rather vague Cost effectiveness Issues
are seldom addressed Perhaps most surpnsmgly, there does not seem to be much focus on poverty (leach
and Impact), but thiS IS probably because It IS taken for granted that NGO development actiVities help
those who are poorer Local evaluators, espeCially women, have frequently been employed m evaluatIOns

The Impact of Fml1lsh NGO development mterventlOns are broadly consistent WIth those of other donor
and NGO studies However, the small scale ofmany of the projects IS probably one reason why the Issue
ofcultural Impact IS often given promlllence Additionally, there appears to be a feeling that evaluations
should not be carned out at project completion It IS argued that Ifthey are carned out earlier they would
have a more posItIve Impact on performance Some (cntlcal) conclUSIOns have come as a shock, not least
because they raIse questions about the quality and relevance ofvoluntary work undertaken especlUlly 111

small NGOs The eVIdence suggests that small orgalllsatlOns are mnovatlve 10 their approaches and open
to suggestIOns both to change project thrust or to change ways of assessmg projects There IS
conSiderable diSCUSSIon m Fmland on evaluatIon methods and practices, gomg on m a context m whIch
It IS keenly felt that approaches for small and large projects and NGOs need to be very different

44 Norway and the Netherlands

The case studies from Norway and the Netherlands proVIde clear eVidence of a rapid expansIOn m the
numbers ofNGO-mltlated studies The total number of new evaluatIOn and lmked reports produced over
the last few years m each country may come to between four and five hundred The number for all NGO
related reports produced over the last 10 to 15 years IS unknown but the mvestlgatlon pomts to a much
higher figure than expected However the quality of the reports vanes enormously a large group are
often bnefand ofvarymg quality, and should not really be called evaluatIOn reports at all On the other
hand, an mcreasmg number of reports are of hIgh quality, prepared by competent mternatlOnal and
natIOnal experts As With the donor-commissIOned studies, the onentatlOn of most reports IS strongly
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coloured by the perspectIve of the evaluatIOn team It IS often difficult to trace and follow through the
consequences of the evaluatIOn process notably how the reports are used and Imked to project
Improvement and polIcy development

Another feature ofthe review of the Dutch and Norwegian studies IS the growmg dIverSity 111 the different
types of evaluations Stand alone project evaluatIOns are mcreasmgly carned out locally by southern
NGOs wIth finanCial support from northern partners, leav1l1g northern NGOs to focus mcreasmgly on
broader evaluatIons of thematic or geographiC (country) reviews addressmg policy and strategic Issues

Wlthm the time limits of this study, It proved Impossible to review and svntheslse trends and Issues fiom
thiS large and expandmg number of reports The works Cited m the annexes to these two country case
studies (Appendices 5 and 6) represent only a fraction of all the different reports and documents made
available to the study In these two countnes, all reports are m pnnclple available and often listed m their
respective Annual Reports, but the NGOs do not have databases or IIbranes where reports can be
accessed eaSily The Dutch NGOs have many more techl1lcal and financial resources available for theIr
studIes and evaluatIOns compared to theIr Norwegian colleagues All the Dutch co financmg agencies
(CFAs) have separate evaluation Ul1lts and staff, none of the Norwegian NGOs has a speCial evaluatIOn
capacIty

The followmg pomts summat Ise the mam conclusIOns drawn m relatIOn to partIcular themes and Issues
raised m the donor commissIOned studies

NGOs m these two countnes have been both reactive and proactive VIS a VIS messages from their
fundmg mUlIstry They have reacted and adjusted to demands for evaluatIOn and new types of
evaluations (Impact assessment) and there have usually been few differences between offiCial and
NGO approaches m terms of addressll1g Issues such as gender partiCIpatIOn, enVIronment and
sustamabllIty

The large 'grey' literature often focuses on managenallssues (finances, orgal1lsatlOn, leadership),
paymg less attentIOn to techl1lcal, policy and strategic Issues LeadershIp IS often highlighted as an
Important factor contnbutll1g to success, and tillS IS Itself often 11I1ked to a diSCUSSIOn of potentIal
tensions between democratIc and autocratic leadershIp styles, and the religIOus/cultural context 111

wlllch projects and partners are sItuated

The reports surveyed tend to be more process than Impact onented, provldmg more accurate
descnptlve mformatlOn when It comes to ImplementatIon processes A frequent complamt IS Simply
the lack of mformatlon With whIch to measure and assess Impact Most reports are descnptIve m
nature, focusmg on actIVItIes undertaken and outputs achieved, With few If any ngorous assessments
of Impact

Nevertheless, and consistent WIth the thrust ofmost donor commiSSIOned studies, the Norwegian and
Dutch studies reViewed prOVide a relatively pOSItive assessment of achievements and Impact, With
two qualIfications First, the assessments are admittedly subjective and nupreSSlOl1Istlc based largely
on lI1tervlews With project partICIpants, project managers, and local experts' Secondly, the success
descnbed IS usually the success of the Implementation process and Immediate outcomes and not a
ngorous assessment ofthe long term effects and Impact of development efforts

Most leports produced are mid term or end of-contract evaluatIOns frequently undertaken not to
assess Impact per se but to proVide Justification for project extensIOn or a renewal of the contract
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Where the Issue of sustamabIllty IS addressed, problems 1ll terms of achlevmg both financial and
mstltutlOnal sustamabillty are readily acknowledged - particularly m relation to the poorest groups
of society and m the least developed countnes

The studies also suggest that NGOs are fully aware of the Importance of contextual factors
mfluencmg project performance with most provldmg detaIled mformatlOn and cntlCal analysIs of
the external environment's mfluence on proJects, and how these factors Impede and/or support
sucl"essful project Implementation

WhIle most of the evaluation reports do address the Issue of benefiCiary participation, many are
noticeably self cntlcal ThiS IS generally the case, too for other cross-cuttmg Issues such as gender
the environment and human nghts

An mcreasmg number ofNGOs, more m Norway than m the Netherlands, have sWitched their focus
to IllstltutlOnal development objectives as a central thrust However, thus far there are very few, If
any, evaluations which assess the results of capacity bUlldmg or new partnership alliances
Nonetheless, a number of key mstltutlOnal development and partnership evaluatIOns are now III

preparation m both countnes

4 5 The Umted Kmgdom

The country case study argues that UK NGO evaluation studies are of e"tremely varymg qualzty Indeed,
most UK NGOs would probably agree with the conclusIOns of recent syntheSIS studies commissioned
by leadmg UK NGOs that most are of poor quality and thus do not provIde an adequate database With
whIch to attempt to draw conclUSIOns about development Impact One reason for thIS IS Simply that a
number of these studIes were not undertaken WIth thIS (broad) purpose m mmd many Will have been
commIssIOned to help answer partIcular, and often more narrow, questions Relatedly the bulk. of
evaluation studies' are not Impact studIes at all predomlllantly they tend to focus on descnbmg the

actual or mtended outputs of development projects

Overall, UK NGO studIes tend to confirm the conclUSIOns of the first UK donor commissioned studieS
Thus, many NGOs do not differentiate between beneficlanes, though they find It dIfficult and more
e"penslve to reach poorel people, gender analySIS and Impact IS weak and little attentIOn IS paid to
envIronmental assessment, very few of the projects are likely to be either mstItutlOnally or finanCially
sustamable If unaided by the sponsonng NGOs AddItionally, UK work m terms of mstltutlOnal
strengthenmg would appear to be havmg only hmlted Impact

The followmg pomts summanse the mam conclUSIOns drawn ll1 relatIOn to particular themes and Issues
raised ll1 the donor-commissIOned studies

Many studies undertaken by Bntlsh NGOs for their own purposes whIch have tned to analyse Issues
of Impact have frequently tended to be harsher m their Judgements of what have been aclueved
(Impact) than donor Il1ltJated studies

UK NGO studies not only suggest that the Wider context m which projects are placed IS Important
to Impact but (confirmmg the ODAINGO study conclUSIOns) assert that NGOs are very vulnerable
to the envIronment m which they work and to e"ternal mfluences Influences beyond the llnmedlate
project (the external envIronment) are not only very Il1fluentlalll1 determllung Impact but they tend
to be underestImated by the NGOs concerned
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Project management was also found to be cntlcally Important to success Indeed that strategic
planning needs to be conSIderably Improved A speCIfic management problem seemed to occur when
NGGs tried to scale up theIr actlVltles

In relation to partICIpatIon, one synthesIs study shows a clear change over the past 10 years towards
a more flexIble and mnovatlve process approach to project deSign, mvo!vmg project partICIpants at
each stage to maXimise project Impact Yet It IS also suggested that the term partICipation IS widely
used without sufficIent attentIon paid to ItS precIse meanmg, even If mterestmgly, It has been argued
m a few studies that mcreased partiCipatIon mcreased project costs One synthesIs study argued that
partICIpatIon wIth the beneficmnes was a clear factor m project success though where projects faIl,
no amount of partICIpatIOn wIll overcome weak project management or a hostile external
envIronment

Many NGO studies tend to acknowledge dIfficultIes m terms of achlevmg both mstltutlOnal and
financIal sustamabllIty In partIcular, they highlIght what IS often a vel)' real conf1Jct between tl)'mg
to enhance the financial sustalnabIllty of development projects and reachmg down to the poorer
groups m socIety Doubts m the donor studies about dIfficulties of reachmg the poorest groups and
the lack of attentIOn to gender Issues appear to be confirmed by UK NGOs' own studies

The Bntlsh NGO studIes confirm the need to devote conSiderable time and resources to project (or
programme) preparation with mtended benefiCIaries

The Importance ofNGO leaderslup effective management rclated to the size of the orgalllsatlOn and
development programme, and staff competent and skIlled m the mtncacles of the project bemg
promoted are all confirmed as Important factors contnbutmg to project success Some eVidence
supports the vIew that specialIsed NGOs are better at acluevmg Impact than many generalist NGOs,
but It IS rather sketchy

The VIew, propounded most strongly m USAID lIterature, that project Impact IS cntically related to
the attnbutes of the orgalllsation (NGO) Implementmg the project IS also confirmed

A number ofBntlsh NGO studies are self cntlcalm terms of participatIOn they also pomt to major
weaknesses In terms of partICipation at pre appraisal and appraIsal stage, and partICipation m
evaluation often appears to be more a Wish than common practIce

In relatIOn to credIt programmes, the eVIdence from one UK syntheSIS study suggests that the NGO
credit programmes evaluated are extremely costly to admmlster WIth runmng costs nsmg to as high
as 30 per cent of loans disbursed AdditIOnally default rates were also high, averagmg 40 per cent
The eVIdence from a second syntheSIS study concludes that It IS not pOSSIble to come to firm
conclUSIOns about the actiVitIes financed by credIt because vel)' little mformatlOn IS collccted on
them

46 The Umted States

In order to syntheSIse data on Impact a total of 54 evaluatIOn reports, 27 commisSIoned by USAID and
27 by members of the PYO commulllty, and other related matenals, were reViewed ThiS countl)' case
study found that the number of evaluatIOns that proVide an assessment of the Impact that PYO
mterventlons have had on the lIves and livelihoods ofbeneficmnes IS currently sparse due to the absence
of baselines and Inadequate mOllltorlng arrangements Where Impact was assessed It was frequently
found to be Impresslolllstlc, based on the Judgements of external 'experts' rather than on ngorous
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analysIs However, more rIgorous studIes were found particularly In the area of ChIld SurvlVal and
Mlcroenterpnse giVIng a clear IndIcatIOn of the benefIcIal Impact of PVO InterventIOns

Thus there IS eVIdence that PVO ChIld SurVIval InterventIOns C'ln succeed In sIgnifIcantly reducIng clllid
mortahty In selected developIng countries WIthIn a three to SIX year period More ImpreSSIOnistIC data
~upport thIs claIm IndIcatIng that a number of PVOs have momtored substantIal reductIOns In mortahty
and morbIdity In project areas durmg the hfetlme of their mterventlons However the ca~e study found
that there IS a need to develop consensus over the deflmtlOn of Impact and the Importance of ItS
measurement before USAID and the PVO commumty WIll be able to report on Impact across the range
of InterventIOns WIthIn the Child SurVIval sector

On the whole Illcreases In Income output and the value of fixed assets could be attributed to PVO
mlcroenterprlse InterventIOns However changes III employment were found to be neghglble absorbed
by famIly members or eXlstmg employees Household mcome assets and consumptIOn were also found
to Increase due to mlcroenterpme InItIatIves although eVidence of the su~taInablhty of thL-~e

Improvements and subsequent reductIOns In vulnerablhty remaInS illUSIve Improvement~ 111 women ~

well-beIng have also been documented In response to credIt InltIatlVes however serIOUS questIons
remaIn over women s control over loans and the Income derived from them

SynthesIs reports suggest that there IS a broad consensus amongst evaluators WIth regard to the major
determmants of project and programme success These were the actIve partICIpatIOn of commumtles
throughout the project cycle partIcularly over project deSign the use of appropriate technology that has
'1 proven demand partnershIp With eXlstmg local InstItutIOns flexIbIlIty m project de~lgn and
ImplementatIOn and hIgh quahty staff and project management The absence of these hctors plus an
IIlsufflclent analySIS of the needs and priorItIes of beneflclarle~ a~ well as madequate mOnltollng
arrangements were found to be characteristIcs of those projects and programmes that faced dIffIcultIes
III achIeVIng theIr objectIves

The case study also found that evaluatIOn reports are not the only source of Impact data on PVO
InterventIOns In the United States There are mcreasIng numbers of research papers that proVIde a rich
source of materIal on the Intended and umntended Impact of PVO mterventlOns

The study concluded that evaluations comnusSIOned by eIther USAID or PVOs have not systematIcally
addressed cross-cuttIng Issues such as poverty gender partiCIpatIOn and cost-effectIveness It has been
IndiVIdual evaluatIOn teams that have determIned whether these Issues are analysed m any depth Indeed
ex post evaluatIOns were found to be particularly rare hmltmg analYSIS for example of su~taInablhty
to that of predIction The absence of gmdehnes regardIng methodology key Issue~ and tel mmology has
led to InconsIstency and conSIderable variatIOn In the quahty of analysl~ Moreovel thiS pIecemeal
approach has constramed organisatIOns from undertakmg comparative studies m order to Improve the
quahty of programme deSign and mform pohcy development

4 7 Bangladesh and BrazIl

Two major themes emerged from the Brazlhan and Bangladesh case studIes The first concerned context
not least the WIder agenda and aIms of many NOO ll11tlatlves whIch extend well beyond a focus on the
SOCIO-economlc needs of dIscrete groups of benefICiaries The ~econd concerned dl~cusslon of preCisely
how one measures Impact

In both countries NOOs have been extenSIvely Involved In development Issues for decade~ They have
seen their role as strong advocate~ for a democratic clVll socIety consequently they vIew the replacement
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ofauthorItarIan regImes by democratIcally elected governments as e" ents for which they can claim some
merIt mdeed a number would argue that thiS IS one of the greatest indIcators of theIr unpact Advocacy
for democracy and aga1l1st social exclusIOn cont1l1ues to be a central plank ofNGO 111ItIatlves 111 both
countrIes, particularly 111 BrazIl, where a promment role ofNGOs focuses on support and adVIce activitIes
to local organIsatIons However, It IS very difficult to find firm eVidence of the Impact that NGOs m
Bangladesh and BrazIl have had m theIr current work of helping to strengthen democratic organIsatIons
and processes

TradItIOnal methods and tools ofevaluatIon are not felt to be adequate to assess the Impact of these types
of interventIOns, and of linked lllltlatives fOCUSing on Influencmg pubhc pohcy Consequently, new
methodologIes and indIcators are being sought Indeed, the diSCUSSIon IS often far Wider then merely
looking for speCIfic mdlcators to assess dIscrete actIVitIes debate has broadened to look for ways of
mcorporatlng not merely the nature of partIcular mterventlOns, but the whole cultural, SOClo-economlC
and pohtlcal complexIty of the local reahty NGOs express concern WIth the very term Impact and ItS
usage What does the concept really Imply, how IS It used and how does It Influence actIVitIes? What IS
the tIme perspectIve to use m assessmg Impact, the Brazlhan NGOs ask? They pomt to the need to
dlstmgUlsh between evaluatIon and Impact assessment, and hlghhght the need to go beyond merely the
measurement of quantified results usmg only standardIsed methods

While NGOs m Bangladesh have also a strong advocacy role, they are more mvolved In SOCIO eCOnOlTIlC
(mcludmg Income generatmg) actIVItIes than BraZIlian NGOs These proVIde greater opportU11lties to try
to obtam data on Impact than for mterventlons focusmg on conclentlsatlOn, empowerment and
moblhsatlon The largest NGOs m Bangladesh have theIr own, often huge, research and evaluation
departments, staffed With qualified profeSSIOnals ThIS enables them to build knowledge of the
programme area and the changmg SOCIO economIc status of the benefiCiarIes However, It IS not only
these larger NGOs whIch have a record of undertakmg rIgorous studies mIddle Sized NGOs, too, carry
out studIes and evaluatIons of theIr mterventlOns wlthm the hmlts of resources they have

The follOWing pomts summarise the mam conclUSIons drawn m relation to partIcular themes and Issues
raIsed m the donor commIssIOned studIes

The locally mltlated Impact assessments and studIes reVIewed for thIS study reveal a lllgh
concentratIOn and focus on credit programmes, poverty Impact and the empowerment of women
WIder pohcy Issues and sustamablhty are also addressed to a more IllTIlted extent, wIllie cost
effectIveness mnovatlOn and fle"'{lblhty and rephcablhty are eIther not addressed or else raised rather
haphazardly

A major difference of these analyses compared With evaluations mltIated by donors or northern NGO
evaluations has been the tIme factor, leadmg often to far more rIgorous and m-depth analySIS
Relatedly some of the most ambitIous unpact assessments have been undertaken by local NGOs

The eVIdence tends to support the vIew that NGO programmes are havmg a pOSItIve Impact 111 terms
of Improvements m SOCIO economIc status mcreased mcomes, greater employment opportu11ltIes
more household assets, a reduction of vulnerablhty What IS also Important IS that these studIes
proVIde strong eVidence of an abJllty to reach the poor, and even the poorest, often female headed
households Nonetheless, these pOSItIve results are not ul1lversal across all NGOs and all projects

The studIes pomt to slg11lficant Improvements m the status and materIal well bemg of women
PartiCIpatIon m deCISIon makmg IS also conSIdered to have been enhanced as a dIrect result ofNGO
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mterventlons However, no eVIdence was found ofslgmficant changes In gender roles occurrmg or
of structural factors whIch contnbute to gender mequalltles bemg challenged

Though Bangladesh has been praised for a number of Its major credIt programmes, the eVidence
reViewed suggested that the Impact ofNGO credIt programmes on the mstltutlOnal sustamablhty of
VIllage and group orgamsatlOns with whom the NGOs are workmg was found to be qUite limited, as
were the WIder Impacts of these programmes

48 ChIle

What IS known about NGO Impact m ChIle? At one level, relatIvely lIttle As evaluatIOns explicItly
concerned with Impact assessment have been few m number, key mformant assessments and more
academiC forms of research proVide some of the most mSlghtful sources of mformatlOn on Impact

One area m whIch NGOs are often deemed to have had an Impact was the political arena m the penod
of dictatorship NGOs' own work and the mternatlOnal and natIOnal networks they helped budd were
nuportant m ensurmg that democracy was restored Additionally, NGOs proVIded livelIhoods and homes
for people who were actIve not only m reSIstance, but In pieCing together agendas for the democratlc
government-to be ' ThIS, though Illdlrect, IS an Important Impact

In the penod slllce democracy It has been far harder for NGOs to define a clear role for themselves, and
difficult for many ofthem to adapt to contemporary development challenges As the emphaSIS has shifted
from resIstance and democratisatIOn to challenges such as poverty alleViatIon and envIronmental
sustalllabllIty, many NGOs have found themselves less well eqUIpped m the necessary skills Those WIth
clear techmcal speCialities have perhaps had greater Impacts on pohcy thmklllg and on poor people's
livelIhoods environmental NGOs, agro ecology NGOs and so on But III general, as NGOs have been
drawn to finanCial services, enterpnse formation among the popular sectors, marketmg, etc, theIr Impact
has probably been limIted (though agalll Illformatlon IS scarce)

The publIc sector IS one arena III whIch there IS an emergmg body of mformatlOn about NGO Impact, and
a body that Will almost certamly grow m the commg years WillIe these public programmes that work
Via contracted Illtermedlanes have not evaluated NGOs separately from other mtermedlanes, those close
to thIS mOllltonng and evaluatIOn are able to draw certam mformal conclUSIOns about the performance
of NGOs In general these conclUSions emphaSIse the great diverSity among NGOs as regards theIr
qualIty and Impact There IS perhaps greatest Impact m trammg/educatlOn/techlllcal aSSistance, and III

SOCIal and local development The results from the evaluation of the orgalllsation INDAP, for Illstance,
suggested posItive farmer opmlons about programme Impact - a programme III which over 30 per cent
of farmers are attended to by NGOs OpmlOns were positive among both women and men, even If they
seemed greater among the mIddle peasantry rather than the poorest Interestingly SImilar results are
emergmg from a wlthm NGO evaluatIOn of the Impact ofNGO agncultural techlllcal assIstance 111 a
mIcro regIOn In the central-southern part ofClllle Early results from that evaluatIOn appears to show
NGO Impact on farm technology and productiVIty

If these have been the areas of greater Impact, the sense from profeSSIOnals m publIc programmes that
deal With NGOs IS that theIr Impact has been far weaker m productive actiVItIes mcome generatIOn and
finanCial services ThiS 0pllllon IS more or less consIstent With that VOiced by others 111 the NGO sector,
as well as by financmg agencIes, consultants and evaluation experts
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A first conclusIOn from readmg locally-mltlated evaluatIOns and reviews IS that they appear to be
stnkmgly more critical (self cntlcal) of, If not the Impact of theIr development Il1ltlatlves, then of the
dIfficultIes they face A second IS that Kenyan evaluatIOns tend to share a lack of good data on Impact
wIth those of other countnes, notwlthstandmg the fact that, agamst a dommant trend, evaluation studies
have been gomg on m Kenya for many years A third conclusIOn from readmg thiS set of reports IS that
though there IS currently plenty of talk about partIcipation and partIcipatory methods, there IS a paucIty
of eVidence of participatory processes on the ground, though there IS certamly eVidence of what mIght
even be termed an explOSIOn of mterest and expanded actIVity m partiCIpatory apprarsalm Kenya

The foIlowmg pomts summanse the mam conclUSIOns drawn m relation to particular themes and Issues
raIsed 111 the donor commISSIOned studies

The e'{tent to whIch Kenyan evaluatIons use the headmgs of donor commIssioned studJes - poverty
Impact, effectiveness sustamablhty, rephcablhty, scalmg up and mnovatlOn - vanes greatly

Tak.e the Issue of poverty on the one hand, many of the reports do not address the extent to which
the poverty status ofthe beneficIanes has changed as a result of the mterventlOn bemg assessed, on
the other hand, many do hlghhght the difficulty and, Importantly, the compleXIty of the problem Of
some mterest IS a hnk drawn m some reports between progress made m enhancll1g hvehhoods and
Il1novatlOns 111 methods tned and under expenmentatlOn

• No eVIdence was found ofngorous cost effectiveness analySIS ofprojects, even though one Kenyan
NGO had produced an ImpressIve manual on the Issue over 10 years ago The problem IS often not
a lack ofwIlhngness to try, but the madequacy of the avaIlable data

A common feature m many ofthe repOlis was the difficulties found and expressed m achlevll1g long
term sustamablhty of the projects bemg assessed Not surpnsmgly, many are peSSimistIC about
achlevmg finanCial sustamablhty suffiCIent to ensure contmuatlOn of servIces (health and educatIOn)
which have been dependent upon comparatIvely hIgh levels of donor funds Perhaps of greater
mterest IS the extent to whIch the Issues of mstltutlOnal sustalnablhty are dIscussed and analysed,
leadmg to a strong and qUIte WIdespread conclUSIOn that NGOs need to devote far greater thought
to ways of enhancmg and strengthenmg the capacity of groups to manage development mltIatlves
WIth less e'{ternal support

There IS httle eVidence of cross-cuttmg themes such as gender or envlrol1lnental Issues featunng
strongly m the evaluatIOn studIes reVIewed However paraIlelhng diSCUSSion on partICIpatory
approaches and especlaIly participatory appraisal there IS clearly growmg concern WIth the gender
dimenSIon ofNGO development mltIatlves What appear to be lackll1g most are tools WIth willch to
assess gender and envIronmental Issues

The Kenyan study reViewed some major studIes on credIt programmes There IS eVIdence of the
mterplay of evaluatIon and research bemg fed back mto and mfluencmg approaches and methods
There IS also eVIdence from Kenya of dIfficultIes el'.penenced, and generally poorer Impact
performance when generahstNGOs have tned With hmlted skIlls and techl1lcal knowledge, to run
credIt and micro finance schemes often unaware of current thmkmg and lessons learnt mother
countnes EquaIly, Kenyan eVIdence hlghhghts the problems assOCIated With trymg to promote
smaIl scale enterpnse projects With very poor and mexpenenced partICIpants, and of sustamablhty
problems ansmg from uncntlcaIly provldmg both finanCIal and non finanCIal servIces
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The Kenyan eVidence tends to support the vIew that because locally InItmted evaluatIOns focus on
smalIer and more ~peclf1c Issues wlthm a project they tend to lead to far more mst.mces ot post
evaluatIon follow up often enhancmg future project Impact than donor commIssIOned studies
However some qualIficatIOn to this generalIsation IS needed as a number of evaluations and ~tudles

revIewed especmlIy those m the mIcro enterpnse sector provIded strong eVidence of externally
InitIated evaluatIOns leadmg to altered dIrectIOns and Improved future Impact

The Kenyan study umquely exammed evaluatIOn 111 a small commumty based orgalllsatlOn whIch
produced some conclUSIOns strongly at vanance WIth those emergmg from more
orthodox/conventIOnal approaches (see Box Al2 3)

410 Senegal

NGOs have grown rapidly m recent years m regatd to both numbers dnd the range of different activities
undertaken totalhng between 200 and 350 dIfferent organIsatlOn~ today Thus there are NGOs whIch
fund other NGOs and smaller local organisatIOns mformatlOn research and advocacy NGOs
mtermedmry NGOs and NGOs which provide a range of different services dIrectly to beneflclanes A~

111 other countne~ the target of NGO mterventlOns IS the poor though there IS lIttle eVidence of ngorou~
analySIS takmg place to Identify and Isolate groups of poor people

WhIle there have been 111tematlOnal NGOs operatmg m Senegal for many years a recent development
has been expanded contact With the United States This has been particularly mfluentIaI m gIVIng
II1creased prommence and emphasl~ to three Issues highlIghted m the donor commIssIOned studies
mstltutlOnal and capaclly-bUlldmg 1111tlatlves ~ustamabllIty questIOns and analY~ls of the Impact of
projects on the hves of the beneflcIanes

Obtammg mformatlOn on evaluatIOns m Senegal IS made partIcularly dIfficult for two reasons First,
because there IS no central database and second because of the problems of confIdentialIty of many of
the studies undertaken There are two major centres where evaluatIOn and lInked ~tudles are held
CONGAD and USAID Unfortunately It was not pOSSible to gam access to these though It IS hkely that
the problems of maccesslbllIty will soon be at least partmlly resolved as there IS a growmg sense among
NGOs of the need to tap mto and build a database of current and past expenences Indeed CONGAD
has recently decided to launch a ~tudy on the Impact of development mterventlons Another recent
development IS the FoundatIOn de France deCISIOn to begm to evaluate some 10 different development
mterventlOns though It IS too early to begm to ~el- the results of the~e studies Recent evaluatIOn ~tudles

have generally been conducted by mtematIondl and natlOndl consultants

A particularly Important feature of contemporary dl~cu~slOn m Senegal IS the emphaSIS mcred~lI1g1y

bemg gIven to process-type evaluatIOns bUlldmg on the Importance which has for long been given to
participatory approaches

4 11 Concludmg comment

As noted m the Introduction to thiS chapter these few pages have tned to summarIse data and
mformatlOn on the Impact of NGO development lI1terventlons contdmed m the 12 country ~tudles LdCk
of space means that thIS summary IS not able to capture the many examples of speCifiC case~ of NGO
actIvities given 111 the accompanymg study Those mterested 111 leadll1g dbout these concrete examples
of NGO actiVities need to read the accompanYll1g volume
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5

THEMATIC AND SECTORAL STUDIES OF IMPACT

5 1 IntroductIOn

51

This chapter focuses on a number of thematic and sectoral studies which have assessed the Impact of
NGO development mterventlOns As tillS Itterature IS vast, It was decided to focus particularly on two
areas child survival and micro enterpnse programmes, areas of growmg mvolvement of NGOs and
growmg mterest to donors The chapter also looks bnefly at capaclty-bUlldmg lJutmtlves and the theme
of partnership I Thus, what IS presented here IS far from comprehensive, although many of the Issues
raised by thiS matenal have already been discussed 10 Chapter 3 2 One problem has been tracmg and
locatmg reports and studies ThiS IS a problem which has been faced by other studies For example, the
study by Haley used 10 thiS chapter was based on 21 mdlvldual reports It took over SIX months simply
to locate these (Haley, 1995)

One clear conclusIOn emergmg from thiS review IS that although Impact IS widely discussed, the precise
meanmg of the term IS often not clear The terms effiCiency, effectiveness (mcludmg cost effectiveness)
and sustamablhty of development mterventlons are commonly used, but Impact assessments of the child
survival and mIcro enterpnse programmes exammed do not focus much on cross cuttmg Issues such as
gender, the environment and participation 3 However a number do focus on the broader context Data
and mformatlOn on mnovatlveness, rephcabllity and scaltng up are only rarely found

5 2 Donors, NGOs, themes and sectors

Most donor-commissIOned NGO evaluation reports proVide some mformatlOn on particular themes and
sectors The followmg three examples, from the Untted States, Austraha and Fmland, mdlcate the
dommance ofactivIties m social sectors Thus, almost 30 per cent of274 USAID funded PVO and INGO
projects covered by the General Audit Office (1995) mcluded health and child survival activities
Kershaw et af (1995) shows that half of the Australtan NGO projects over 1988-1993 were undertaken
m the SOCial sectors, mcludmg health, education and SOCial mfrastructure (although expenditure on these
projects amounted to only 32 per cent of the total) A smaller proportIOn of proJects were undertaken m
productive sectors, such as agnculture, fishmg, forestry (8 per cent) and manufacturmg, mdustry and
commerce (2 per cent) The water supply and santtatlOn sector accounted for 6 per cent of proJects In
Fmland m 1996 (Kehltys 1997), education and trammg accounted for 40 per cent of projects, health 33
per cent and other social services 6 per cent of projects funded The environmental projects accounted
for 9 per cent of the total and agnculture and forestry 4 per cent 4 ThiS dlstnbuttOn IS confirmed by

1 For a diSCUSSion of NGOs and the seeds sector see Cromwell et al (1995) for a diSCUSSion of NGOs and
agricultural research see Farrington et al (1993)

2 Many projects are Integrated development programmes containing different component parts resulting In highly
complex evaluations See for Instance Schoch Consulting (1995)

3 There are exceptions Sebsted and Chen s review Identified studies In which It IS argued that gender IS a key factor
In understanding Impact and the overwhelming conclUSion IS that gender does make a difference (1996 VII)

4 The Department for International Development Cooperation of the Mll1IStry of Foreign Affairs In Finland publishes
an annual list of NGO development activities but thiS IS not syntheSised It claSSifies data by countries In which
NGOs work Many other countries publish Similar kinds of information usually omitting any statistical analySIS
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NGO data, for II1stance, from Denmark the Netherlands, the United States (CARE) and Bangladesh (see
Husam 1995)

However, the situatIOn IS not static As Illustrated by the example of DanChurchAld (DCA), the largest
relief and development NGO m Denmark, many NGOs are gomg through a process of fundamentally
rethmkmg not merely their sectoralmvolvement but the whole way they enter mto and try to mfluence
development change A number are movmg away from a community development and a social dellvery
focus towards a clearer pohtlcal and humanltanan mandate, emphasIsing human nghts, the strengthelllng
of CIVIl society and capa("lty-bUlldmg, mvolvmg, too, rethmklng the relatIOnshIp wIth theIr partners

5 3 ChIld Survival Programs

In the United States, the PVO Chl1d SurvIval Support Program works with organisatIOns such as Afncare,
CARE, Cathohc RelIef ServIces, PLAN, Save the ChIldren and World VIsIon Funded by USAID, the
Program has recently been provldmg support to 72 ChIld Survival Projects m 28 countnes The objective
IS to reduce mfant mortahty rates m USAID assIsted countrIes from the 1985 average of 97 deaths per
1000 lIve bIrths, to 75 deaths by the year 2000

Though there IS a growing amount of data on Impact (viewed broadly), much of thIS comes from dIscrete
studies and analyses and often not from evaluatIOn studies and reports - whIch IS also true for data and
mformatIon on mIcro enterpnse programmes Thus, a study by Martm (1993) analysed USAID s Chl1d
Survival Program m SIX countnes - Bohvla, Egypt, HaitI, IndoneSIa, MalaWI and Morocco Programme
performance was assessed In relatIOn to effectiveness, Impact sustamabllIty and effiCiency Here, Impact
was measured prinCIpally In relatIOn to Improvements In mfant and child mortahty and morbidity rates
The study concluded that dechnes m mfant mortahty rates were attnbutable, m part to programme
interventIons These conclUSIons were based both on epidemIOlogical studies and on the expenences of
beneficlanes and prOVIders 10 the field who were mtervlewed for the study; It goes on to argue that
PVOs 111 the Chl1d SurvIval Program are reducmg mortahty, Improving nutntlOnal status, lowenng
dIsease II1cldence, upgradmg the qualIty ofhealth worker practices, strengthening community resources,
and empowering the commul1lty

Perhaps of greater Interest IS the conclusIOn that all these Impacts are Interrelated Where commulllty
bUIlding and strengthenmg occurs, It IS argued that there IS a high probablhty that the benefits acllleved
through project actiVity wl1l be sustained, because the benefits are achIeved through commulllty efforts
Relatedly, a study by Reynolds et al (1991) argues that demands for rapId health status Improvements
and the demand for sustalnabl11ty may push projects Il1 conflicting directIOns 6

Sustamabl1lty remains a concem Martm's review argues that sometnnes pnorIty IS given to supportmg
service dehvery to the detrIment of mstltutIonal strengthening, and partlcularly.financzal sustamabz!lty
Overall, the data reViewed suggest that there IS no easy way of achIeVing finanCial sustalnablhty Even

5 The study notes the Impact of Child Survival Initiatives III relation to their contnbulion to sustalllable economic
development which III turn helps to create and expand markets for US buslllesses Child Survival programs help
slow population growth contnbute to Illcreased economic productiVity and help further stability by meetlllg baSIC
needs

6 The conference proceedlllgs edited by Storms et al (1995) prOVide similar sorts of data but also prOVide some
other perspectives on the role of PVOs/NGOs In Child Survival Programs Also III the United States the PVO Child
Survival Support Program at The Johns Hopkllls University School of Hygiene and Public Health has published
several reports a detailed review of which would provide a more rounded picture of the Program and ItS Impacts
Regrettably It was only pOSSible to access a selection of that matenal for thiS Study
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relatIvely low cost pnmary health care technologIes mcur substantIal recurrent costs If permanent
u11lversal coverage and acceptable qualIty of care are to be achieved, notwlthstandmg efficIency
Improvements, endowments and the possIbIlIty of ralsmg some mcome through chargmg fees for
servIces

Based on the findmgs of these US-based assessments, there appear to be three Important roles for PVOs
m Child Survival programmes FIrstly, PVOs often seem to be effectIve m operatIOns research'
developmg and testmg alternative approaches, marrymg the alms of lowenng costs and Improvmg
servIces Secondly, PVOs are often able to mobilIse addItIOnal resources for health care, sometimes
complementmg and supportmg state child survIval services ThIrdly, PVOs can often achieve success
m bemg pnmary proVIders of servIces This has occurred for example, m HaItI, where the state system
has been unable to delIver servIces, leavmg the way open for PVOs to provIde health services to 30 per
cent of the natIOnal populatIOn and 50 per cent of the rural populatIOn 7

External evaluations proVIde eVidence of some expansIon mto mcome generatmg actIvItIes, contnbutmg
to mcreased cost recovery mecha11lsms In 1991, only 3 per cent of completed projects mvolved
commumty educatIOn and mobIlIsatIOn as a strategy of sustamabllIty, but by 1993, thIs had rISen to 71
per cent of projects There IS also eVIdence of mcreased mvolvement m mstltutlOnal strengthenmg m
an analySIS of projects endmg m 1994, 85 per cent were mvolved m counterpart tramlllg, With 58 per cent
tramlllg counterparts m management skIlls There IS also eVidence ofPVOs workmg to strengthen the
capacity of commumtles to cope WIth emergencIes, particularly m sub Saharan Afnca Trammg IS gIven
to workers m local NGOs, and m government health systems, m the most maccesslble and under served
areas of a country m SImple lIfe savlllg measures, such as oral rehydratIon therapy (ORT), samtatlon and
Immumsatlon Methodologies learned m the ChIld SurvIval Program are bemg extended to other health
projects sponsored by major PVOs

In order to compare the results ofdIfferent studIes, the one undertaken by Haley (1995, see Box 4 1) on
Maternal and ChIld Health Projects EvaluatIons was assessed m relatIOn to the study done by Cabrera
(1995), who prOVided a syntheSIS of rural health programs mvolvmg water supply and samtatlon projects
The Issues addressed were (m descendmg order of frequency) I) cost analYSIS, per project or per
benefiCIary, 11) effectiveness ofthe mformatlOn, educatIOn and commumcatlon (IEC) methodologies, and
lll) sustamabllIty of benefits The three least common elements mentIOned were I) effectIveness of
counterpart relatIOns, 11) commu11lty management and partiCIpatIOn, and lll) effectiveness of health
promoters Those elements that appeared less frequently m the evaluatIOns reViewed were (m order of
least frequency) I) baselIne studIes and ImplementatIOn plans, 11) ethmc and gender relatIons, Ill) Impact
ofmorbIdIty and mortalIty, IV) effectIveness of management, v) mstltutlOnal strengthenmg, and VI) norms
for deSIgn and constructIOn Both reports lack standardised evaluatIOn and reportmg gUldelmes It IS also
apparent that recommendatIOns contamed 111 evaluation reports are not necessanly taken on board when
deslgnmg new proJects, or even mtegrated mto ongomg projects followmg mId-term reviews Haley
concludes that most evaluatIons tended to be extremely negative focusll1g on areas that needed
Improvement lI1stead of dlSCUSSll1g both the strengths and weaknesses of a project Where posItIve
comments are made 111 evaluation reports these tended to come 111 the form of praise for pva staff

71n the past ten years 145 million children under the age of five and 17 million women have benefitted from the
Program Quanlitatlve data from baseline and final surveys have documented strong consistent performance across
PVOs and across regions At a cost to USAID of lillie more than $1 20 per benefiCiary per year the Program IS

remarkably cost effective (http l!lh1 sph Jhu edu)



54

5 4 Mlcroenterpnse InnovatIOn Projects
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One of the areas where growmg attention has been focused on mOnltonng, evaluation and learning
methodologies, IS mlcroenterprtse development USAID and the members of the US PVO commu11lty
have been partIcularly actIve In this area This sectIOn focuses especially on matenal from USAID
programmes 8

The broad alms of these programmes are

to assIst the efforts of the poor, espeCially women, to mcrease their mcome and assets, thereby
enhancmg their overall welfare,

to develop the labour and managenal skills of IndIVIduals often excluded from other development
mltlatlves, thereby enhanCIng the capacIty of the economy to grow, and

to faclhtate the growmg and development oflocal organisatIOns servIng the mlcroenterpnse sector

A long held vIew has been that although mlcroenterpnse financmg IS an Important development activity
because It helps poor people, It cannot be finanCially Viable because poor people have no funds to save
and loans are too costly to admInister Some recent eVidence has tended to challenge thiS vIew For
example, reviews by Fox (1995) and Malhotra (1995), argue that mlcrofinance 111stltutlons can be self
sustain 111g and, Indeed, must be self sustammg If they are to provIde poor people access to finanCial
servIces However, as dIscussed elsewhere 111 tillS Report, there have been a number of studIes wlllch
have shown that many (and perhaps most 1I1 terms of numbers of proJects) have failed to come close to
achlevll1g these objectives It IS, thus clearly Important to temper optImIsm based on some case studIes
and tile Wish to achIeve greater finanCial sustall1ablhty WIth a hard nosed assessment of actIVItIes on the
ground What IS probably of more use than more studIes which conclude that generalised approaches
'work' or 'do not work' IS a careful analySIS oftl1ose factors whIch contnbute to success and failure,
strengths and weaknesses

To Identify 'best practices' the study by Chnsten et al (1995) - note thIS was not an evaluatIOn 
examined I I mlcroenterpnse finance programmes 111 nme countnes 9 The study examIned performance
from two perspectIves outreach andfinanczal sustamabllzty Outreach refers to the central purpose of
mlcroenterpnse finance of provldmg large numbers ofpoor people, mcludmg the very poor and women,
With access to quality finanCial servIces Fmanclal sustamablhty concerns the 111stitutlOnal capacity to
become mdependent ofdonors or government SubSidIes The baSIC findll1gs were that the most successful
mlcroenterpnse finance mstltutlOns share four charactenstlcs

they reach the very poor chents are typIcally very small busmesses that would otherwise be
excluded from formal financIal services, and programmes offerll1g small loans tend to serve more
women,

6 A number of USAID reports such as ItS Mlcroenterpnse Development Bnef are now accessible through the
Internet

9 Programmes examined were Agence de Credit pour I Enterpnse Pnvee (ACEP) of Senegal La Asoclaclon
Domlnlcana para el Desarrollo de la MUJer (ADOPEM) of the Dominican Republic Banco Solidano SA (BancoSol)
of BoliVia Badan Kredlt Desa (BKD) of IndoneSia the Unit Desa System of the Bank Rakyat IndoneSia (SRI) Bankln
Raya Karkara of CARE (SRK) of Niger Corporaclon de Acclon Solidana (CorpoSol formerly ActuarlSogota) of
Colombia Fundacl6n Integral Campeslna (FINCA) of Costa Rica the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh Kenya Rural
Enterpnse Programme (K REP) and Lembagan Perkredltan Desas (LPDs) of IndoneSia
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they reach large numbers ofclients several mstltutlOns, notably m Bangladesh (reachmg about 2
ml1lion very poor clients) and IndoneSia (more than 2 ml1l1on borrowers and 12 million savers), have
achieved major coverage on a natIOnal scale It IS scale, not exclUSive focus, that determmes whether
slglllficant outreach to the poorest Will occur,

they grow rapidly the key to this rapid growth has been the ability to mamtam financial vlabillty
controlling bad loans holdmg administrative costs to manageable levels, and developmg a rapidly
growmg base of financial resources, and

they meet clrent needs andprovide high qualrty services dramatic annual growth m the number of
borrowers, the loan portfolio, and, m some cases, savmgs depOSits are eVIdence of strong client
demand and overall satisfaction With the services received

Ten of the II mstltutlons exammed were operatIOnally effiCient, covermg the cost of day-to day
operatIOns - salanes and other admmlstratlve costs - With programme revenues from mterest and fees
Five mstltutlOns were profitable programme revenues covered both the non finanCial operatmg costs and
the finanCial costs of obtammg loanable funds on a commercial baSIS 'Fully self suffiCient' programmes
shared three charactenstlcs they charge rates of mterest high enough to cover all their costs, mcludmg
costs of capital, fully adjusted for mflatlon, they have a mechalllsm, such as group lendmg, social
pressure, or unconventIOnal collateral, to keep loan defaults to a mllllmum, and they conscIOusly aim to
hold their Unit costs to levels that can be sustamed by financIal market spread

Particularly mterestmg components ofUSAID's Mlcroenterpnse Innovation Project (MIP) are Assessmg
the Impact ofMlcroenterpnse Services (AIMS)IO and Mlcroenterpnse Best Practices (MBP) II The AIMS
Project IS a multi-year effort deSigned for several purposes, one ofwhich has been to produce statIstIcally
ngorous, cost effective and methodologically sound assessments of the Impact of mlcroenterpnse
programmes The AIMS Project also develops and tests mOllitormg and assessment tools for use by
PVOslNGOs to track and assess the Impact of their mlcroenterpnse programmes The MBP IS the
research and learnmg component of the MIP the objective IS to expand the knowledge base of
mlcroenterpnse practitIOners m developmg countnes 'Best Practice' IS a constantly evolvmg body of
knowledge - expandmg day by day as practitIOners try new approaches to the successful delivery of
mlcroenterpnse services and learn from their successes and faIlures 12

One aspect ofUSAID's work has been to focus on how mlcroenterpnse finance programmes should be
evaluated (see Otero & Rhyne 1994) It IS argued that It IS Important that evaluations be carned out at
two broad levels, the client level and the mstltutlOnal level The client service perspective evaluates
programme clientele (for mstance, which customers are 'good'), quality of service (what speCific services
clients want) and the Impact on clients' chOices and quality of life (what do clients do differently now

10 The AIMS Project IS being Implemented by Management Systems International (prime contractor) the Harvard
Institute for International Development the University of MISSOUri and the Small Enterprise Education and Promotion
(SEEP) Network

11 The MBP Project IS Implemented by Development Alternatives Inc (DAI) ACCION International Foundation for
International Community ASSistance (FINCA) Harvard Inshtute for International Development (HilD) International
Management and Communlcahons Corporation (IMCC) OhiO State University Rural Finance Program Opportunity
International and the Small Enterprise Educational and Promotion (SEEP) Network

12 The MBP contains 21 core research tOPiCS stemming from three main conceptual categories 1) financial services
2) non financial services and 3) the role of mlcroenterprlses In economic and SOCial development
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that they could not do without the service) The institutIOnal perspective evaluates IIlstltutlOnal self
sufficiency, mstltutlOnal financial status and mstltutlOnal strength and context 13

OutsIde USAID, other research has been conducted by Hulme and Mosley (1996) (see also Hulme &
Helms, 1996) ThIS concludes that at the level ofeconomic and socIal Impact all mstltutlOns studIed had
a posItIve Impact on overall output, both directly and, m some cases, mdlrectly They also had generally
posItIve effects on employment and technology but these vaned m relatIOn to mcome groups In
particular It was found that poorer borrowers, bemg more rich averse, were dlsmclmed to lllvest mcome
from a successful project AddItIOnally, they found that agricultural labourers m partIcular were not well
represented even among borrowers and that these people stili find It difficult to borrow from any source
They also found lIttle eVidence that the schemes they exammed mcreased the polItIcal leverage of poorer
peoples Fmally, and perhaps ofgreatest lllterest, they found at a particular pomt of tIme that there was
a trade off both between and wlthm schemes between the rate of poverty reductIOn and the rate of
mcome Increase, but that tIllS trade-off can be shIfted by measures whIch ralse demand, redu(.,e
transactIOn costs or Increase the degree of financIal control possessed by lendmg orgal1lsatlOns (1996
20 I) 14

What are the ImplicatIOns of these findmgs? Firstly, that MFls are lIkely to produce a higher average
mcome Impact by focusmg theIr lendIng on borrowers Just above the poverty Ime who demand
promotIOnal loans Secondly, appropriate mstltutlOnal reforms to brmg the micro finance mstltutlOn In
lIne WIth accepted best practice deSIgn features (cost recovery mterest rates savmgs and msurance
facIlIties, Intensive collectIOn of loan mstalments and mcentlves to repay), may make It pOSSible to
mcrease poverty Impact and finanCial ViabIlity at the same tIme

The recent study edIted by SchneIder (1997), though encompassmg orgalllsatlOns beyond NGOs, also
focused on sustamabIlIty and mstltutIonal development, but addItIOnally addressed the complex Issue of
transactIon costs (and how to reduce them) It found that It IS far from easy to proVide financial services
for the poor whIch meet the dual challenges of sustamabllIty and outreach, but highlighted, III partICular,
the Importance attached to good management (1997 36) A strong conclUSIOn of thIs study was that no
smgle model works, and thus that there IS stIli much to learn from analysmg comparatIve performances
and Isolatmg the mam factors (strengths and weaknesses) of dIfferent enterpnses

One of the central Issues of current debate IS the extent to which It IS pOSSible to proVIde non finanCIal
services WIthout financial support from outSide Another central theme of the MBP research programme
IS the problem ofsectorallmkages for lllstance what has mlcroenterprlse development to do WltIl health,
housmg and environment? It IS argued that mlcroenterpnses have an envIronmental role III protectlllg
area conservation waste management and recyclmg, and energy conservation

In general, there IS much optImIsm about mlcroenterprlse development, Illustrated by the results and alms
of the recent Summit on the subject However, as argued forcefully by Sebsted and Chen (1996 19), It
IS cruCIal that sweepmg generalIsatIons are not made, not least on the baSIS of optImistIc assessments,
the VIew that poor people are bankable IS based on far firmer eVidence than the view that finanCial

'3 Neill et al (1995) diSCUSS a framework for evaluatmg how mlcroenterprlse mterventlons contribute to household
security enterprise stability and growth IndiVIdual well bemg and the economic development of cOmmUl1ltles

'4 The Idea IS as follows higher mcome borrowers experience a greater Income Impact because they are Willing to
take risks and Invest In new technology fixed capital and In hiring of labour for promotional actiVities Very poor
borrowers tend to take out small subSistence protecting loans which do not tend to produce dramatic changes m
borrower mcome and m some cases can even lower Income POsslblllltes Promotion IS a beller strategy than
protection
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mstltutlons for the poor are mstltutlOnally sustamable The eVidence from Kenya (see Appendix 12)
suggests that there are many problems, and that there often IS a trade-off between poverty and financIal
sustamablhty AdditIOnally, many ofthe 13 BRAC studies (syntheSIzed by Husam 1995) related to credit
and savmgs programmes, discuss difficulties such as mcreases m overallmdebtedness, relatIvely greater
access ofmanagmg committee members to BRAC credit and weaknesses In credIt management

Perhaps the most Important conclusIOn to drav. IS that there are still many areas where neither evaluations
nor research have yet proVided firm answers to questions about Impact, not least m relatIOn to Impact on
households In general and women m partIcular

5 5 Capaclty-buddmg

A new growth area for NGOs IS that of capacity and mstltutlOn bUlldmg This encompasses very many
dimensIOns such as the relatIOnship between northern and southern NGOs, or capacity assessments
dealmg With the workings of the northern NGOs' country offices Some northern NGO umbrella
orgamsatlons have also assessed their capaCItIes, as part of their pohcy work There are also reviews of
country programmes IS

One ell.ample ofdonor capacity assessments are studies carned out for Damda ofthe four largest Damsh
NGOs the Damsh Red Cross, DanChurchAld, IbiS and the LOILOFT Councd Accordmg to the standard
terms of reference for these assessments, the studies shall prOVide Damda With an assessment of the
orgamsatlOn s overall professIOnal and administrative capaCity to manage all aspects of their
development actlVlties that are supported by Damda and ofthe orgamsatlOn s overall comparative
advantage relative to Damda s brlateral development cooperatIOn The cntena used for the
orgamsatlOn's capacity to support projects were

professIOnal competence IS the orgamsatlOn able to plan carry out and evaluate projects and project
portfolios 111 a profeSSIOnal manner and hve up to the standards set for admlmstrat111g Da11lda funds?

- relevance IS there suffiCient linkage between cntlcal development challenges and needs In

develop111g countnes, and the pnontles set In the orga11lsatlOn's project actiVities and portfolio?

adequacy do the orga11lsatlOn's actiVities have a scope that enable them to make a difference 111
meeting the relevant development needs In developmg countnes?

effiCiency are the orga11lsatIon's actiVities at all levels Implemented With the mllllmUm use of
necessary resources?

effectiveness do the organIsatIOn s actiVitIes meet the ImmedIate objectives set by It With the
mmlmum use of necessary resources? Are these organIzed and deSigned to ma'Xlmlse their Impact?

15 One group of such studies undertaken by an NGO would be the studies commissioned by MS In Denmark Donors
and different NGOs have done their own country profiles many of the report findings overlap
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CapaCIty assessments can be viewed as part of a wider movement to rethmk relatIOnships between
orgal1lSatlons, not least m relatIOn to the term 'partnership' For a number ofNGOs, not least church
based orgal1lSatlOns, a rethmk across the north of what NGOs mIght or ought to be domg IS leadmg to
a reassessment ofthemselves and the way they mteract with orgamsatlOns to whom they channel funds
TIllS 111 turn IS leadmg to debate and dISCUSSion m the south about the nature of the relatlOnslup,
contrlbutmg further elements to the evolvmg partnership debate, though there are also many mstances
of southern organisatIOns focusmg on their lmks with donors outSide northern mltlated processes of
reflectIOn

In the north changes and processes of reflectIOn are takmg place for mstance with Danchurch AId
wlthlll the Lutheran World Service, which IS reassessmg ItS mandate and ItS mode of mterventlOn, and
CARE (CooperatIve AId for Refugees) the largest relIef and development agency III the world For
CARE, the focus has been on how It dehvers services, and to whom and how It measures success, how
ItS diverse programmes are mtegrated and how It raises money and bUilds support for ItS work New key
approaches mclude focusmg programmes on famlhes and households, bUlldlllg effective local
partnerships, enhancmg advocacy mltIatIves, and Integratmg global operatIons 16

The Issue of partnership between northern and southern NGOs has not been addressed In much depth by
evaluation studIes However, a recent NGO mltIatIve entitled Dlscermng The Way Together with
components In both the north and south, tried to address the subject with some candour and thus proVides
one example of the Increasmgly Important diSCUSSIOn takmg place on the Issue of partnership

For ItS part, the northern NGO report stated that there IS clearly conSiderable unease at present across
both northern and southern agencies about the relatIOnship between the two groups and about the extent
to which the concept of partnership should contmue to be used and the Ideals of partnership should
contmue to be pursued m practice The report suggested that the way forward hes m

Acknowledgmg that relatIOnships should be based on the fact that agencIes have dIfferent Interests
and that some Ideals of partnership are unlIkely to be met m practice, espeCially those which
challenge the mtegrlty and autonomy of both the northern and southern agencies

Recogl11smg that northern agencIes need m depth relatIOnships with partners m the south, mcludmg
the opportumty to debate northern and southern agencies' understandmg of the context, objectives
and hence fundmg of advocacy cntena

16 These examples from Denmark Illustrate some of the re orientations bemg dIscussed
from easy countnes and regions to more difficult politically sensitive countnes and vulnerable regions
from large scale donor like projects to small scale development efforts deSigned and managed by branches
In the operating national societies
from a project focus to comprehenSive partner relatIOnships mtegratlng developing actiVities and Institutional
development
from merely uSing the branch structure and volunteers In operating national societies as vehicles for
development efforts to developmg partnerships between branches In the developed countries and branches
In poor countries aiming at the promotion of democratic values and practices and the respect for human rights
wlthm the overall framework of Civil SOCieties
from welfare approach to empowerment and advocacy
from fOCUSing on the phYSical aspects of disaster prevention to utiliSing the global coverage and the local
presence of NGOs for building Civil societies taking the branches In areas of tension as the POint of departure
from separate operations to mtegratlon and programmmg for development
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Recogmsmg that practical constramts restnct the number of southern partners with which a northern
agency can have an m depth relatIOnship Thus, some relatlonslups must necessanly be more formal
and Illmted m their scope

Recognlsmg that there are and Will contll1ue to be different relatIOnshIps between different northern
agencies and dIfferent partners, based on hiStOry, relIgiOUS affilIatIOn, cultural and country contexts

Acknowledgmg that partnershIp has to ll1clude assessment of performance and subsequent reflectIOn
and feed-back

There were some sharp differences m vlewpomt expressed 111 the southern response, Dlscermng the Way
Together Southern Perspectives, not merely m terms of partnershIp but 111 terms of a VISIOn' for the
actIOn ofthe agencIes 111 the future Thus, It IS argued that It IS not enough for development mterventlOn
to be profeSSIOnal and effiCient, but that development also requires people who are committed 'to JustIce,
to structural change of the dommant polItIcal order, who are m sohdanty WIth the poor and sensitIve to
other cultures' A new kmd of development, where 'people's creatlVlty IS part of their resistance' WIll
rely on the strengthenmg of cIvil society and democratIsatIOn of the cooperatIon processes

If current dISCUSSIon wlthm and between NGOs IS a good gUIde, It seems that thIs diSCUSSIOn on
partnership IS pOIsed to e,,-pand conSIderably 111 the months and years ahead
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Box 5 1 Maternal and chIld health project evaluatIOns m Latm America (1989-95)

Haley analysed 21 external and Internal evaluatIOns of 16 maternal and/or child health projects m
seven Latm Amencan countnes The 14 key project components dIscussed were the followll1g

community participatIOn and management seventeen of the 21 evaluatIOns lI1c1uded
diSCUSSIOns ofcommunity participatIOn to some degree Two of the evaluatIOns specifically
stated that specIal effort needs be made to Include women 111 all stages of project
development One project Included representative from the community as an actIve evaluatIon
team member,
roles and effectiveness ofcommunity health workers (CHWs) although 10 of the sIxteen
projects trained CHWs, very !tttle was mentIOned m the evaluatIOns regardmg their roles or
effectiveness,
sensitIVIty ofethniC and gender consideratIOns nearly half the evaluatIOns made no reference
to Issues regardmg cultural or gender focused perspectIves Four evaluatIOns stated that
project actiVItIes should target men as well as women 111 order to mcrease the overall
acceptance of proJect actIvIties wlthm a commumty as a whole,
71 % of the evaluations made no mentIOn of mstltutlOnal st! engthenlng actIvIties
partners/up relatIOns were mentIOned as an area for Improvement m 11 evaluatIOns,
effectiveness ofmterventlOns thIS was a very difficult area to assess through the mformatlOn
presented m the evaluatIOns - indICators of project effectiveness - were descnbed almost
solely m terms of knowledge change and reported behaVIOural changes Two evaluatIOns
recommended the mcluslOn of ex post evaluatIOns m order to learn more about long-term
Impact and sustamablltty of specific mterventlOns,
there was very !tttle mentIOned ofeffectiveness ofmformatlOn educatIOn and commUnicatIOn
methodologies (lEC),
there was very httle analySIS of data on Impact on morbidity and mortahty 111 the evaluatIOn
reports,
over 50% ofproJect evaluatIOns did not mclude a detaIled dISCUSSIon ofproJect sustamablllty,
not a Single evaluatIon mentIOned the eXistence ofa formahsed plan to promote sustaInablhty
However there was dISCUSSIOn on the mcorporatlon of mcome generatmg actIvIties,
strengthenmg of communities and the creatIOn of an appropnate mcentlve structure as a
means to sustamablltty
over 80% of project evaluatIons made no mentIOn ofadvocacy or rephcablhty ofmodels,
the themes dIscussed regardmg approprwteness of prOject deSign mvolved trammg,
geographIcal locatIOn, needs assessments, supervISion and mOnltonng, benefiCIary selectIOn,
goals and personnel,
baselme studies anddetazled ImplementatIOn plans there was very lIttle specIfic mformatlOn
regardmg collection ofbaselIne data - one quarter made no reference whatsoever to a baselme
study,

• cost analySIS the majonty of evaluatIOns (76%) mcluded Itttle or no mformatlOn regardll1g
project costs Lack of systems of accountmg ImplIes that there IS no way to determme If
mterventlOn strategIes are cost effective,
project management there was dISCUSSIon on the decentralIsatIOn of the management
structure the need to streamlme data collectIOn and the Improvement upon project
mformatIOn systems as well as the Issue of qualIty control and the mcrease of project
supervISIOn

Source Haley (1995)
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INTRODUCTION

63

Part C moves away from Impact Issues to focus on methods and approaches of assessmg Impact It IS
divided mto two chapters Chapter 7 summanses the methodological approaches used m the donor
commissioned studies Chapter 8 looks at methodological Issues beyond tillS narrow cluster of studies
Most of this chapter summarises the mformatlOn provided 1I1 the country studies, however It also makes
reference to some addItIOnal literature, hlghllghtmg not merely mterest m the Issue of methods and
methodologies but also the fact that thIS mterest e'\tends well beyond the confines of what NGOs
themselves are domg both mdlVJdually and m groups

There would appear to be SIX clusters of conclUSions emergmg from thiS diSCUSSIOn FIrst, and as Just
noted, there IS consIderable mterest across donors, NGOs and the wider research commul1lty m
evaluatIOn and evaluation methods Some ten years ago outside the Ul1lted States (where there has been
a far longer traditIon of mterest m, and practIce of evaluatIOn of PVO development mltlatlves) most
111terest 1I1 NGO evaluatIOn was probably focused wlthm the offiCial donor commul1lty rather than wlthm
and among NGOs ThIS has changed today there IS widespread and growmg mterest m evaluation and
evaluatIOn methods among many NGOs and wlthm the linked and wider research commumty

Secondly, however, there IS far from unammlty about how to evaluate NGO development mterventlons
In part, tillS can be traced directly back to two of the mam conclUSIOns ansmg from the diSCUSSIon of
Impact that the Impact of discrete projects IS usually profoundly mfluenced by the wIder context, and
that development IS an Immensely complex process Thus uncertamty about Impact and the relevance of
ItS dlffenng causes npples through mto uncertamtles about methods of assessmg It In part, too, as
discussed most fully 111 Chapter 8, uncertamty about how to evaluate anses because NGOs are mvolved
m a vanety of different types of development ll1terventlOn, many of which are Iii-SUIted to more
orthodox/tradItional approaches AdditIOnally, however, dlffermg views about methods anse because of
dlffermg views about the' why" of evaluation If the purpose of evaluatIOn IS to provIde an ex post
assessment of achIevements to date, then the process of evaluatll1g IS hkely to be dIfferent from
evaluation whose purpose IS to deepen understandll1g of what has happened m order to enhance future
performance Together, these different factors and mfluences provide at least some of the explanatIOns
for the fact that there IS both so much activity focused m trymg to develop and use mdlcators (qualitatIVe
and quantitative) WIth whIch to Judge Impact, and so little eVIdence of a growmg consensus on the
appropnateness and use of more' holistic" mdlcators

Thirdly and relatedly It would appear that there IS probably as much If not more expenmentatlOn
wlthm the NOO and Itnked research commul1lty focusmg on new and different evaluatlOll methods than
there IS wlthm the offiCial donor commul1lty But thiS does not Imply that It IS only donors who need to
learn from and Itsten to NGOs and not vice versa In particular It IS apparent that a growmg number of
NGOs have seen ment m If not, m some cases, the necessity of addressmg some of the mamstream
Issues which donor evaluatIOns have long consIdered to be essential tools of evaluation the focus on
achievement agamst objectives effiCiency, effectiveness and sustamablllty But to the extent that these
lessolls/mslghts are bemg absorbed and to an mcreasmg degree, accepted by NGOs - though there
remams some vigorous cntlclsm of the use/mIsuse of such approaches - mterest and debate have moved
on to the less tangIble and quantitative aspects of evaluatIOn, around which debate, diSCUSSion and
research are now mcreasmgly focused



64 NGO Evaluation SynthesIs Study

The fourth conclusIOn IS that both the debate and dIscussIOn of evaluatIOn methods and L-xperlmentdtlon
tend to be focused predommantly on larger and more medIUm sIzed NOOs The eVidence ~uggests thdt
fm more smaller NGOs and even CBOs are mvolved In evaluatIOn especially dIfferent forms of 5elf
evaluatIOn, far more than one would suspect from readmg documents housed In donor orgamsatlOn5 or
even wIthin northern NGOs Yet they tend not to be Involved In, or able to take part In dnd make u~e of
many of the approaches being debated and discussed In part thiS I~ became of Ignorance rooted In
failures or gaps In commumcatlOn but In part, It lies In an inappropriateness of method~ for the smaller
orgamsatlons Smaller NOOs often do not want to become mvolved m more complex and ~ophl~tlcdted

methods because the tIme money and human resources reqUIred would often chdnge the nature dnd ~Ize

of the NOOs Involved perhaps erodmg the very attributes III whIch theIr (potential) successes ale rooted
not le1st their smallness and the flexIbility thIS provIdes

FIfthly It would appear that m spite of much talk about partner~hlp~ - between donors dnd NOOs
between northern and southern NOOs and between ~outhelll NOO~ dnd CBO\ - the clo\er one reaL-hes
down to the Immediate beneficIaries at the grass roots the more vocal I~ the compldmt thdt the flurry of
actlvlty m relation to evaluatIOn and evaluatIOn method~ contmues predommdntly to be d top down
externally driven exercise Large gaps remam both m relatlon to shanng wntten report~ and dlscussmg
conclUSIons WIth beneflcIanes Such gap~ remforce the vIew that those beyond vIew eVdluatIOn more a~

an audIt to ensure that funds are well spent than a process dommated by the deSire to learn In order to
enhance future Impact ThiS IS not only a complamt whIch northern NOOs makL- dbout donor
commls~loned eVdludtlons It would appear to be a complamt whIch ~outhern NOO\ make about northetll
NOO evaluatIons and whIch communIty based orgamsatlons make about \outhern mtermedldry NOOs

SIxthly and fmally the eVIdence gathered confirms that one of the redsons why Impact datd on NGO
development mterventlons are often so poor lies m the lIladequate to non eXIstent mOllltonng of plOJect
performance and the absence of any base line data against which to Judge perform,lIlce ThIS leads to
the Important polIcy conclUSIOn thatm these cases It IS msufficlentto focus solely on evaluatIOn methods
and techlllques If one IS trymg eIther to Improve ImpJct or to learn more aboutlmpJct It IS necessary
to focus on the Wider Issues and gaps III plannmg appraIs11 and mOllltonng
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METHODS AND ApPROACHES IN DONOR-COMMISSIONED STUDIES

71 OvervIew

The purpose oftlus chapter IS to summarise the main methodologllal approaches used m the ten donor
studies whose views on Impact were summarised m Chapter 3 The studies not only shared a common
purpose - to assess the development Impact ofNGO mterventlons funded, m part, by donor funds - but
most shared a common broad approach This entailed selectmg a sample of proJects to examme across
a number of countries, undertakmg country and project VISitS which mvolved discussIOns With a range
of stake-holders, analysmg data and wrltmg up reports In most cases, the projects chosen for
exammatIOn were not based on a random cross sectIOn selectIOn, but rather on mutual agreement between
evaluators, which effectively meant that NGOs had a (potential) veto on what would be evaluated,
leadmg to an (acknowledged) bias m favour of proJects perceived to be more successful In most, but not
all cases, discussions took place With the benefiCiaries Many of the studies (the Australian, Canadian,
Dal1lsh, Dutch, Fml1lsh and Swedish) also mvolved the gathermg of data and mformatlOn beyond the
confines of the smaller number of projects selected for closer scrutmy, often through sendmg out
questIOnnaires, supplemented by mtervlews

Though broadly sharmg a common approach, the detailed methods used varied from study to study, often
qUite markedly, though It IS pOSSible to group the studies mto three clusters The first group consists of
a small number of studies which used the least rigorous approaches methods are loose and open ended,
or not discussed m any depth m the respective studies They would mclude the mam Norwegian study,
whose focus lay far more m dlscussmg macro-level Issues and the wider historical context rather than
the Impact of speCific or small groups of development mterventlOns, the New Zealand studies and the
Fml1lsh study ofNGO projects m Tanzal1la

The second group encompasses the majority of donors' studies the Australian, Canadian, Dalllsh, Dutch,
Fml1lsh, SwedIsh and UK studies I What all these studies have 111 common are methods of evaluation
rooted In wider OECD approaches to evaluatIOn, exam111111g and assessmg Impact 111 relatIOn to the four
major bUlldmg blocks of more orthodox aid evaluation relevance, effiCiency, effectiveness and
sustamabllity Additionally, however, most of these studies have also assessed Impact m relation to two
cross cutt111g Issues, gender and environmental Impact, as well as 111 relation to some of the core attributes
which NGO development mterventions are assumed to have, most notably poverty reach and Impact
mnovatlOn and fleXibility and replicabllity Another common theme runnmg through thIS group of donor
studies has been the attempt to assess capaCities and capablhtles of the orgamsatlons Implementmg the
projects exammed In most cases thiS meant an assessment of management and admmlstratlOn and In

some cases a Wider assessment of institutional charactenstlcs

Some of thiS particular cluster of studies have tned to assess Impact III relation to additional crltena
Thus the Australian study tried to assess Impact m relatIOn to the appropriateness ofthe technology used,
while the Swedish and Dal1lsh studIes Viewed the projects and programmes through the pnsm of
democracy and/or human rights Issues AdditIOnally some of the studies (the Canadian, Dal1lsh and

1 The (confidential) German studies would be Illcluded Within thiS cluster



66 NGO EvaluatIOn SynthesIs Study

SwedIsh studies) not only tried to assess the development Impact of the projects examIned, they also
assessed the projects m relatIon to the extent to which they were m accordance with the overall principles

or purposes of the respective offiCial aid programmes A number of these studies - the British, Dutch,
FmnIsh and SwedIsh studies - tried to look at Impact wlthm a country context, commonly askmg what
difference the funded NGO projects and programmes of the respective donors made to the development
problems of the country taken as a whole

Tlmd and finally come the European Commission and Untted States studies The CommissIOn's studies
are difficult to classify because the methods and approach tend to differ from study to study In contrast,
the Untted States' studies all share with the second (maJority) group an approach whIch attempts a high
degree ofrigour and one which focuses on the core questIOns donor evaluatIons try to address relevance,
efficiency, effectIveness and sustamabllIty However they differ from this group and are put very much
111 a category on their own for two reasons The first IS that they generally have not tried to assess NGO
development II1terventlOns m relatIOn to cross cuttmg Issues (gender, the envIronment and democracy/
human rights Issues) But, most Importantly they stand out as studies which not merely have tried to
make assessments agamst particular mdlCators but, as Illustrated m §7 2 below they have made use of
different clusters of mdlcators with whIch to assess Impact

Overall one ofthe most Important reasons why studies have adopted different approaches would appear
to orlgmate m the terms of reference (TOR) given, m most cases these have been extremely detailed The
(confidentIal) German studIes have been the most notable exception here, provldmg more open ended
TOR askIng for comprehenSIve assessments with regard to all relevant aspects of development polIcy
In contrast to the differences outlIned, almost all the studies share three characteristics FIrstly, the TOR
set the scene for antlclpatmg exceedIngly high expectatIOns of what can be achieved, particularly what
can be Said about development Impact In qUIte sharp contrast, the tone of the conclusIOns IS usually
cautIOus and tentative, argumg that It IS difficult to come to firm and decIsive conclusIOns because of
extreme tIme constrall1ts, lImited funds and the paucity of hard data This lack of either quantItative or
even much verifiable data IS clearly e"Xtenslve and deep-seated It IS mentIOned m all the more rigorous
studies, encompassIng a lack of base hne data, a lack of monttorlng and a lack of data with which to
compare project performance or benefiCiary Impact For e'\ample, whde most of the studIes pll1pomt the
Issue of cost-effectiveness and stress ItS Importance, they pomt to data ll1adequacles whIch prevent
rigorous and objective assessment bemg made m almost all cases benefits are not rigorously assessed,
m many cases cost data IS not collected Quantitative data madequacles led to most evaluations focusmg
on more qualItative data, though It IS Important to add that most of the studies stressed the Importance
of usmg qualItative approaches, not Just because of the absence of quantitative data but because the
development mterventlOns e"Xammed could not be assessed comprehenSIvely without such an assessment,
regardless ofthe qualzty ofthe quantitative data aVailable Almost all studies made some comments
about the mabdlty to come to firm conclUSIOns because of lack of time, or lack of funds to undertake
more rigorous analySIS - or both Most of the second group of studies were commiSSIOned WIth the
mtentlOn (or hope) that the conclUSions drawn from a sample ofproJects selected would proVIde the baSIS
for makIng generalIsatIOns beyond these partIcular projects Yet most of the studies caution agamst
makmg such generalIsatIOns

The second characteristic shared by the donor commissIoned studies IS that whde most of them describe
In detail the specIfic factors agamst wlllch they assess Impact, they proVIde very lIttle detad about
preCIsely how they arrive at the Judgements made Thirdly, and relatedly, where the studies do address
the Issue of how they come to Judgement, most refer to the role and Importance ofpef sonal Judgement
The AustralIan study was ul1lque m expressmg concern about this argumg that 'greater emphaSIS was
placed on profeSSIOnal Judgement and unverified data than IS deSirable for full-scale project evaluations
(page B6) The upshot IS that, by and large, and With the e"Xceptlon of the first American study and, m
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some respects, the first BritIsh study, these donor-commIssioned studIes provIde far less In the way of
detailed methodological insIghts than might be Inferred from the extensIve comments and judgements
made on Impact whIle the better studIes hst the factors against whIch judgements are made, there IS a
paucity of mformatlOn detallmg how these judgements were made More speCifically the donor
commIssIoned studies do not advance knowledge greatly m relation to how to assess Impact, how to
undertake cost effectiveness analySIS With mIl1lmal data, how to assess NGOs' ablhty to mnovate, how
to assess NGOs' flexlblhty, or how to undertake a gender or envIronmental analySIS of NGO
development II1terventlons 2

The final Issue to be raised In the mtroductlon to thIs chapter concerns the questIon why IS It that a large
number of donors have commIssIoned studies on the Impact of the NGO development mterventlOns they
have funded, except for two of the country case study countries - BelgIUm and France Why IS thiS so?
Accordmg to the BelgIan and French country case studies (Appendices 1 and 4), there would appear to
be two mam reasons The first and most Important, IS that 111 aggregate terms the amounts of donor
money channelled to NGOs for development work has been qUIte small In the case of France, thiS
explanatIon IS, 111 part, confirmed by the country/geographIc studIes undertaken of all French aid these
studies prOVide no data or mformatlOn on NGO actiVIties 111 these areas funded by donor money
Secondly, because there would appear to be httle difference 111 view between donors and NGOs on the
purpose and methods there was felt to be httle need for the donors to 1l1ltIate II1dependent evaluation
assessments ThematiC studies have been commissIOned though It IS argued the quality of these has not
been very hIgh

The rest of thiS chapter discusses a number of methodological approaches and Issues 111 more detaJl,
glVll1g examples from the different donor commissIOned studIes

72 Judgmg Impact

As noted 111 Chapter 3 above, mfluenced partIcularly by the detailed TOR written for the speCIfic studies
undertaken, methodological dISCUSSions m the different reports focused predommantly on the hst of
questions to be addressed Together, the donor commissIOned studIes have assessed Impact 111 relation
to the followmg broad headmgs achIevement agamst objectIves, Impact on livelihoods 111 general and
on poverty status 111 partIcular, sustamabIlIty and cost-effectiveness, II1novatlOn and flexlblhty,
rephcablhty and scalmg up, gender, envIronmental Impact and, finally, Impact m relation to democracy
and plurahsm objectIves Wlthm the "group two" cluster of studIes listed above, some focused on qUite
a small set of Issues For II1stance, the CanadIan study addressed four ratIOnale, Impact, effectIveness
and effiCiency However most others 111 thIS cluster also exphcltly mcluded the Issue of sustamabillty
which, for almost 20 years, has domll1ated USAID sponsored assessments of PVOs 3 As the followll1g
examples Illustrate, the Australian, Swedish, first British and Ul1lted States' studIes prOVide the greatest
detaIls on Impact assessment methods used

7 2 1 AustralIa

The Australian study used nll1e assessment CrIterIa agamst which to Judge Impact most of which are
common to Wider non-NGO evaluations

2 As discussed In Chapter 3 there IS some diSCUSSion about how to assess and approach the Issue of sustalnablhty

3 The Canadian stUdy did diSCUSS sustalnablhty noting that more precise measures Will have to be developed If
sustalnablhty IS to mean something (p XII)
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1 Has the project been successfulm achlevmg Its stated and ImplicIt obJectives?
2 Were there any unantIcIpated benefits or negattve effects?
3 If poverty alleviatIOn was an obJective, how successful was the project m ImprOVing the

economIc status of the beneficIarIes?
4 What was the Impact on and Involvement ofwomen?
5 What was the Impact on the envIronment?
6 To what extent did the project foster self reliance and community 1l1ltIatlve?
7 Are project activItIes or benefits likely to be sustamable wIthout further assistance?
8 Were the projects financIally vIable?
9 Overall, did the projects produce enough benefits to outweigh the costs of ImplementatIOn?

These questIOns were assessed and clasSified wlthm the framework of seven POSSIble responses

I Little or no achIevement of desIred outcome
2 Some achIevement but not suffiCient to be conSIdered satisfactory
3 PartIal but sattsfactory achIevement of desired outcome
4 High or complete achIevement of desired outcome
5 Project exceeded expectatIons
6 InsuffiCIent mformatlOn to make a Judgement
7 QuestIOn not relevant to project

722 Sweden

The SwedIsh study assessed Impact In relatIOn to four questIOn-clusters

I Project assessment In relatIOn to the achIevement of dIrect and Immediate objectives
2 Project assessment In relatIOn to the achIevement of additIOnal near term objectIves
3 Project assessment Judged In relatIOn to factors beyond the proJect, includIng instItutional and

policy Issues as well as comparIsons wIth non NGO development efforts
4 Broad based assessment In whIch NGO achIevement beyond the dIscrete project IS VIewed 111

relatIOn to broader contextual CrIterIa

In order to assess theIr achIevement In relatIOn to theIr ImmedIate obJectIves, the projects were
assessed agaInst the follOWIng three CrIterIa how closely they conformed to core stated objectIves
for which Slda OrIginally agreed to proVide state fundIng, the degree to whIch they are succeedIng,
or have succeeded, m achlevmg theIr stated obJectIves, and how the benefits achieved relate to the
costs outlaid AddItIonally, each project was assessed agamst nme crIterIa, whose composltton was
rooted 111 a mIx of the over-archmg purposes of SwedIsh aId and assumed strengths of NGO
development mterventtons

The extent to whIch the project was asslstmg the poor and, m partIcular, the extent to whIch It
was asslstmg the poorest

2 The extent to which the Intended benefiCiarIes had particIpated, and were partlclpatmg, m
different aspects of the project

3 The extent to whIch gender Issues had been mcorporated mto the project, m both ItS preparation
and whIle runnmg, as well as the nature of the proJect's Impact on prevaIlIng gender relations

4 The e"\tent to whIch envIronmental factors were conSidered m deslgnmg and executmg the
project, and what the envIronmental Impact of the project IS and has been
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5 EVidence from the projects/programmes assessed of the Impact ofSwedish technical personnel
their Importance, their tralllmg of local people, the potential for their replacement and lessons
learnt

6 The extent to which the mterventlons funded have been mnovatlve, have exhibited fleXible and
adaptable charactenstlcs, and the extent to which they have been, or have the potential to be,
rephcable elsewhere

7 The extent to which pre project assessment took place pnor to start up, the extent to which, and
the methods by which, ongomg project mOnltormg has taken place, and whether final evaluation
has taken place or IS planned

8 The extent to which the projects reviewed could be considered sustamable
9 The extent to which Issues related to democracy and human rights have been considered m

drawmg up and executmg the proJect, and ways m which the projects, m practice, enhance
democracy and particular human nghts

7 2 3 The first BritIsh study

The first British study differed from the other studies m two mam respects Firstly, suffiCient funds
enabled the different project evaluations to be undertaken over a far longer penod than m probably
all the other studies, rangmg from at least two and up to four weeks for each project rather than half
a day to 2/3/4 days more common m most of the other studies Secondly, a detailed deSCription of
the methods used was pubhshed These featured a number of attnbutes

The attempt to dlstmgUlsh between project outputs and outcomes and Impact, reflected m the
question 'Has the change m economic status of the beneficlanes been due more to the Impact
of the project than to the mfluence of other non project factors or vice versa?'
The attempt to form judgements by testlllg, refinmg and venfymg these by diSCUSSIOns WIth
dIfferent stakeholders benefiCiaries, NGO staff, government offiCials, other NGOs workmg m
the VICIlUty and non beneficianes
Downplaymg the gathermg and analySIS of data, espeCially If It proved tlme-consummg and If
It was hkely that conflictual data and Judgements could not eaSIly be reconCIled
The attempt to VIew projects through the eyes of the benefiCiaries, achIeved by a mix of the tIme
spent m the project area and utlhslllg techniques and tools developed m SOCial and
anthropologIcal analySIS 4

7 2 4 The Umted States studies

What IS stnkmg about most of the Ul1lted States studies has been the manner m which, and the
confidence WIth whIch, they have assessed PVO projects usmg speCIfic lIldicators, m spite of
encountermg the same sorts of data hmitatlOns and constramts of the other donor studies The first,
and most ngorous, Ul1lted States study (m 1979) assessed Impact by focusmg on and trymg to
address four questIOns are PVO actiVIties resultmg m development benefits are these benefits
accrumg pnmanl)' to the poorest members ofthe populatIOn Will project benefits be sustamed when
PVO activIties are phased out and are pva activIties cost-effective m terms of potentIal spread and
rephcabIhty? It attempted to judge Impact m three dIfferent ways through exammmg the direct
benefits generated by the commItment ofPVO resources, standardised for dIfferences m project costs
(the benefits), by assessmg the potentIal that those benefits Will be sustamed after the donor's

4 See Riddell (1990) Not all the projects evaluated succeeded In achlevlllg the objectives of the methodology
deSCribed see Riddell and Robinson 1995
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resources are exhausted or withdrawn (benefit contmuatlOn), and assessmg the prospects for future
development m related activities by the same participant populatIon based upon the success of the
present project (benefit growth) As with all the other studies, tillS one suffered from time constramts
and from lIttle to no base-lme data Undeterred, it focused on quahtatlve data WhiCh, mixed with
personal Judgements, led to sconng assessments agamst established mdlcators

In terms of benefits, the study assessed the number of direct beneficlanes and estimated the dollar
value ofthe benefits ofthe different projects per beneficiary, It then estimated the annual recurrll1g
costs per beneficiary and subtracted these when It was assumed these were potentially payable,
finally, It assessed the project costs per beneficiary and calculated (estimated) the ratIO of benefits
to cost If projects were not stnctly economiC ones then the economic benefits were assumed and
assessed 5

In terms of benefit contmuatlOn, the study used the followlllg three mdlcators and sconng system

1 Local organisatIOns and project deCISIOn makmg It gave the followmg scores/ratmgs no
orgamsattons eXists (0), particIpants newly orgal11sed (1), orgal11satlon has assumed some
deCISion makmg functIOns (2), orgal11satlOn fully responsible for the project (3)

2 Participant contributIOns to the pI oJect A dlstmctlon was made here between projects requmng
servlcelbudget support and those needlllg mfrastructural support, for which scores of 0 to 3 were
made respectively For service budget support service provided free (0), formal subsidy of the
project (I), participants' contnbutlOns partly cover costs (2), they cover all costs (3) For
mfrastructure no contnbutlOn, paid labour (0), labour on food for work baSIS (I), cash/labour
contributIOn on more than one occasIOn (2), cash/labour on ongomg baSIS (3)

3 Adequacy ofprOject related mechanisms for mobillsmg savmgs TIllS was rated as follows
external subSidy reqUIred for contllluatlOn (0), local resources adequate, but no mechal11sms to
mobilise them (1), suffiCient local resource mechal11sm eXIsts but IS unproven (2), resources can
be tapped by current mechamsms (3)

In this mstance, the scores given were not only the best Judgement of the evaluators, but they were
predictive Judgements ofwhat It was assumed would happen m the future TIllS was equally true for
the three mdlcators developed to assess benefit growth These were the adoptIOn of practices
recommended by the project, eVidence of IIldlVldual farm or household level modermslllg
Improvements, and eVidence of the adoptIon of new activities beyond the project undertaken at the
commumty level

A more recent example ofthe use ofmdlcators m the Umted States comes from the Office ofPnvate
Voluntary CooperatIOn's Strategic Plan for 1996 to 2000 ThiS focuses, m particular, on
sustamabillty mdlcators These are defined as 'those which would lead OPVC to believe that services
mltlated by PVOs and their NGO partners Will contmue once OPVC fundmg has ended' (p 53) At
mmllTIUm, programmes must sustalll at least 50 per cent of the service coverage level achieved durmg
the peflod of OPVC support, With service dehvery provided by a US PVO or through ItS local
partner

5 The clanty and simplicity of the methods used contrast often qUIte sharply With the simplicity of the assumption
made For mstance m a project provldmg agncultural adVice to farmers It was assumed that the adVice would lead
to mcreased crop Yields that one third of farmers would adopt the new practices applying these to two acre plots
yleldmg an additional three bags of maize
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725 VenflcatIon ImtmtIves Canada and AustralIa

71

A~ discussed mOle fully below (see §7 3) these donor commissIOned ~tudles have been carned out
by groups (often large groups) of evalu<1tors mcludmg external evaluators One questIOn this rat~es

I~ why NGOs cannot undertake these evaluations for themselves they are hkely to cost le~s In tillS
context two of the donor studies the Canadian and Austrahan are of mterest becau~e of the way they
undertook snnIlar sorts of expenments whIch compared the views of NGOs 1nd their staff
concern109 a range of Impact related Issues with selected expert groups

The Canadian approach was to ask the Canadmn NGOs to rate themselves and their projects by
respondmg to particular questIOns The results obtamed were then compared With the assessments
made by two groups of people first a team of21 consultants who had evaluated NGO projects and
second the staff of the NGO dIVISIOn Overall while the results of thiS exercise revealed a high level
of consistency thiS lay m NGOs allocat1l1g higher scores than the external team m terms of
Judgements made about different performance cntena

The AustralIan approach was to use what the report termed the self vellflcatlOn of NGOs 01 the
venflcatlOn procedure Thl~ worked as follows First the NGOs were asked to <1ssess their own

projects 10 relatIOn to speCified cntena (lIsted above) Secondly the review te<1m went out to vmt
projects 10 order to undertake field assessments and make their own Judgements 111 relatIOn to the
same cntena Thirdly and because these field VISitS only embraced some I per cent of all prOjects
funded and were thus Viewed as too small a sample upon which to draw Wider conclUSIOns a furthel
10 per cent sample of projects was selected and assessed by the review team by means of readmg the
file documentatIOn of projects ThiS process led to the review team groupmg answers mto two
categones those 10 which Similar assessmentslratmgs were made and those m which marked
differences were recorded The results were as follows

Areas where NGO self-assessment was venfled
10 relatlon to

self-relIance
sustamabllIty
impact on women

• meetmg women's needs
environmental Impact

Areas where NGO self-assessment was not venfled6

10 relation to
poverty alleViatIOn
fmancIaI Viability
mvolvement/partlclpatlon of women
cost effectiveness

6 The analySIS shows the relahve differences In scores not necessanly different views about performance and
outcome Thus for example the NGOs rated the Involvement/partlclpahon of women In their projects the lowest
however the external team rated performance here even lower
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73 Participatory evaluatIOn and who evaluates

NGO Evaluation SynthesIs Study

As discussed In Chapter 8 below, the Issue ofpartIcipatory evaluatIOn IS one of major Interest to NGOs
The purpose ofthls sectIOn IS to summanse the role and Importance attached to particIpatory evaluation
m the donor studies and to diSCUSS who has been Involved In these donor commissIoned evaluatlOns

Two generahsatlOns can be made about the donor studIes In relatlOn to partIClpatlOn m the evaluatlOn
process The first IS that the Issue was far from ummpOrtant 10 all of the studies At the extreme and
negatIvely, no cases were found ofevaluatIons dehberately undertaken solely by external evaluators and
not II1volvmg stake holders at the project level More pOSItively, the intention was mvarlably to mvolve
some degree of mteractlon With some of the project stake-holders TIllS does not mean that mteractlOn
With all stake holders consistently took place In partIcular, shortages of tIme and money frequently
meant that, 10 some cases, project VISIts never took place and assessment had to depend upon written
documentation, more often that dISCUSSion took place WIth the staff of the NGO Implementmg the
proJect, but not With the project beneficIaries However, In the majority of cases there were varymg
degrees of mteractlon With the project benefiCIaries Indeed, a recent study commissioned by the DAC
Expert Group on Aid EvaluatIOn smgles out donor-commIssioned studies of NGO development
IIlterventlons as those which, among all donor evaluatIOns, did employ participatory techmques 7

The second generalIsatIOn IS that there were great dIfferences III the ways that the various evaluation
studieS approached the Issue ofpartlclpatlOn Two aspects need to be consIdered first, the role of the
benefiCIaries m the evaluatIOn, and second, who dId the evaluatIOns As noted, though the mtentIOn was
often to II1volve the benefiCIaries 10 the evaluatIOn, even when thIS occurred It dIffered greatly In terms
of both the nature of the Involvement and ItS degree of mtenslty Least common was the experience of
the first UK study whIch attempted (and usually succeeded) m the mam evaluators staymg at the project
site for a prolonged perIod, not mfrequently well beyond a week and sometimes for over two weeks 8

More common were VISitS of2/3/4 days Outside the 'development tOUrIsm VISitS of an hour or two, the
usual form of mteractlOn WIth the benefiCIarIes was to use some sort of focus group diSCUSSIOn usmg
open or gUIded questIOns More often than not, too diSCUSSIon WIth benefiCiarIes was accompamed by
diSCUSSion With the staff of the NGO Implementmg the project What other roles dId the benefiCIaries
play 10 the evaluatIOn process? Most commonly, very lIttle they were not mvolved 10 determmmg the
terms of reference ofthe studies and were not on the evaluatIOn teams In summary while mvolvement
With the benefiCIarIes frequently occurred, It was often 111 an (artifiCIal perhaps stramed) context where
hurned answers were sought to hurned questIOns

TIllS leads to the questIOn ofwho undertook the evaluatIOns Most commonly, these donor-commissIOned
evaluatIOns were undertaken by experIenced evaluators, most WIth expertise m undertaking NGO
evaluatIOns, but usually not people from the NGOs concerned Additionally, the studIes were usually
conducted by teams of evaluators Some, lIke the AustralIan CanadIan the Ul1Ited States and a number
ofthe EC studIes, were dommated by natIOnals ofthe donor country However, a more common practIce
was for the external evaluators to Jom WIth local consultants and undertake Jomt evaluatIOns ThIS

7 Development Studies Unit (1995 24 and 25)

Despite parllclpatlon metonc there IS little eVIdence ofparllclpatlOn In evaluatIOn even m evaluatIOns of
NGO supporl NGO evaluatIons however dId to a greater extent than evaluatIons of core supporl bilateral
programmes employ parllclpatory techmques The NGO evaluations seem to employ somewhat more
mnovatlve cntena and methods than those for mamstream programmes

8 The UKlZlmbabwe study comments that In one Instance the beneficlanes wanted to know why the evaluator was
still there long after the time when other evaluators would have long gone back to town
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occurred m the case ofthe Dutch, SwedIsh FmnIsh, first Bntlsh and Damsh studIes AddItIOnally, though
far rarer, some of the studies (the first UK study) used local NGO personnel UnIquely, the Fm11lsh study
ofNGO projects m Tanzama consIsted entirely ofa team of Tanzaman consultants The mvolvement of
local evaluators was more common when the evaluations were broken down mto dIscrete country
mltlatlves In most cases, the southern evaluators were m the mmonty, however the four SwedIsh country
studIes compnsed four external and five local evaluators One of the New Zealand studies (the Tonga
study) IS mterestmg as It was realtsed early on that a Tongan was needed and was co opted mto the team
Fmally, the second UK study compnsed vanous 'teams' the core teams consIsted of donor, or donor
selected, and northern NGO personnel However, many of the (12) project evaluatIOns mcluded
consultants and NGO employees from the south The outcome was often qUIte sIzeable teams one
evaluatIon of two ChnstIan Aid projects m Burkmo Faso compnsed a team of no less than 10 people'

In terms of gender composItIon, the teams vaned However, m almost all cases the maJonty of teams
compnsed more men than women, and more often than not the team leader was male For mstance, the
Australtan team consisted of five people, two women and three men, the peer revIew team conslstmg of
SIX people, three men and three women However, at least one of the second UK evaluatIOns had a
maJonty ofwomen evaluators 9 Importantly, too, It has become mcreasmgly common for donors to assess
potential evaluators m relatIon to gender senSitivIty Thus, It IS mcreasmgly questionable to assume that
a team with more males will necessarrly address gender Issues with less ngour than a team with a
maJonty of females, even If sometImes It may be necessary to have not only women but evaluators who
are culturally acceptable to the beneficlanes at the project level 111 order to help address at least some of
the major problems likely to anse when seekll1g opmlons and Judgements on externally-promoted
development mterventlons 10

A final pomt to make 111 thiS dISCUSSion lll1ks the Issue of partIcipatIOn back to the analysIs of llnpact
dIscussed 111 Chapter 3 There It was noted that there IS often a gap between NGOs' expressIon of the
Importance of partIcipatIOn and the practice of particIpatIOn on the ground Thus, one reason why
particIpatory evaluation has been constramed 111 many donor-commissIOned studIes IS rooted m the non
particIpatory nature of many proJects, or m the weak degree of partIcIpatIOn mamfest 111 the projects
under eXamll1atlon In many respects, there IS a contradiction 111 tryll1g to undertake a partIcIpatory
evaluatIon of a project whIch exhibits few particIpatory charactenstIcs

7 4 ImplIcations of the donor-commissioned studIes In terms of methodology

The purpose of this sectIOn IS to summanse what the donor commIssioned evaluation studies have said
about llnpact evaluation and espeCIally about methods and approaches, supplementmg thIS mfonnatton
with some details of subsequent deCISIOns The comments made here are far from complete, m some
cases they are supplemented by mfonnatlon proVided m the country and donor case studies and dIscussed
m the next chapter (Chapter 8)

Perhaps surpnsmgly given the space given m these reports to detallmg the weaknesses and madequacles
of prevailll1g gaps m knowledge about Impact the different reports do not place much emphasIS 111

recommendmg that major additIOnal donor commIssioned studIes be undertaken Rather, the
recommendations made fall mto three groups or clusters most of wluch do not make recommendations
specIfic to methodologIcal questions FIrst, 111 relation to donor commIssIOned studies recommendatIOns

9 The gender breakdown given here IS based on partial and Incomplete information the team wntlng thiS Report has
not been able to trace the gender of all evaluators listed 111 the donor commissioned reports

10 It has been argued that It IS never possible to obtall1 sufficient trust 111 short term one off evaluations
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are made for the mtroductlOn or expansIOn of sectoral studies (see the Dal1lsh and Dutch studies)
Secondly, a number of studies cautIOn agamst too much donor mvolvement m evaluatIOn and m demands
made The best e),amples of thIs type of conclusIOn come from Denmark and the Ul1Ited States For
Denmark, a recent paper from the NGO DllIt argues uneqUivocally that 'the responSIbility for evaluatIOn
of projects Implemented by NGOs rests with the NGOs themselves' For the Ul1Ited States, a 1993 study
IS highly cntlcal of donors Imposing unnecessary burdens on NGOs 111 terms of provldll1g mformatlon
(to them) at the project level, notably 111 terms of mputs Thus (US, 1993 22 and 23)

The USAID approach (project ImplementatIOn) establishes a burdensome system ofsurveillance
which stifles creatIVIty and diverts energy from Important long term program goals Audit
1equzrements tend to be burdensome expensive andpi eoccupled with trIVIa They discourage small
PVOs and act as a d,Sl1lCent,ve to Umted States orgamsatlons 111 workl1lg with mdlgenous
orgamsatlOns The pre-occupatIOn with INPUTmanagement and the detailed review and approval
ofmconsequentlal management deCISIOns needs to be replaced With a substantive concern for the
achievement offundamental goals

ThiS quotatIOn raises a question about the purpose ofdonor-commissioned studies, m thiS case the extent
to which evaluatIon for NGOs should be perceived as part of the process of audltmg the funds allocated
by donors - m order to ensure that public funds are belllg and have been well spent - as agalllst
evaluation perceived as part of a process of learnlllg learnmg, for IIlstance, about Impact and how to
Improve It, or, perhaps, learnll1g about methods of evaluatlllg development lI1terventlons

It would seem from the earlier comments m thiS sectIOn that the thrust of many of the donor
commissIOned studies IS to questIOn the domll1ance of evaluation as-audit However, If the purpose of
evaluatIon IS to learn more about Impact and to share ll1formatlOn on methods, then there IS lIttle eVidence
to suggest that thIS has been the thrust Consequently, at least by default, there are qUite strong grounds
for suggestlllg that It has been the audit function which has been dommant There are three reasons for
thiS FIrstly, It has been the exception rather than the rule for the results of these donor commissIoned
studies to be shared With the NGOs nnplementmg the proJects, though m some cases steps have been
taken to diSCUSS the results With the donor based NGOs A good example would be the Swedish study
which was discussed at a three day semll1ar With the evaluators m Stockholm and was followed by a
senes ofNGO-led initiatives Secondly, there has been very little mterchange WIth NGOs to diSCUSS the
methods of evaluation used m these donor commissioned studies And thIrdly the fact that many donors
have highlighted the need to bUIld capacity ofNGOs and to focus more on thematiC rather than over
archll1g studIes of Impact tends to confirm the view that It has been the audit functIOn of these over
archmg evaluatIOns which have been Important

These conSiderations lead on to a deeper questIOn concerl1lng how NGO development lI1terventlOns
should beJudged The 1993 US study Just quoted, gives pnde ofplace to the results achieved 'Attempts
to develop a performance based evaluation system should be redoubled The eXistence of such a system
would encourage a shift away from an exceSSively heavy emphaSIS on INPUTS to an emphaSIS on
RESULTS' (1993 24) To the extent that evaluations are linked more strongly to audIts than to learnll1g
processes, thiS pOllltS to an additIonal 11I1k between results and funds allocated It also suggests that the
future for evaluatIon methods lIes predommantly m deVISIng more and more accurate methods by which
to assess the results achieved Such a view IS well summarIsed m the Canadian study (page XIV)

The quality ofwork done by NGOs should be major concern behmd NGO fundlllg Fundlllg should
be based on a performance measurement system USl1lg specific performance lIldlcatOis and each
NGO should be proVided on a confidential baSIS with the results ofIts evaluatIOn
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The ImplicatIOn of evaluatIOn methods developmg wlthm thIs perspectIve IS that NOG development
mterventIons will be more likely to be Judged m the ~ame manner dnd on the same ba~l~ a\ offlcldl did
projects or even comparable pnvate sector mterventIons In ShOlt asses~mg dnd mandgmg by lesulh
tends to accentuate simiIanties between NOG mterventlOns dnd other development agents rather than
any real or potential dIfferences What IS thus partIcularly mterestmg IS that movement towaIds and
support for a more results onented perspectIve IS by no means shared across all the donor-commissIOned
studIes In particular a number of studIes espeCIally the AustralIan and subsequent polIcy thrusts of
other donor agencies such as the Norwegian Damsh and Dutch severely cautIOn agamst adoptmg a
results onented approach as the sole baSIS for Judgmg and evaluatmg NOG development mterventlons
speCIfIcally because learnmg expenmentatlon nsk and mnovatlon are Itkely to be proportionately under
emphaMsed and undervalued Thus the AustralIan evaluatIOn team (page 44 and 45)

believes that ifNGOs \1-ere to lo~e their autonomy III programllllng and policy dlGlogue they might
become I1lcreasl1lgly lIke government agencies While thiS I1Ilght make the relatlOm/lip mOle
harl1lolllous the ReView Team believes that III tune NGOs 11-0uld come to offer the Government LE.SS
as development partners

NGO capacitiesfor IIInovatlOn and developmg new areas and newforms ofdevelopment cooperatIOn
may dlmlllish as they IIlcreaslllgly follo\1- the requllements and objectives set by Government The
more NGOs follow AusAld s agenda the less they are ltkely to forge their own Ideas objectives
stlategles as has been clmmedfor some Dalllsh NGOs

AusAld does not expect private compallles to harness the loluntary resources of the Australian
commUllity to represent the IIttnests of the Wider commulllty III policy development processes or
to undertake a tlllrd sector role It doesn t etpect private compallles to prOVide commulllty to
C011l11lUlllty llllks It IS therefore Importantfor AusAld to set an overall policy fra11leworkfOl Its NGO
program J,1,!lIch seeks to I1Il1l1mlse the mks to NGO IIldependence while retallllng accountability for
the use ofpubliC funds

For ItS part and m slmJlar vem Denmark has raIsed the pOSSibilIty of support to smaller and mnova!tve
actIVItIes m order to ensure that the partIcular thrust and onentatlOn whIch NOGs bnng to development
IS not lost or excessIvely dIluted II LIkeWIse the first (1990) New Zealand study argues that constramts
of language !tme and techmcal skIlls among thud world partners mcreases the nsk of not bemg able to
mdmtam effectIve accountabilIty systems mcludmg momtonng and evaluatIon However thIS IS a nsk
that government must be prepared to take (page 56)

These examples of different perspectIves presented m these donor commISSIOned studIes m relatIOn to
the purpose and role of NOG development mterventlOns proVIde an entry pomt for a dISCUSSIOn of
evaluation methods beyond the confmes of thIS narrow cluster of studIes a dISCUSSIon - as Chapter 8
reveals - that raises additional key questIOns about methods dnd approaches

" Such an InlliatlVe can be traced back to the follOWing comment In the Damsh report (page 116)

Many NGOs have expressed that It /s difficult to be mnovatlve and take risks If projects are based on
Da11lda money They feel that the Da11lda system In spite of recent Improvements IS too rigid
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8

METHODS AND ApPROACHES BEYOND THE

DONOR-COMMISSIONED STUDIES

8 1 IntroductIOn

77

The purpose of this chapter IS to provide some prelIminary comments on methods and methodological
approaches related to NGG development interventIOns beyond the core group of donor commissioned
studies The chapter starts by outlIning some of the (dIffering) attitudes NGGs have towards donor
initiated evaluatIOn studies, focusing especially on the methods used It then goes on to dISCUSS the ways
that NGGs go about evaluating theIr development interventIOns, this diScussion provides a companson
ofNGG methods and those used In donor commissioned studies In both parts ofthe chapter a conscIOus
effort IS made to diSCUSS any differences between northern and southern NGGs and between southern
intermediary NGGs and communIty-based organIsatIOns

The data and mformatlOn contamed III this chapter are drawn predommantly from the 13 country and
donor based studies commissioned for this Study, reproduced as separate appendices This IS
supplemented In vanous places With references to other Cited studies whIch have been lllformed by a
more rapid readlllg of the maJonty of the texts referenced m Appendz" 14 As It was necessary to keep
this chapter faIrly short and conCise, most of the Issues discussed here constItute extremely truncated
bites oflonger and more detailed examples and wider diScussIon Hence It IS strongly recommended that
readers mterested III the speCIfic tOpICS raIsed or speCIfic examples of the dIfferent ways III whIch NGGs
are adoptmg or expenmentmg With different approaches to evaluation delve mto the relevant appendices
for more complete mformatlOn A further pomt to make IS that the sample of countrIes selected for closer
scrutmy IS not representative of either the north or south Thus, the conclUSIOns drawn here need to be
Viewed as tentatIve and to be confirmed, refined or even challenged as and when more extenSIve
lllformatlOn IS obtamed

ThiS chapter hIghlights a number of common themes and trends across countrIes and the wider lIterature
These lllclude the following

There IS both a growmg mterest among NGGs In the Issues of evaluatIOn, and growing recogmtlOn
ofthe need to undertake evaluatIons It IS especIally larger NGGs In both the north and the south, and
medIUm-sized NGGs m the north, which are most heavily Involved In trying to develop evaluatIOn
methods WhIle there would appear to be qUIte good networking between speCIfic northern and
southern partners, and more generally between larger northern and large southern NGGs, the
medIUm-sized NGGs appear to be more Isolated

NGOs are undertaking a senes of nch and vaned but often uncoordmated actiVitIes to try to deepen
knowledge about methods of evaluation These ll1clude the most of the Issues raised 111 the donor
commissioned studies (effiCiency effectiveness sustall1abIhty, gender the environment etc) One
set of approaches concerns undertaking thematic studies A second set of approaches mvolves
actiVItIes focusmg particularly on indicators, cost effectiveness, capacity bUlldll1g and gender Most
progress seems to have been made In relation to more narrow and more economically-focused
methods, least progress 111 relatIOn to SOCial sector actiVities
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Yet there IS more eVidence of this type of actIOn among large and medIUm sized NGOs than among
and across smaller NGOs Nonetheless the eVIdence gathered suggests thdt, though much remall1~

undocumented and unwntten, self evaluatIOn by smalIer NOOs and CBOs not only eXists but 1I1 some

areas IS flounshmg

There IS wIdespread acknowledgement of major data problems as well as poor to 1I1adequate ~ystems

of momtonng, as welI as base-hne data agamst which to compare performance These suggest that
NGO mltlated Impact evaluatIOns tend to be as difficult to undertake as donor commissIOned
evaluatIons and that snrular problems of lack of Impact data are expenenced However while many
NGOs are aware of the need to ensure that Judgements made can be venfted they often appear~ to
be less concern WIth fIllIng quantitative gaps In data

The country studies provide numerous examples to support the vIew that NGOs dre Involved In an
array of dIfferent forms of development actiVity some of whIch are lIkely to be \trong candIdates
for Impact assessment others less In particular development Interventions whIch focus on actlvltles
which dim to enhance lIvelIhoods both over the longer term and less directly than discrete concrete
and more tangible projects are unlIkely to be able to produce fIrm data and conclUSIOns on Impact
assessment partIcularly With current assessment tools These Indude a Wide array of Illltmtives
concerned With the follOWIng conscIOusness-raisIng solidanty support supportIng democratic
orgamsatlons and ImtIatlves workmg to support and defend human and other nghts (land rIghts)
protectIng and fostenng commumty orgamsatlOns capacIty bUIldIng and more structurally focused
gender Inltlatlves

Many southern NGOs and CBOs lump together and see little dIfference betwet.-n donor
cOffilTI1sslOned and northern NGO comlTIlsslOned evaluatIOn studies However It IS Important not to
make sweepmg generahsatlOns not least because of qUIte extensive InteractIOn between some
northern and southern NGOs

• In spIte of some harsh CritICIsms of donor commissIOned evaluatIOns It IS qUIte WIdely
acknowledged, not least by southern NGOs that both donor and northern NGOs have a legitImate
mterest m undertakmg evaluatIOns

Though there IS conSIderable overlap With donor commissIOned studies In relatIOn to the I~sues

addressed 111 project evaluatIOns, NGO evaludtlOns tend to be coloured by three mdJor concelns dnd
differences
I In NGO evaluatIOns, major emphaSIS IS placed on the need to Incorporate more paItlclpatory

methods mto evaluatIOns, mcludmg espeCIally the need to Incorporate the beneflcIanes 10 the
evaluatIOn process though there remams stili a conSiderable gap between mtentlOn and practice

11 In NGO evaluatIOns major emphaSIS IS placed on evaluation as a learmng tool thus the feedback
of results IS seen as of paramount Importance

111 For many NGOs evaluatIOn IS not merely seen as an mtegral part of appraisal and momtonng
and not to be separated from It but IS also seen as a pdrt of overall strategic plannmg

Nevertheless the case studies proVided eVidence of a number of donor-commISSIOned \tudles
mcorporatmg learnmg processes and leadmg to changes In project parameters

Among many northern NGOs there IS a growmg mterest m process and longer term engagement With
commumtles the outcome of which IS to dilute the former dommance of focus on dl~crete projects
ThiS ha~ led to growmg mterest m evaluations and evaluatIOn methods other than project evaludtlOns
Yet here agam there often remams qUIte a large gap between mtentlOn and practice
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Also among many northern NGOs as well as donor~ thele IS a glowmg focus on capacIty buildmg
and instItutIOnal strengtheOlng The likely ImplicatIons of thIs trend contmumg are that both mtue\t
m and mformatlOn about the Impact of dIscrete projects will be further reduced

Fmally the chapter draws attentIOn to differences across countries m relatIOn to attitudes to evaluatIOn
Not only IS there no simple NGO approach or attItude but the eVidence gathered thus far tends to lead
to the conclUSIOn that there IS a greater spread and dIfference of view and approach to evaluatIOn across
NGOs m different countries than there IS among donor agencIes

8 2 NGO views on evaluations

Whereas 10 to 15 years ago espeCially among NGOs outSide the UOlted States, there wa~ wIdespread
Ignorance about and often hostIlity towards evaluatIOns the view of the vast majority of NGOs today
IS that evaluatIOns are not merely useful exercIses but nnportant actIVIties Nonetheless a small numbel
of NGOs contmues to be wary of the whole debate about evaluatIOn vlewmg It a~ a means of
dlsempowermg the poor I

There IS however a difference between support for evaluatIOn m general and support for the ~ort~ of
evaluatIOn methods u~ed m donor (,ommtsslOned studIes Though the eVIdence gathered here IS far flOm
comprehenSIve It would appear thdt some of the harshest words for donor commIssIOned studIes come
from southern NGOs The loudest and most consIstent Critical vOIce came from the Kenyan study whIch
speaks of Widespread unease' at donor evaluatIOns because of theIr focus on upward accountabIlity theIr
narrow focus on thmgs and theIr failure to mvolve the commuOltles, and because of a fear that the
perceived linked concerns With accountabIlIty and sustamablllty are VIewed by some as a prelude to
future radical dIsengagement In marked contrast however the Senegal study found southern NGOs
acceptmg of northern evaluatIOns as legitimate exercIses and makmg few CritICisms of the methods used

The BraZIlian and Bangladesh studIes prOVide le~s sharp and m general more refmed attitudes WIth
NGOs consulted m these countnes expressmg the vIew that external (northern) evaluatIOns wele
legItimate but that they suffered from major weaknes~es The weaknesses Identlfted mcluded the

followmg

theIr hIgh costs
theIr domtnant focus on the past and not the future
theIr lImtted scope
theIr lack of parttclpatory approaches
theIr preoccupatIOn WIth fmanclal sustamabliity
their use of pre packaged methods whIch failed to embrace the compleXIties of different SOCial
contexts and their failure to mcorporate cultural and religIOUS dimenSIOns of the beneflcldrles lives
and fmally
the fact that skilled evaluator~ were brought to VISIt projects but dId not ,tay long enough to shale
their expertise with the project and local NGO staff

1 As Howes put It (1992 393)

Some exponents are openly hostIle to evaluatron m particular argumg that It only appears to be a way of
promotmg greater effICiency when Its real function IS to prOVIde an additIonal means by which powerful external
forces may exert polltrcal control over the poor
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But even these two studIes differed III terms of some Important perspectives Thus, the Bangladesh study
reported that In some cases NGOs were not consulted on the terms of reference of these e....ternal studies
and were not usually Involved III the selectIOn of consultants, whereas the Brazlhan NGOs reported
satisfactory consultatIOn and IIlfluence on both counts

ShIfhng to the northern country studies, most ofthese reported hIgh levels of mteractlOn and cooperatIon
between the respectlve donors and NGOs, ansmg from wIdespread agreement III terms of methods and
approach - far more marked than dIfferences and dIsagreements The BelgIan, French, NorwegIan and
Ulllted States studies m particular, reflected thIs perspectIVe, With the Norwegian study notmg the dIrect
Illfluence whIch NORAD has had m mouldmg the evaluatIon approaches subsequently used by the
NGOs The Netherlands case dIffers somewhat from others wlthm thiS group of countnes to the extent
that potential tensIOn and disagreement over approaches tend to be mmlmlsed by the fact that the co
financmg agencies are Illfluentlal III decldmg the national agenda and processes of evaluatIOn that wIll
be carned out The FInmsh study dIffers from thIS larger group ofcountries masmuch as It Indicates qUIte
widespread mterest III evaluatIOn and evaluatIOn methods but little eVIdence of mteractlon With the
govemment eIther m terms of developmg a common approach or as appears more common elsewhere,
m terms of the government encouragmg NGOs to use a partIcular approach

The UK case study stands out as dIfferent agalll, but m thIS Illstance m terms of artlculatmg a range of
different clusters of cntlclsms and concerns about the whole thrust of what are termed
tradltlOnal/orthodo.... approaches to evaluatIOn, and the attempt to draw firm policy conclUSIOns from
them A number of these cntlclsms echo those heard from the southern country case studies They are
grouped mto clusters relatIllg to what evaluatIOns have achieved and what they can be expected to
achieve, to the role and place of evaluatIOn (and evaluators) 111 general, and of dIfferent types of and
approaches to evaluation 111 partIcular, and to the dIfferent ways the results of these evaluatIons can be
used (and mIsused)

Thus, a first set of cntlclsms IS that the data are madequate to draw firm conclUSIOns on Impact and
outcome, and the linked Issues of effectiveness, efficlenc) and susta1l1abIlity AddItIOnally, It IS asked
whether It IS pOSSIble to use methods of evaluatIOn whIch are rooted m economIc analysl~ and
accountancy and place strong emphaSIS on quantitatIve data, to evaluate commul1lty and SOCIal
development projects whose outputs are hkely to be less easy to measure It IS further argued that the
failure ofevaluatIons to proVIde relIable IllformatlOn on linpact IS rooted III the absence of basehne data
and regular momtonng Consequently, to the extent that mcreased attention contmues to be gIven to
evaluatIOn and evaluation methods as discrete stand alone exercIses - as, It IS argued, donors are
Illcreasmgly domg - these same donors wIll be lured mto thlllkmg that the answers to Impact questIons
lie predommantly III focusmg on and attemptmg to draw answers from Impact evaluatIOns

A second set of cntlclsms of donor approaches to evaluatIOn made by UK NGOs IS that they are bIased
towards a focus on dIscrete projects whereas on the one hand, many NGO 1I1terventlOns need to be
VIewed as sub elements of longer term and usually more complex processes of development, and on the
other both project and process work are expandmg III response to grov.mg concerns With mstltutlOnal
and capacIty bUlldmg lllltlatlves These observatIons, and espeCiallY the comment about a sharper focus
on l,apaclty bUlld1l1g, have strong resonances m some ofthe other country case studies, most notably the
Norwegian and Netherlands studIes

A thIrd set of cntlclsms focuses on the Issue of accountabl IIty WIthm thIS context a vIgorous cntlclsm
of externally mltlated and/or donor evaluations of UK NGO development projects IS that they ha" e been
Illstltuted largely as part of a narrow concern to ensure merely that the funds proVided have been well
spent The cntlclsm IS not that It IS wrong or IllegItimate for project Implementors to be thus accountable
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- no UK NGO has made such a statement Rather, concerns are expressed about what IS left out or
eclipsed Two Issues are raised, the first concerns the need to focus on accountability downwards, the
second concerns what many NGOs consider to be a far more Important purpose of evaluation, namely
to form part of a wider set of tools focused on learnmg 111 order to enhance future Impact External
evaluatIOns are seen as less helpful than, and often directly contrastmg with, both particIpatory
evaluations and self evaluations which focus far more on learnmg, learnmg tools and learnmg processes
At the very least, It IS asserted that donors need to concentrate as much on evaluatIOns winch focus on
learnmg and which attempt to address the accountability needs of the beneficiaries as on evaluatIOns
which meet the accountability needs of other stakeholders

The final concern with donor mltlated and commissIOned evaluatIOns raised m the British case study
concerns the growmg emphasIs placed on the results of development mterventlons, with Impact
assessments seen as a major new and growing data source mformmg donors about results achieved
Wlnle no British NGO argues that results do not matter a number contend that assessing perfm mance
by results achieved mcreases the lIh.ehhood that the futwe funding of NGOs Will mcreasmgly be
mfluenced by comparisons of results achieved ThiS, It IS argued, will tend to have the followmg adverse
effects

• NGOs will be driven to Implement less risky mterventlOns,
NGOs Will shift their focus away from trymg to target poorer people (because these projects tend to
be more costly),
NGOs Will be encouraged to undertake fewer experimental projects and to mnovate less with new
approaches and new Ideas because ofless certamty of the results likely to be achIeved

In short, the suggestIOn IS that Judging by results Will lead to funding by results which, m turn, Will
encourage NGOs to play safe' The effect IS likely to shift the focus ofNGO work more towards those
of other development agents and to chip away at, If not ellmmate entirely, the strengths and
characteristics of NGO mterventlOns m development Part of thiS process IS likely to see the
establishment ofNGOs set up and dnven predommantly with a concern for achlevlllg benefits at lower
and lower costs with little regard for benefit quality It IS Important, however, to note that the Chilean
case study draws attentIOn to donor commissioned studies which did not reflect the general thrust of
these Criticisms Thus, durlllg the Plllochet era the study comments that

When donors did orgamse evaluatIOns It was common practice for the NGO to Paltlclpate In the
selectIOn ofthe evaluator or members ofthe evaluatIOn team the methodology to be employed and
at tllnes Paltlclpate In the evaluatIOn process Itself By and large these evaluatIOns were heavily
qualitative and process minded and concerned less with Issues ofeffiCiency and effectiveness or
development Impact From the donors perspective the evaluatIOn served the useful purpose of
gathering alguments toJustify continued suppm tfor the NGO s work

Another different concern focuses on the difference between smaller and larger NGOs While larger
NGOs (m both the north and south) are now mcreasmgly mtroducmg new and sometimes qUIte
soplllstlcated approaches to evaluation there IS concern (often qUIte vocal) among smaller NGOs about
the appropriateness ofusmg such methods to assess the Impact of their development mterventlons One
concern IS cost It can happen that large evaluations of small projects can cost even more than the project
Itself But perhaps more Widespread IS a concern that If smaller NGOs were to utilIse main-stream'
evaluation techmques they would need such different skills that developmg and usmg them would risk
altering the nature of the (small) orgamsatlon Itself Such concerns would apply With even greater force
to CBOs
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The final pomt which needs to be stressed m tlllS sectIOn IS that regardless ofthe "Igour of cntlclsm made
agamst partlcu lar types of evaluation the UK country case study shares with both thc other southern and
donor based case studies the ullIversal behefthat, despite differences 111 method and concerns wIth the
mIsuse of the results, evaluatIOns ought to take place

83 EvaluatIOn methods and approaches used by NGOs

What methods of evaluatIOn are NGOs eIther usmg or dlscussmg and expenmentmg with? What IS
stflkmg IS that however vocal and extensive are the cntlcisms made agamst conventIOnal/orthodox
approaches many ofthe Issues raised m the donor commIssIOned studIes as appropnate for exammatlOn
are raIsed and addressed m proJcct evaluations undertaken or commissIoned by NGOs Thus It IS not only
donor commissioned evaluatIons ofNGO development mterventlOns, but evaluations conducted by the
NGOs themselves which focus on the followmg assessment agalllst obJectives, and assessment m terms
of efficiency effectiveness and sustamablhty AdditIOnally many (although fewer) evaluatIOns assest>
Impact m relatIOn to gender and envIronmental Issues

However, there are two major dIfferences contmually emphasIsed m NGO literature on evaluation, these
are the pnde of place given to participatIOn and the Importance of learnmg As the manual produced by
SCF (UK) puts It the emphasIs should always be on evaluation as a learnmg process' and a
participatory approach can be used to some extent m most types of evaluatIOn (SCF 1995)

To what extent do the ways m whIch these specIfic Issues are assessed dIffer? More specifically do
NGOs assess the achIevement of obJectIves, efficlenc), effectIveness and sustamability m ways different
from donor commIssIOned evaluatIOns? It IS here that It becomes dIfficult to make firm statements for
rno Important reasons The first repeats a central pomt made at the outset to this Report, namely that data
madequacles mean that It IS stdl difficult to undertake project Impact evaluations for the maJonty of
projects Secondly, compansons between donor commISSioned and NGO studies m terms of methods
used are exceedmgly dIfficult both because of the paucity of detaded studies and because NGO
evaluatIOns tend to share WIth donor commissioned studies the absence of detad when It comes to
explammg precIsely how the dIfferent Issues were assessed

831 Work on mdlcators and e~perImentatlOn

There are five features common to many NGO project evaluatIOn approaches and methods that can
be bnefly mentIOned here The first IS the almost ul1lversal concern WIth partl(.,lpatory methodt> The
second IS a deSIre to find appropnate mdicators wltll which to assess the different dImenSIOns of
Impact And It IS here that often one sees and reads ofNGO concerns With usmg and attemptmg to
analyse quantItative data, especIally when there IS no attempt to provide and analyse quaiitatlvc data
as well, Imked to attempts to develop more 'appropnate mdlcators However, m this context It IS
also Important to note that there would appear to be less concern With these Issues among many
Ul1lted States' PVOs than among NGOs m most other countnes A thIrd feature IS the manner m
which some NOOs who are focusmg on evaluation (but by no means all) havc sought delIberately
to mcorporate evaluatIon work mto a broader/wider framework At the very least, this has entaIled
lookmg at evaluatIOn wlthm a WIder contllluum that embraces appraisal and mOl11tormg, notably to
address madequacles III each However, for some NOOs the framework mcludes Wider Issues such
as strategic plannmg In the UK an example would be Oxfam UK/I m Norway Redd Barna m the
Netherlands NOVIB, and m the Ul1lted States Oxfam Amenca A fourth featurc IS that not merely
are NOOs especially the larger ones, mvolved m expemnentlllg With developmg the tools of
evaluatIOn but many are delIberately trymg to strengthen theIr own mternal capaCitIes to undertake
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evaluatIOns The fifth common feature IS the extent and number of different NGO InItiatives
embracmg expenmentatlOn with, and Imked to research mto, evaluatIOn methods The case studies
provide numerous examples of these InItIatIVes, given their diversity It IS not possible here to do
more than merely refer to some ofthem What IS more, It IS apparent that far more IS gomg on both
wlthm the different case study countnes and mother countnes than this Study was able to document
Examples from the case studies mclude

A four-country study mltlated by ActlOnAld (UK) Methods and Indicators for Measurmg the
Impact ofPoverty ReductIOn InterventIOns
A Jomt Oxfam UK/I and Novlb study launched m 1995 to mcrease understandmg of methods
to define and measure the Impact of development projects
A Norwegian study focusmg on ways to measure the Impact offood secunty InItiatives
Dutch studIes (by Hlvos) focusmg m part on how to assess the gender dimenSIon of proJects
A senes of studies undertaken by graduate students m Fmland focusmg on different ways to
evaluate projects espeCially of smaller, and often less expenenced, NGOs
A successIOn of studies, many ongmatmg m the UnIted States developmg methods to assess the
Impact of mlcro-enterpnse projects, mvolvmg espeCially the development of mdlcators
The Kenyan study cites more than SIX specific examples ofNGOs expenmentmg with new ways
of evaluatmg projects - CARE World Neighbors, ActlOnAld, Bread for the World and EZE
and descnbes m some detail a new participatory approach to Impact assessment bemg pioneered
by Oxfam UK/I m the country

For ItS part, the ChIlean study makes the followmg comments about mnovatlOns m evaluatIOn
practice m that country

Some of this has come from donors some from NGOs some from sectorally focused NGO
networks (but not from general NGO networks) some from zndependent NGO
consultants/evaluators and perhaps most slgnz.ficantly much ofthe more znnovatlve thznkzng
seems to be comzng from the state the new state that IS now colOll/sed by people who zn the
1980s worked m the NGO sector Among the emergmg mnovatzons thefollowzng merzt comment
participatory learnzng and systematisatIOn work on Impact zndlcators work azmed at
developmg and adaptmg the use oflogicalframework analysIs and efforts at mstitutzonallsmg
Impact based evaluatIOn

It IS Important not to note that donor commissIOned evaluatIOns are more complex and ngorous than
NGO led or commissIOned evaluatIOns As the Bangladesh study makes clear m ItS descnptlon of
a major study publtshed as Beacon of Hope, NGOs can and do mount highly complex Impact
evaluatIOns In this partIcular case poverty Impact was assessed usmg the followmg mdlcators the
matenal well-bemg of the member households, vulnerabIlIty and cnsls-copmg strategies, and the
mstitutlOnal development ofvtllage orgal11satlons In all, 2,125 households were surveyed, mcludmg
750 non project households, 225 Village profiles were undertaken of whIch 75 were non-project
VIllages, and 24 Village organIsations were assessed m terms of their mstltutlOnal capacity
development

The Clulean case study proVides other southern examples ofexpenmentatlOn with mdlcators It notes
that there IS a body ofwork evolvmg m Chile aImed at developmg mdlcators for Impact assessment
and that work m developmg these has come at the NGOs' InItIative rather than from the pressure
of fundmg agencies' Yet, confirmmg the eVidence from the UnIted States It IS apparent that thIS
work has tended to be done by NGOs with specz.fic sectoral zntel ests Thus, groups such as the
InstItute for Pohtlcal Ecology (IEP) have sponsored events and projects onented towards developmg
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mdicators for environmental Impact and assessment, both at project and pollcy levels Another
example IS that of Azul Consultants who have worked closely with REDESOL a network of micro
enterprIse NGOs, with a VIew (m part) to developll1g mdlcators appropnate for assessmg the poverty
Impact of micro enterprIse work LIkewIse, CEM, an NGO concerned with Issues of gender m
development, has worked on elaboratll1g mdlcators for assesslllg the gender Impacts ofpolJcy and
also of more specific project mterventlons, whIle SODECAM, an NGO m Temuco closely Imked
to the Mapuche movement, has recently begun work on mdlcators for projects with mdigenous
groups (SODECAM, 1996)

8 3 2 PartIcIpatory evaluatIOn

As noted above, one ofthe cntlclsms made about donor-commissioned evaluatIOns IS the low pnonty
gIven to particIpatIOn Jl1 evaluatIOn, whIle one ofthe apparent common attnbutes ofNGO evaluatIOns
IS the manner m which they hIghlIght the Importance of partIcIpation Jl1 evaluatIOn The case studies
and the Wider hterature provide some comment on the nature and extent of partIcipatory evaluatIOn
m NGO evaluations

The first pomt whIch IS made m many places IS that there IS stili a Wide gap between theory and
practlce Thus, whIle almost all NGOs speak of the Importance of participatIOn and cntlclse donor
commIssioned studies for the absence or low pnonty given to partIcipatIOn, there IS far less eVidence
of partiCipatIOn m NGO evaluatIOns than these comments would suggest (see Oakley, 1996 for a
diSCUSSIOn of thiS Issue) The second general pomt to make IS that the diSCUSSIOn of participatIOn
often confuses two different Issues whether (all) evaluatIOns should be participatory evaluatIOns,
and the preCIse role that the mam benefiCiaries (as well as other stakeholders) should play m the
evaluatIOn process There IS an Important difference between benefiCiary particIpatory evaluatIOn
- when the beneficlanes are mvolved m the evaluatIOn process - and seekmg out the views and
opmions of the beneficlanes as a necessary part of the evaluatlon process It IS m terms of the latter
that NGOs are largely m agreement However, differences remall1 as to the Importance to be attached
to theIr views At one extreme, It IS argued that the VIews of the beneficlanes should always take
precedence over the VIews of everyone else Though thiS IS held strongly by some NGOs, the
eVidence gathered for thiS Study would suggest that among NGOs thiS IS very much a mmonty VIew
A more commonly held view IS that the opmlons of the beneficlanes are extremely Important but that
they should not necessanly, or always, be dommant

Concemll1g partIcipatory evaluatIOn, there seems to be a growll1g consensus among many NGOs that
there are IJmlts to the extent to wluch It IS possIble to undertake particIpatory evaluations IllvolvJl1g
the beneficlanes In partIcular, It IS argued that It IS far too ambitiOUS to hope to Illvolve the
beneficlanes III evaluatIons espeCially (fthey have not been mvolved m either appraisal or ongolllg
mOl1ltorll1g and particularly If they have been mvolved m neither What IS more, the available
eVidence (though It IS certamly partial) suggests that thiS stIli seems to be very common 2 But even
If the beneficlanes have been mvolved from the outset, preCIsely what should be their role III the
evaluatIOn? Certamly there IS httle eVidence gathered for thiS Study whIch shows preCisely how
partICipatory evaluatIon mIght be undertaken III practice Indeed, a recent study which aimed to seek
out and analyse examples of successful partICipatory practices concluded that e"amples were

2 For Instance a recent survey of project applications undertaken by the Swedish NGO organisation Forum Syd
found that In 43 per cent of the cases examined the beneficlanes had played no role whatsoever In diSCUSSions
Involved In drawing up the project plans These results are Similar to those obtained from the study by Martin and
QUinney (1994)
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extremely rare (Martm and Qumney, 1994) One of the best examples of a form of particIpatory
evaluation uncovered m this Study was the Oxfam UK/I project m WaJlr, north east Kenya Whde
the process was certalllly participatory, the Implementers conclude that It would be mappropnate to
even attempt to undertake evaluatIons dommated by the beneficiaries, argumg rather that an effectIve
process of self-evaluatIon IS one that explicitly recoglllses and grows out from an acknowledgement
that both the project staff and the llltended beneficlanes are stakeholders m the actIVitIes bemg
undertaken and both need to be mvolved m the process of assessment (see Box A12 2)

Box 8 1, written by a southern (Kenyan) scholar, provIdes a southern perspective on the role and
applicatIOn of partiCipatory evaluatIon, e"plammg when and where It IS likely to be most effectIvely
used

Box 81 The role and applIcatIOn of participatory evaluatIOn techmques

PartiCipatory evaluatIOn cannot be bolted on at the end of a proJect, It must have been
mcorporated at the deSIgn stage There are many lllstances when we cannot utilise participatory
evaluation prinCiples

Commulllty partICipation m evaluatIOn, that IS partiCIpatory evaluatIOn, IS best SUited to
evaluations which are deSigned to mform partICipants of the progress of their actiVIties, and to
help them Improve the deSign of their ImplementatIOn approaches PartiCipatory evaluation IS
Ideally Implemented m a project whIch has an explicit output of bUlldmg commulllty capacity
to plan, manage and evaluate project actiVities at the commulllty level

The followmg should be seen as a gUide m the development of participatory evaluation

1 The project IS partiCipatory m deSign process proJect, partICipatory actIOn research, etc
2 PartiCipants are Implementmg agents and have ownership ofthe project
3 Indicators are Identified With participants
4 Commulllty has a management role, particularly documentatlOn/recordmglstonng

mformatlOn on the project mterventIons under review
5 The partiCipatory evaluatIOn's pnmary objective IS to proVide mformatlon to partICipants

that wlllmform their deCISion makmg m the ImplementatIOn of their role m the project
6 PartiCipatory evaluation should be an mtegral component of a project's extensIOn strategy

and commulllty capaclty-bUlldmg process

Source Ndung'u (1996)

The Chilean case study argues that It IS not entIrely clear why there IS so httle eVidence ofNGOs
workmg With partICipatory approaches to evaluation Yet It found some examples one ofwhlch IS
the Centre for EducatIOn Research and Development (CIDE) CIDE requnes all ItS own projects to
have a strong evaluation component and that tlus assessment be based m conSiderable measure on
cltent partiCipatIOn Interestmgly, however whIle CIDE has developed these approaches to
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evaluatIOn, few NGOs have approached It for assistance In evaluating theIr work 3 That CIDE has
done thIs where other NGOs have not IS probably related to ItS own charactenstlcs It IS one of the
smaller family ofNGOs m Clllie that call themselves 'academic centers', meanIng they have as much
a research focus as an actIOn onentatlOn It IS also pnmanly concerned wIth popular educatIOn and
this thematIc commItment to popular learnmg In turn fosters a concern for partIcIpatory approaches

The final aspect of particIpatory/beneficiary evaluatlon to be noted IS that the case studies confirmed
the commonly heard assertIOn that small NGOs and CBOs undertake vanous forms of selt
evaluation The Kenyan case study, m particular, found eVidence of oral' self evaluatIOn (nothmg
wntten down) which stretched over a faIrly long tIme penod - weeks rather than days Particularly
lI1terestIng IS the case ofTAK, a CBO located In a NaIrobI slum, both m relatIOn to the sophistIcated
nature of the process ofself evaluation undertaken by the beneficlafle~ and m the range ofoutcomes
and conclUSIOns WlllCh, It was assessed, would have dIffered qUIte sharply from the conclUSIOns
whIch profeSSional/external evaluators would have been likely to have made

833 Performance measurement the case of the Umted States

Thus far m thIS chapter, little mentIon has been made of the UnIted States TIllS IS not because of the
absence of matenal but because a number of mltlatlves deserve partIcular attentIOn For mstance,
the Ul1Ited States case study discusses at some length the development and use of performance
measurement approaches Thus, the maJonty of the PVOs contacted were developing their own
performance measurement systems and were at vanous stages of IdentIfymg genenc mdlcators
agamst whIch to report The tlme frame for IdentIfymg mdlcators and generatmg a suffiCient quantIty
and quality of data to report agamst appears to be a minimum of four years

Of particular mterest was the fact that performance measurement was being developed by a range
ofPVOs, not Just those organIsatIOns that receive funding from the government However, those that
are less dependent on government fundll1g were found to be takll1g a more participatory approach,
Identlfyll1g genenc indicators and developll1g methodologIes for their assessment, through the actlve
particIpation of the local commumtles and partners WIth whom they work The Importance of
fleXibility was contll1ually stressed by all those adoptmg performance measurement systems Thus,
performance measurement was viewed as encouraging locally defined mdlcators whIch would meet
the mformatlon needs of project staff, partners and beneficlanes whilst 'passmg up data on key
indicators to the country, regIOnal and central office

The UnIted States' eVIdence suggests that the move to performance measurement has stllnulated the
development of more participatory methodologIes for mOl1ltoflng the Impact of lI1terventions TillS
IS based on the recogmtlon that Ilnpact IS best assessed by those closest to It, mcludmg project staff
counterparts and local commumtles The need for baselll1es for thiS work has also proVided the forum
for mcreasmg particIpatIOn durll1g project deSign and the baSIS for interventIOns that are more
appropnate to the needs and pnontles ofbeneficlanes Issues of particular Interest durll1g the current
piloting of partIcipatory methodologies concern 'who' participates and to what degree, as well as
what types of interventIOns reqUIre particIpatory methodologies

It IS noted In the case study that performance mOnItonng and programme evaluatIons are
complementary functions both aimed at Improvmg orgal1lsatlOnal performance Performance

3 CIDE has been approached by the Chtlean state It has also been approached to support actlvllies In EI Salvador
Paraguay BoliVia and Uruguay
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measurement plays a valuable role m mOl1ltormg progress towards the achievement of predetermIned
obJectIves, IndicatIng what' IS happenIng However, evaluatIOn provides the 'why' and how, the
analysIs of the causal relatIOnshIps between project outputs and Impact The foundations for this
work are the data derived from performance measurement It IS mtended that evaluatIOns will be
undertaken on a more strategIc basIs, IdentifyIng areas of specIfic Interest that would warrant more
detailed InvestIgatIOn The case study found that a number of PVOs were already undertakIng
strategIc evaluatIOns m collaboratIOn wIth partners m academia, IIlternational NGOs and the WIder
PVO commul1lty The mtentlOn IS that tIllS collaborative approach proVIdes both the basIs for more
comparative work, analysmg the relative costs and benefits of alternative approaches, and the
techl1lcal and financial resources needed to undertake more rigorous, longltudmal studies

It was envisaged by many of the PVOs that mOl1ltorIng and evaluatIon will reqUlre a mix of
methodologIes Where the approach and mode of the Intervention are more tried and tested, and
causal relatIOnships Widely understood, more rudimentary methodologIes will suffice However,
particularly Innovative projects and programmes may reqUlre more rigorous methodologIes If they
are to convlllce governments, donors and other PVOs of theIr effectiveness and the merits of
replicatIOn Such an approach would reqUlre that mOl1ltorlng and evaluatIOn plans and costs are
adequately Integrated mto project and programme proposals at the outset

What IS perhaps most clear IS that an Increased stress on performance measurement has forced many
orgamsatlons to reevaluate their past procedures, giVIng greater priOrity to project and programme
deSIgn Baselme studies have proVIded the baSIS for systematically mvestlgatmg the needs and
priorities of beneficiaries and their distribution across SOCIO economIC, gender and ethmc groups, an
area that has not been given suffiCient priOrity by either donors or PVOs m the past Baselines have
also served as an entry pomt for local partICipatIOn, as the Andean Rural Health Care approach
Illustrates (Storms et al 1994) It IS expected that these WIll be the mgredlents for more mformed
and appropriate InterventIOns and therefore, that performance measurement will not only proVide
the forum for more effective evaluatIOns but more effective mterventlOns Time and, perhaps,
performance measurement and evaluatIOn, WIll tell

8 3 4 Cost-effectiveness

Although the cost effectiveness ofNGO development projects and programmes has frequently been
seen as an Issue of Interest more to donors than to NGOs, the case studIes proVIde eVIdence not only
of growmg mterest In the Issue but of far more cases of NGOs usmg, or trymg to use, cost
effectiveness approaches as part ofthe package oftools to measure Impact Thus, cost effectiveness
has been a long standmg Issue m the Ul1lted States a cost effectiveness manual was produced as
long ago as 1983 (Nathan and ASSOCiates 1983) However the Issue has not been confined to the
north the Kenyan case study refers to a cost effectiveness manual produced m that country 10 years
ago (Brown 1987) The studies also produced eVidence of more recent experimentation such as
WorldVlslon UK whIch goes beyond the SImple cost per benefiCIary to produce a cost per umt
benefit ratIo whIch mcorporates a quantificatIon of benefits (see Box A7 7)

However It IS equally Important to put these examples mto a WIder context A recently pubhshed
study commissioned by the UK's ODA (Lmkmg Costs and Benefits 111 NGO Development ProJects)
argues that although there IS conSIderable and growmg mterest m knowmg more about cost
effectIveness, and a (small) number ofNGOs are begmnmg to focus on different aspects of cost
effectIveness work, With some developmg speCific cost effectiveness mdlCators, hardly any NGOs
undertake cost effectiveness analySIS and a large majority do not even regularly collect baSIC cost
mformatlOn and are unaware of cost effectiveness methods (see RIddell, 1997)



88 NGO Evaluation SynthesIs Study

Butldlng on widespread (though by no means ul1lversal) support among NGGs to look more closely
at ways of undertaking cost effectiveness analysIs, the study concludes that at the most general level
It ought to be a pnonty for NGGs to seek to ensure that the development Il1ltlatives they fund or
Implement are undertaken with the objective of achieving the greatest benefit at the least cost In
other words, cost-effectiveness ought to be part and parcel of all NGGs modi operandi However,
It goes on to add that It IS not, and wtll not be, pOSSible (or even helpful) to prescnbe or even
recommend a universal method for all NGOs of undertakmg cost-effectiveness analysIs The
approach and type ofanalySIS to be undertaken by NGGs will depend upon a range of Issues lIkely
to mclude the followmg the nature, scale and tune frame of the development mterventlOn bemg
appraised or Implemented, the relative unportance of benefiCiary partiCIpation the nature, sIze and
resource-sktll base of the NGG mvolved, the time penod mvolved, the level of resources available
for undertaking the analySIS and last but not least, the purpose of undertaking the cost effecllveness
analySIS

The study suggests that an NGO's ability to undertake more complex cost effecllveness analySIS IS
likely to be determined by the NGG s skl1ls, ablhtles and resources to appraise, mOnitor and evaluate
ItS development work more generally In other words, It becomes less and less helpful to try to Isolate
debate and diSCUSSIOn about cost-effectiveness from these Wider Issues ThiS m turn suggests that
NGG weaknesses m terms of their mablhty to undertake cost-effecllveness analySIS are more hkely
to be resolved by addressmg organzsatlOnal than project specific weaknesses ThiS IS because
faIlures to use cost effectiveness approaches are usually symptoms of broader weaknesses wlthm
particular organisatIOns Thus It IS argued that a narrow concentratIOn on cost effectiveness,
mcludlng efforts to try to Improve the quality of data necessary to conduct cost-effectIveness
analySIS, wl1l be unlikely to address these deeper and far more Important problems The greatest
reqUIrements ofNGOs are hkely to Involve initiatives

to enhance the capability and capacity to understand better the development problems of the
commUnities NGGs choose to work With, mcludmg the nature, appropnateness, Size, duratIOn,
and cost-effectiveness of discrete projects they may WIsh to Implement and promote,

• to strengthen the management, IJ1stltutlOnal capacity and skills of the NGGs Implementmg
particular projects and programmes,
to faclhtate greater networkmg ofNGGs With IIke-mmded orgal1lSatlons, espeCially NGGs of
slml1ar size and capabilities and workmg m the same sectors or With the same methods and

• to strengthen mternallearnmg systems wlthm those orgal1lsallons

It IS argued that a useful way of focusmg more preCisely on different methods and approaches to
cost effectiveness that particular NGGs might use IS to cluster NGG development 1I11tlatives along
a continuum of different types of mterventlons At one extreme would be grouped NGO 1I11tlatlves
and lI1terventlons which are carned out among beneficlanes m COmmUl1ltles With little to no NGG
project experience, where It IS difficult (and/or costly) to obtam the clear views of the beneficlanes
and where these mltlatlves are undertaken for the reason that they are expenment1l1g With
new/different approaches to development 111 general or 111 relatIOn to particular sectoral goals These
are likely to be 1I1novatlve mterventlOns and could be expected to be hIgh-nsk 1111tlatlves

At the other extreme would be clustered NGO 1I1terventIOns undertaken With beneficlanes and WIthin
COmmUl1ltles whIch have had long experience With NGGs Here the needs of the benefiCiaries are
clear and non confllctual, and the Justification and purpose of IJ1terventlOn lie more 111 meetll1g the
core needs of people which would otherwise not be met, predommantly usmg 'tned and tested,
rather then new or different, methods and approaches It IS for thiS (second) cluster of 1I1111atives that
one would expect NGGs to make use of (as well as to contnbute data and 1I1formatIOn to) particular
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and focused cost-effectiveness methods, usually at the project level, makmg use of both 'tned and
tested' mdlcators of performance and cost analysIs based on accumulated knowledge of prevIous
methods and approaches These sorts of mterventlOns would be likely to mclude simple service
delivery projects, replicatmg sllmlar ImtIatIves executed m the same country or by the same or
similar types ofNGO They would also mclude more techmcal credit, enterpnse or economically
focused development projects mterventlOns whose rGlson d etre and purpose lie m brmgmg speCific
economIc benefits (mcludmg skills) to the beneficlanes, agam usmg techmques and approaches
which have been tned and have achieved some success

Fmally, It IS suggested that NGOs be encouraged to tap mto Wider (non project speCific) networks
and databases which provIde mformatlOn on cost-effectIveness methods and mdlcators This IS likely
to be of greatest practIcal Importance for those clusters of projects and programmes wluch mvolve
replIcatmg servIce delivery mltlatlves and those mvolved m more narrow enterpnse and financial
service delIvery

8 3 5 InstitutIOnal assessments

The mam conclusIOn of the cost effectIveness study, namely that the best way to enhance the cost
effectiveness of projects IS to focus on ways to enhance orgamsatlOnal strengths, has far Wider
applicabIlity Indeed, another area where there would appear to be mcreasmg common ground
between some donors and many NGOs IS m growmg agreement over the need to move away from
an exclUSive focus on projects to a Wider focus which looks at the mstltutlonal capacItIes of the
NGOs Implementmg specific projects This comes out most strongly m the Netherlands and
Norwegian case studies where the respectIve donors are encouragmg an array of non-project
assessments - programme assessments, orgamsatlonal assessments, Jomt programme evaluatIOns,
country programme and country assessments These case studies are consistent With the Imtlatlves
ofother donors, such as Denmark, Sweden and the Umted Kmgdom whIch have undertaken capacity
assessments ofNGOs and NGO umbrella orgamsatlOns, frequently as a prerequIsite for recelvmg
block grant funds In the Umted States, the mterest m mstltutlOnal development occurred somewhat
earlIer and has developed slglllficantly 'mstltutlOnal development WIth third world affiliate
orgalllsatlOns mcreasmgly IS becommg a slglllficant component of US PVO actiVitIes' (Bureau for
Food For Peace and Voluntary ASSIstance, 1989)

The Issue that thIs chapter IS trymg to Iliummate IS the approach used to assess and evaluate these
mstltutlOnal and capacity bUlldmg 11lItlatlves The country case studies provIde some (but not much)
data on methods An e"{ceptlOn IS the approach used by Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) to assess ItS
mstitutlOnal development programmes m East Afnca This lists the followmg four objectives and
mdlcators

Objective 1

Indicator

Objective 2

Indicator

All staff members ofNCA partners have a common understandmg of their own
orgamsatlOn s VISIOn and mission
Number of partners where the orgalllsation S vIsion and miSSion statements can
be articulated and explamed by any staff member of the orgamsatlOn

Partnership development common understandmg IS established between NCA
and partners regardmg focus, pnontIes, nghts and obligatIOns for the
partnership
Number of partners With a Letter of Understandmg With NCA which explams
the above qualities
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ObJechve3

IndIcator

Objective 4

IndIcator
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LeadershIp and management skIlls partners have developed professional
and contextual competencIes m leadershIp and management

Observable leadershIp and management progress m the partner orgal1lsatlOl1s

Local resources mobIlisatIOn mcrease III the partner orgamsatlOn's financIal
resource base
Level of reduced dependency on extemal fundmg for mcurred costs

These mdlcators share a strong subjectIve element wIth the first Untted States' donor-commissIoned
study (Barclay et al 1979) One way to try to reduce thIS would be to mcrease the number of
mdlcators and Imk their progress to more objectIve achievements An extreme case where thiS has
been tned IS the health sector umbrella type NGO mltlattve, the Bangladesh PopulatIOn and Health
ConsortIum (BPHC) NGO project WhICh has developed some lOa different mdlcators wIth which
to assess progress m the NGOs supported m terms of mstltutlOnal strengthenmg A recent assessment
ofthis approach concluded that the system was cumbersome and overly focused on an admmlstratlve
or ImplementatIOn view of management m which a capacIty built NGO IS one which can acqUIre
donor funds use them to meet goals and account for them Thus, the mdlcators used were Judged to
be very mechanIcal (see Shepherd, 1996)

Though the present Study has focused more on project assessments and methods than on mstltutlOnal
assessments and methods used, the same generalIsatIon can be made, namely that the mstttutlOnal
assessments reViewed fail to explam what methods they used to assess performance, notwlthstandmg
the hstmg of a few mdlcators m some studies The European CommISSIon study EvaluatIOn of
EEC-NGO Cofinancmg m relatIOn to InstItutIOnal Support for Grassroots OrgamsatlOns 111

Developl11g Countries (de Crombrugghe et al , 1993) focused partIcularly on financial Issues, not
least on why the funds available were under-utIlIsed and tended to fund recurrent costs rather than
mstltuttonal strengthenmg 4

The EC study makes reference to 10 mdlcators drawn up m an INTRAC study for Afnca, but
cautIOns agamst their transference to Afnca because of their roots m western models (Fowler,
Campbell and Pratt, 1992) They are

the operatIOnal mode or mode of mterventlOn of the NGO, that IS the way m which the NGO
proceeds to realise ItS development mtentlOns,
general admmlstratlOn,
the fundll1g of the organIsatIOn,
financial management,
mternal commUnICatIOn,
the form m which deCISIOns are made,
personnel management,
the way m which a sense ofresponslblhty IS mculcated mto the executIves as a whole,
the degree to willch the envIronment and context are taken mto account,
methods of follow-up/schedulInglevaluatton

If It IS difficult to assess the capacity bUlldmg and mstltutlonal development mltlattves ofNGOs,
then the Umted States 1989 publIcation Acceleratl11g InstitutIOnal Development (Bureau for Food

4 Four pOints were assessed dUring the miSSion actiVIties undertaken by the organisation ItS Institutional functlomng
the reinforcement of ItS autonomy and ItS finanCial Viability and ItS relations With the northern NGO (page 4)
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For Peace and Voluntary Assistance, 1989) helps to explam the difficulties encountered It IS a
synthesIs of 28 organIsations m 18 countnes where assistance was focused on mstltutlOnal
strengthenmg The difficulties appear to he predommantly m the more open ended and process
approaches to ll1stltutlOnal development an open-ended sort of mstltutlOnal development m which
each local programme develops more or less m ItS own way, pursumg a pattern that cannot be
specified m advance (page 10)

A more recent - and stili qUite rare - synthesIs study ofcapacity bUlldll1g m Afnca focused narrowly
on natural resources management (Brown 1996) The purpose of thIs synthesIs was to assess
whether capacity had been enhanced through project trammg, technIcal assistance and mformatlOn
support activIties The methods adopted are of particular mterest as the projects to be assessed
suffered from the familiar weaknesses oflack ofbasehne data and project complexity The approach
used was also open-ended, subjective and not aimed at ngorously demonstratmg 'anythmg particular
about the project' It used 'ex post facto non-expenmental deSigns emphaslsmg changes at the
cogl1ltlve level (attitudes and knowledge) translated mto changes at the behavIoral level as measured
by "expert" Judgements consIstent With SOCial sCIence methods of evaluatmg the Impact of tramll1g
actiVIties' (page 10) The method mvolved assessmg the extent to whIch eight hypotheses Imked to
capaclty-bUlldmg had, or had not, been confirmed 5

Two findmgs from this study m particular are relevant to the current dISCUSSIOn The first IS that
NOO capacity IS generally weak across Afnca and the second IS that the hmlted capacIties of many
NOOs not only Impede the achievement of project objectives (m this case natIOnal resources
management) but they also Impede capacity bUlldmg mltlatlves, espeCially those grounded m rapId
empowerment and bottom up approaches In other words, the shift to a greater focus on mstltutlon
and capacity bUlldmg would appear to be the correct deCISIOn to take What IS particularly mterestmg
about the study's conclUSIOns IS that they, too, stnke a strong resonance With the conclUSIOns of the
cost effectiveness study, namely that

better monztormg and evaluatIOn would Improve ImplementatIOn ofcapacity burldmg and
Natural Resources Management mltlGtlves as well as make It pOSSible to measure progress
more accurately (page 51)

8 3 6 NetworkIng and collaboration

A final set of Issues raised m the country studies concerns the Importance of networkmg among
NOOs m order to learn more about evaluatIOn methods and approaches A number of speCific pomts
are raised Firstly, there IS a consistent and Wide consensus that networkmg, espeCially networkmg
to know more about evaluatIOn methods, IS deSired by both NOOs m the north and NGOs m the
south Second, and relatedly, knowledge of new methods and evaluation approaches appears to have
been discovered by NGOs from a Wide vanety of contacts by southern NGOs from other southern
NOOs, by southern NOOs from northern NGOs by northern NOOs from southern NGOs and by both
northern and southern NGOs from research centres A partIcularly nch exchange takes place across
particular networks rehglOus based (denommatlOnal) networks covermg northern and southern
NGOs work well as do SImilar networks across northern countnes III partIcular NGOs do not often
claIm to have learnt much about evaluatIOn methods from donors though as noted, they use many

5 It IS not necessary to list all these hypotheses here However the first was that the structure of national consortia
and regional chapters contnbuted to strengthening NGO capacity a second that trammg programmes did contnbute
a third that bottom up approaches were Significant
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smlllar techmques and approaches SImIlarly there seems to be lIttle flow of mformatIOn back from
NGOs to donors which IS celtamly regrettable given tllls Report s assessment that there may well

be more expenmentatlOn gomg on across the NGO commuOltles III terms of trymg to develop
quahtatlve techOlques than between and amongst donors Another ~lgOlfJcant finding (revealed by
the absence of data) IS that the greatest gap In networkmg and m lessons learnt appears to lIe between
small NGOs and CBOs and larger NGOs and that gaps appear to be greater between small and larger
NGOs than between larger and medIUm SIzed NGOs across the north/south diVide Another
conclusIOn IS that although networkmg IS clearly ~een as advantageous to learning more about
evaluatIOn It appears to be more the exceptIOn than the rule A number of country studies ~uch a~

the Kenyan one commented on the lack of sharmg of informatIOn about methods

The northern case studIes proVide a clearer pIcture of the need for more II1formatIOn on evaluatIOn
methods however the exchange of mformatlOn between NGOs IS mixed At one extreme IS the UK
expenence which has established an evaluatIOn network REMAPP though thIs seems to be far
better at provldmg mfonnatIOn across the largest BntIsh NGOs than across the smaller one~ MOle
WIdespread IS the complamt that networkmg IS dIfficult Certamly large gaps remmn and they often
tend to be 10 the areas where NGOs feel they either have most to contnbute or most to learn
espeCially 10 relatIOn to partiCipatory evaluatIOn and learnmg processes ThIs certamly explams why
Oxfam UK/I and Novlb felt the need to go and fmd out what was happemng 10 dIfferent regIOns of
the world One success that thIs project had was to be one of very few examples of NGOs bndgmg
the French/EnglIsh language gap

The Kenyan UOlted States and Bntlsh studIes confIrm that networkmg ha~ been particularly strong
1Il relatIOn to some sectoral lOltlatlves mformatIOn and exchanges m relatIOn to lIldlcators, for
lIlstance take place regularly and qUIckly across countnes and across contments One reason for thiS
IS certamly that donors have funded the estabhshment of networks such a~ SEEP 10 the UOlted
States which 1Il turn have lInked mto and helped build research and evaluatIOn capaCitIes m these
areas whICh have been spread out and utilised across countnes and across contments

Networkmg links directly to learnmg The ImpreSSIOn gamed 10 ChIlean mtervlew~ was that thele
had been lIttle progress to date 10 mstltutIOnallsmg Impact onented evaluatIOn and learnmg among
NGOs There are exceptIOns though One mstance of an NGO WIth a long conllmtment to
mstttutlOnahsmg learnmg and evaluatIOn IS that of CIDE which has been able to mve~t m developmg
thiS capacIty because It has received generously fleXIble mstltutlOnal fundmg which It ha~ been able
to use to finance evaluatIOn and research (It sees little or no dIfference between the two actIVitIes)

Many NGOs do not have such fleXible fundmg and so are less able to do thiS and donors are
generally not mterested 10 supportmg these types of umts mSlde NGOs even when 10 the same breath
they demand more learmng and Impact onentatIOn - a conclUSIOn confIrmed from a number of the
country case studies Indeed even CIDE 10 Chile has recently found ItS m~tttutlOnal fundmg fallmg
back and has had to reduce the sIze of Its research and evaluatIOn umt
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9

LESSONS LEARNT AND RECOMMENDATIONS

9 1 IntroductIOn

95

The length of this Report nsks giVing an unbalanced view of ItS comprehensiveness Four gaps and
weaknesses should be hlghhghted The first concerns the coverage of developmg countnes The
accompanymg volume reports on data gathered from only five southern countnes, there are clearly many
initiatives gomg on mother countnes wluch are not mcorporated m the analySIS It IS highly hkely that
more extensive analySIS would lead to a refinement of the different conclUSIOns contamed m thiS chapter
The second type of gap relates to the paucity of mformatlOn gathered from smaller NGOs and
commumty-based orgamsatlons (CBOs) A major reason for thiS was that, In the maJonty ofcases, It was
not pOSSible for the research teams to move beyond the mam (urban) centres However, the (httle)
eVidence obtamed - much of It from diSCUSSIOns With key indiViduals - suggests that there IS
conSiderable If patchy, evaluatIOn and self-evaluation actiVity takmg place among smaller NGOs, and
tl1lS clearly needs to be explored further and understood If the aim IS to obtain a whole and rounded
picture of the Impact of all NGO development activities

ThIrdly, It was reahsed early on that the Study had a chOice of gomg for either 'spread' or 'depth' and,
notwlthstandmg the pomt Just made about ItS lack of coverage m relatIOn to the potentially available
countnes and data sources, It chose to veer more towards 'spread', attemptmg to cover qUIte a large
number of countnes The mam reason for thiS approach was to try to embrace as much matenal as
pOSSIble m order to make a more mformed Judgement about potential future studies, their scope and
directIOn The mam weakness hkely to anse was that studies would be read Without suffiCient
understandmg of the context and Without suffiCIent knowledge ofwhether the NGOs whose development
IIlterventlons were belllg assessed were m agreement With the Judgements made, and If not, preCisely why
not Fourthly, and relatedly, though the Study was bUIlt on expenences m 12 different countnes, It IS
lIkely that a trawl of data and expenences from other countnes, such as Canada, Japan, Italy and Ireland
from the donor/northern Side and from countnes such as IndoneSia, the Phlhppmes, Tnllldad and
Jamaica, Cote d'IvOlre, Mah and South Afnca from the south, would produce additional data and
mformatlOn to ennch the findmgs of thiS Report However, It should also be pomted out that thiS
particular exercise was never Intended to be the last word on the Imked Issues of the Impact ofNGO
development mterventlons and the methods and approaches used It was to be based predommantly on
evaluatIOn matenal the Study has confirmed the mltlal view that there are other mltlatlves and other
hteratures which throw hght on both Impact and the development of methods well beyond the confines
of evaluatIOn studies

Nevertheless the tentativeness of some of the conclUSIons drawn need to be placed alongSIde the mltlal
feed back obtamed Thus, followmg the pubhcatlon of the draft final report (m May 1997) there was a
penod of over SIX months (to the begmnmg of November) durmg which time the report was read and
dIscussed m a range of different fora (see Chapter 9 for details) and, m broad tenns, the analySIS and
conclUSIOns of the Study were confirmed

These IIllroductory remarks prOVide the overall framework for the more detailed comments made 111 tll1S
chapter Its mall1 purpose IS not so much to make firm and comprehenSive conclUSIOns, as It was the
overndmg thrust of the mam sectIOns ofthe Report, Parts B and C, to proVide conclUSIOns on Impact and
methods based on the syntheses of the different Issues covered Rather, the purpose IS to draw together
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the conclusIOns, some qUIte tentatIve emergmg from these different syntheses m order to hlghhght
lessons learnt and, m some cases, to make some specific recommendatIOns As the dIScussIon m the

chapter shows, the Issues addressed cover qUIte a wide range of themes across a number of dIfferent
areas

92 Dangers of generahsmg

Over tIme, official aid has been required to expand Into new and dIfferent areas - shIfting between
project and programme aId, and focusmg on different activItIes and dIfferent sectors Increasingly, donors
have become wary of studIes which attempt to aggregate all aid from all countnes and make
generahsatlons about Its Impact Relatedly, as aId has expanded mto dIfferent areas, focus109 often qUIte
narrowly on undertaking dIfferent tasks, It IS well recognIsed that the methods and tools used to assess
the Impact of these interventIOns vanes and needs to do so

If there IS cautIOn about generahslng In relatIOn to offiCial aid, thIS Study confirms the need to be equally
-If not more - cautIous about makmg generalisatIOns concern109 NGO development actIVIties NGOs
engage In development actIVItIes at many levels, undertakll1g dIfferent types of actIVIty WIth dIfferent
purposes, time frames and e"pectatlOns Clearly, not all NGOs are Involved m dIscrete projects targeted
at speCIfic groups of poor people Indeed, whlle It IS hkely that thIS type of engagement stlll forms a
major part of many NGOs' actiVItIes, the relatlOnslllp between many northern and southern NGOs IS
changmg fast mfluenclng the Importance attached to discrete projects and their evaluatIOn Increasmgly,
the purpose of northern and donor lI1terventlons WIth southern NGOs IS to help to strengthen the
mstltutlOns whIch work WIth poorer groups A first conclUSIOn to be drawn IS that one needs to be
cautIOus about assummg that NGO development mterventlOns should be Judged 111 relatIOn to changes
10 the hvmg standards of the beneficlanes m some cases there are no clear beneficlanes, whtle mothers
the purpose of the project funded was not to enhance and Improve hvmg standards dIrectly

But the problems about generallsmg are hkely to be even more profound than thIS As noted m Chapter
7, many donor sponsored studIes were commIssIOned m the hope that the conclUSIOns drawn from the
sample of projects selected would prOVide the baSIS for making generalisatIOns beyond these projects
about the Impact of NGO development mterventlons In contrast, most of the commissioned studIes
conclude by cautIOnmg agamst makll1g such generalisatIOns

Nevertheless, one of the Interestmg outputs of the Study IS the assemblmg and clustering of eVIdence
about Impact Chapters 3 and 4, 111 particular, both comment on and proVIde eVIdence on a Wide range
of Issues, even If the dISCUSSIOn contmually warns that many of the conclUSIOns drawn are based on
flImsy eVidence, some of wlllch IS consistent and qUIte firm, some contradictory What need to be
hIghlighted here are the potential dangers of mlsusmg thIS (firm and consIstent) data and mformatlOn,
espeCIally by generahsll1g wllly-nIlIy beyond the data presented

Thus, thIS Study remforces the view that It IS dangerous to make generahsatlOns about NGOs and about
different projects or types of project which work, even when focusmg on the more tradItIOnal dIscrete
project approach There are three reasons for cautIOn

The first IS that, III parallel With recent studies on the Impact of offiCial aid (see Dollar and BurnSIde,
1996) thiS Study confirms that one of the most profound mfluences on Impact IS the WIder conte"t
wlthm which projects are placed Thus, what works or fatls 10 one conte"t (place or tIme) Will not
necessanly work or faIl III another
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The second reason for caution IS that project performance IS usually profoundly Il1fluenced by the
capacity and capablhtles of the orgal11satlon Implementll1g the project and by the amount and
duratIOn of the funds available This provIdes another reason for needll1g to seek explanatIOns of
project performance 'beyond the proJect'

Thirdly, whlle many projects addressll1g problems of poverty may loa" ahke and have slmllar
objectives 1I1 terms of tryll1g to allevIate or elimll1ate the poverty of particular groups of people, they
can be designed With different expectations For mstance, It would be mistaken to compare, and
Judge one project which tnes to Improve the health status of women usmg tned and tested methods
With another which IS expenmentll1g WIth new approaches 111 the hope of potential repltcatton and
scahng up This remforces, agall1, the view that It IS too slmphstlc to Judge NGOs Simply on the basIs
of results aclueved often one needs to dig deeper

These perspectIves lead one to make four generalisations Firstly (to the delight of phIlosophers), that
It IS dangerous to make generalisatIons Secondly, that contell.t matters ThIrdly, that agents and
orgal11satlons Implementmg projects matter, and fourthly, that m commg to Judgement and denvll1g
poltcy conclUSIOns from the eVidence, purpose and expectatIOns matter

There IS, however, an Important dlsttnctlOn between argumg that It IS dangerous to make generahsattons
and argumg that everythmg IS ul11que and as a result, no lessons (or very few) can be learnt from
examll1mg projects or groups of projects Clearly, as the revIew of evaluatIOn reports makes clear, there
are poor-performmg NGOs achlevmg hmlted success where many of the causes of such performance lie
111 reasons which are subject to Il1fluence What IS more, a particularly Il1terestll1g aspect ofthe analySIS
presented 111 Chapter 3 concerned the IdentIfication of not only some general trends, but also exceptions
to most generahsatlOns Thus, many NGO projects fall to reach down to very poor people - but a number
do, many are not finanCially sustamable - but a number are, many fall to address structural factors
nnpedmg the advancement of women - but a number do, and so on ThIs suggests that cautIOn needs to
be exerCIsed 111 makmg hard and fast generahsatlons even when most of the eVIdence pomts m a
partIcular dIrectIon

Fll1ally, however, It IS Important to note that a number of the donor-commissIoned studies, drawmg on
very different samples ofNGO Il1terventlons m dIfferent countnes and m different contexts, came to
some Similar types of conclUSIons some stnkll1gly Similar about Impact (and about the paucity of data
With which to draw firm conclUSIOns) The more that future studies, undertaken by both NGOs and
external evaluators, remforce these conclUSIOns the more sure one can be about the Wider apphcablltty
of the conclUSions drawn

9 3 Ignorance and the need to Improve access to knowledge

The Study has shown that access to knowledge IS an Issue of major slgl1lficance and Importance,
mal1lfested 111 dlstmct though lmked ways FIrstly, there IS Widespread Ignorance about activIties and
studIes mcludmg evaluation studieS whIch are gomg on or have been completed Large data and
lI1fOrmatlon gaps e'(lst across and sometimes wlthm many orgal1lsatlOns and mstltutlons Thus there IS
Ignorance wlthll1 donor agencIes of all the work whIch has been done or IS bemg done on NGOs which
sheds hght on Impact and Impact methods There IS Ignorance wlthm donor agencies of what northern
NGOs are dOll1g There IS Ignorance across the north of many Il1ltlatlves which southern NGOs are
undertakmg, and Ignorance ofthe content of southern reports wntten and not sent to the north There IS
Ignorance wlthll1 smaller NGOs about debates and dIScussIons on evaluation methods gOll1g on 111 larger
orgal11satlons WhIle networks and Il1formatlOn flows have been expandll1g across different NGOs they
stIll tend to be clustered aInong Itke mmded NGOs or wlthll1 speclahst NGOs engaged 111 speCIfic, and
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often narrow, types of development mterventlon thcre IS frequently Ignorance of what IS happenmg m
other networks and beyond There IS Ignorance across donors and intermediary NOOs of self evaluatIOns
takl11g place, greater Ignorance If these self evaluatIons are oral e\.erClses Fmally, there IS Ignorance and
often lack of Interest m informatIOn 'out there' which mIght Inform Wider development Interests 'back
home' For example, Ignorance among donors of what NGOs are domg In the area ofNGO evaluation
not only means that donors are less than fully Informed about NOO Impact than they need be, but they
are also often faIling to use the information 'out there' to learn lessons which could be useful to theIr
work outsIde the dIrect field ofNGO work

Secondly, not only IS the eXIstence of these data gaps Itself a contributory factor to the duplIcatIOn and
replIcatIOn of actIvItIes and the perpetuatIOn of poor practIce, but the failure to Interact and pool
knowledge IS also a major ImpedIment to both the enhancement of knowledge about Impact, and the
development of methods and approaches which work I ThiS IS because research and mvestlgatlOn mto
methods which work carry With them a certain momentum, the knowledge that others are Involved In a
common enterprise stimulates addItIonal mterest and IS lIkely to reduce the overall time to achIeve some
sort of slgmficant breakthroughs

One result of donor Ignorance IS that many wlthm donor agencIes are unaware of both the mterest m
evaluatIOn and the WIder range of evaluatIon actIvities wlllch NOOs In the north and south are currently
undertakmg If there was a belIef In donor Circles that the main body of evaluation work on NOO
development interventions consIsts of donor-commissioned studies, then one of the results of tillS Study
should be to dispel that belIef The reason for 11IghlIghtIng Ignorance and data gaps IS Simply that
knowledge matters Consequently, the thrust of thIs Study IS to recommend that urgent steps are taken
to enhance knowledge and mformatlon exchange among the range of different stakeholders What IS
more, In most areas there IS a need to enhance data flows In a two way directIOn Thus, donors need to
know more about NOO actIvities and NGOs need to know more about donor actIvItIes, northern NOOs
need to know more about southern NGO actIvItIes and southern NGOs more about northern NOO
actIvIties, there needs to be a better two-way flow of informatIon between researchers and NGOs, as, too,
between researchers and donors

In short, there IS a preSSing need to expand and create a more reltable and comprehenSIve database of
evaluations which have been camed out (by donors and NGOs), of research and related actIvItIes which
throw further Itght on Impact, and of major inItIatIves to address gaps In methods of evaluatmg Impact,
including results achIeved As Chapter 4 Illustrates, slgmficant amounts of informatIOn can now be
accessed by ajudlclous use of the mternet, a source whose Importance IS bound to continue to mcrease
Overall, there IS a need

for donors and espeCially large northern NOOs to enhance their mternal data capture mechalllsms,

for donors to enhance their knowledge of what both northern and southern NOOs are domg In the
areas of Impact and Impact methods, not only to IdentItY gaps and deepen their apprecIatIOn of
current and planned actiVities, but also In order to feed the informatIon and inSIght more Widely Into
their own agencies,

1 The term methods and approaches which work IS used deliberately Instead of a term like new Ideas What IS
Important IS to develop and broadcast methods which work many of which may well be old Ideas or Ideas linked to
traditional methods DISCUSSions suggest that there IS a certain dnve to expenment With approaches that are new
but which may well be Inappropnate
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for northern and southern NGOs to know more about activIties beyond their own organisatIOn or
more traditIOnal networks,

for donors and larger northern and southern NGOs to know more about the Impact of smaller NGO
and CBO activities and the methods they use to assess their own activIties,

for donors and larger northern and southern NGOs to use their greater power and mfluence to ensure
that data and mfonnatlon IS packaged up m forms useful to smaller organisatIOns and communIcated
'downwards' m a manner whIch encourages mutual learnmg and not dommatlon

The mam ways m which donors can address some of these data gaps are firstly, by acknowledgmg the
Importance of networkmg and secondly, by provldmg funds either for new networks or the careful
expansIOn of eXlstmg ones While, Ideally, there IS ment m addressmg all data gaps, pnonty ought to be
given to usmg donor funds to bndge partIcularly Important data gaps and to encourage networkmg where
there IS currently a particularly severe lack of funds, and where mformatlon exchange can be enhanced
most cost-effectively Based on these pnnclples, an mltlal suggestion would be for donors (and northern
NGOs) to give particularly pnonty to bndgmg mfonnatlon gaps 111 two areas between larger and smaller
organisatIOns, and m relation to mcreaslllg knowledge of methods and approaches and conclUSIOns of
self evaluation exercises For their part, and additIOnally, It IS apparent that donors would benefit both
from enhancmg mformatlon flows wlthm their own countnes and exchanglllg thiS mformatlOn between
themselves

9 4 Enhancmg Impact

Important though It IS to know more about Impact studies which have been carned out, the Study shows
that on ItS own, Improvmg the evaluatIOn database would be an IIlsufficlent response There IS an
additIOnal need to enhance and Improve the qualzty of the data a repeated and consistent conclUSion
drawn across countnes and m relatIOn to all clusters of studies IS that the data are exceptionally poor
There IS a paucity of data and mformatlOn from wlncll to draw firm conclusIOns about the Impact of
projects, about effiCiency and effectiveness, about sustamablhty, the gender and environmental Impact
of proJects and their contnbutlon to strengthenmg democratic forces, mstltutlOns and organisatIOns and
bUlldmg cIvIl society There IS even less finn data WIth which to assess the Impact ofNGO development
IIlterventlons beyond discrete projects, not least those mvolved m bUlldmg and strengthenmg IIlstltutlOnal
capacity, a form of development mterventlon whose IIlcldence and populanty have grown rapidly m the
last five years

Wlthm thiS overall context, there are notable sub sectoral and thematic differences Thus, Impact data
tend to be better 111 relation to IIlterventlons clustered around more economic-type projects (credit, savmg,
mcome generatIOn) They tend to be worst the closer one moves to the part of development where
objectives and purposes are less tangIble, such as bUlldmg capacity and democracy, or empowennent and
advocacy work, and the more the development mterventlon concerned focuses on processes and Issues
such as reduclllg vulnerablhty to nsk Between these two extremes he social sector development projects
Those 1I1volved m dellvenng servIces where there are more tangible purposes such as provldmg clean
water schooling or cllmc faclhtles, usually produce finner Impact data than those IIlvolved 111 areas such
as tralll1l1g IIlcreaslllg health awareness or ImprovlIlg the quahty of services

These differences are Important because they go beyond some more Immediate gaps and causes of gaps
m data Thus, on the one hand, poor Impact data are due to the absence, or poor quahty, of appraIsal,
mOnItonng and data-gathermg In such cases, some, perhaps major, Improvements m methods and
processes would certamly help to enhance knowledge Yet, on the other hand, It IS clear that a major
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additIOnal cause of data gaps and the lack of firm data with which to Judge Impact lies m the nature of
the development mterventlOn, the difficulty ofagreemg and derlvmg firm mdlcators with which to Judge
Impact, and the Importance of qualitatIve processes

What IS particularly mterestmg about the data and lI1formatlOn reviewed for thiS Study IS that most
attention would appear to be focused on tryll1g to address the latter cluster of Issues, not least by
dlscussmg and testll1g the use ofdifferent mdlcators with which to assess and Judge the Impact of the less
tangible types of development mterventlOn Least attentIOn would appear to be focused on the project
appraisal, plannmg, mOnltormg and evaluation (PME) end, and on mltlatlves to encourage NGOs to
mtroduce a more systematIc and ongomg appraisal and mOnitoring system Clearly both are needed, and
NGOs and donors need to work together m networks and, m some cases, on their own to try to Improve
the quality of data However, as noted m §9 2 above, It IS additIonally necessary to pool far more
mformatlOn about what IS done and what IS planned m order to focus efforts, build momentum, and
ensure that current waste and duplicatIOn are mll1lmlsed In short, It IS necessary to focus attentIOn
beyond evaluatIOn, to plannmg and mOnltorll1g, and addressmg data and mformatlOn gaps here, mcludmg
ways ofmtroducmg (appropriate) base-lines IfmformatlOn on Impact IS to be qualitatively Improved

Important though It IS to focus on unprovmg the quality of data With which to try to assess Impact, the
studIes reviewed also show that on their own enhancmg the processes of PME and movmg to a closer
consensus on what mdlcators are useful m assessmg different types ofproject will not automatically lead
to better Impact False expectatIOns must not be built up If they are, they mcrease the rls[,. of retreat from
support for the (major) developments m Impact assessment which have occurred to date

Thus, Impact assessment IS a means ofJudgmg projects or other forms of mterventlOn Improvmg the
means and methods ofJudgmg whether the project s Immediate purpose or Wider Impact have been
achieved IS different from Improvmg the chances ofthe project s purpose Itselfbemg achieved more
rapidly, more firmly, more durably, or more effiCiently and effectively As the analySIS of causes of
project success and failure 111 Chapter 3 (Box 3 3) suggest, projects can be enhanced, m part by focusmg
on factors which are potentially open to manipulatIOn such as staff quality, beneficiary consultation and
participation, management quality and ensuring suffiCient funds But other factors - such as a range of
external factors (sector and type of mterventlOn, geographical area, locatIOn, attitudes of elites, whether
the natIOnal or local economies are expandll1g, contractll1g or stagnant) - are far less amenable to
mfluence Notwlthstandll1g the Importance oftllls dlstmctlon It IS of more than passmg lI1terest that a
number of the country studIes suggest that there may well be a closer relatlOnslllp between workmg to
enhance the quality of Impact evaluations and achlevmg project objectives and Wider Impact than might
1I11tlally be thought A mam argument here IS that NGOs whIch are conscIous of the need to assess m a
more rigorous manner the results of their development efforts tend also to be mcreasmgly mterested 111

analysmg, addressmg and trymg to reduce those factors IdentIfied as weaknesses In other words, there
may be a stronger albeit mdlrect Imk between workmg to Improve the quality of Impact data and project
performance To the extent that thiS link contmues to be confirmed It proVides yet another reason to
JUStify the growmg mterest of both donors and NGOs m Impact, and m promotmg better ways of
assessmg It

ThiS leads to a related question for what purpose IS uupact data bemg Improved? The studies reviewed
Juxtapose two sharply different answers to assure donors that the funds allocated have been used
effectively and to feed back mto and Improve performance m the future However they also suggest that
there are WIder differences m terms of rhetOriC than there are dIfferences m practice though certamly
not to the extent of argumg that Identical ways of assessmg Impact are used and ought to be used to
satisfy external funders, Implementmg organisations and benefiCiaries The diSCUSSIon m §9 6 below,
confirmmg a View, mterestmgly tllat was artICulated more strongly by southern than by northern NGOs,
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suggests that there are valId and legitimate reasons for undertakmg Impact assessments for different
stakeholders What IS of mterest here IS that external stakeholders are usually keener advocates ofusmg
more quantitatIve and externally venfiable mdlcators with willch to Judge Impact, whereas mternal
stakeholders, be they staff from the NGO Implementmg the project or the ultimate beneficlanes, are
usually keener to use mdlcators which are m some senses 'owned' by them, even If they are not eaSily
venfied externally Thus, If, as thiS Study suggests, there IS donor support for funds to be focused
mcreasmgly on ensurmg that NGOs have the capacIty to undertake evaluatIOns for themselves, tillS would
tend to suggest that a greater push should be made to encourage analysIs of the processes which lead to
greater ownership ofhome-grown mdlcators (even If they are Identical to mdlcators grown m many other
homes) ThiS would be more Important than trymg to develop firmer clusters of quantitatIve and
externally-venfiable mdlcators 2

9 5 Enhancmg methods

If one of the mam conclUSIOns of tillS Study IS that we are stili searchmg for more mformatlOn and higher
qualIty data with which to assess Impact, a second IS that we are stili searchmg for methods and tools
with which to assess NGO development mterventlOns Indeed, to the extent that recent trends contmue,
we need to search for qUIte a wide range ofdifferent methods and tools with which to assess often qUIte
different types of development mterventlOn discrete time bound proJects, longer-term processes,
mstltutlOnal and capacIty bUlldmg 1I11tlatives, advocacy, educational and awareness-bulldmg activities,
efforts to strengthen (m some cases to create) CIVil society orgal1lsatlOns, and NGO actiVities which
mvolve more overt attempts to create and strengthen democratic mstltutlOns and/or to try to halt the
erosIOn of democratic processes Wlthm each of these broad categones there are further groups and
clusters of development mterventlOns which usually reqUIre different types of approach

Ifall thiS sounds dauntmg, It needs to be placed m a broader perspective Two pomts need to be made
The first IS that the lack offirm and rehable methods and tools with which to assess the Impact ofNGO
development mterventlOns which thIS Study has found, IS not a particularly new findmg It largely
confirms what those at the coalface already know Secondly, these gaps and weaknesses m methods are
by no means confined to NGOs m movmg beyond traditional/orthodox SOCial cost-benefit analYSIS,
donors concerned With the 'softer' end ofoffiCial aid as well as agencies mvolved m assessmg SOCial and
pohtlcallmtlatlves wlthm the mdustnahsed countnes face exactly the same types of problems Thus, It
IS not that evaluatIOns ofNGO development, and especially SOCial and human development, projects are
partIcularly weak, the problems expenenced m evaluatmg NGO development mterventlOns are part of
a far larger set of problems 3

In thIS context, the Study's findmgs could be Viewed not so much With gloom but With a conSiderable
dose of optimism m that a number of the country studies not only argue that the NGO evaluatIOn field
IS nch With a rapidly expandmg range of different mltlatlves to try and test a range of different
approaches and tools, but there are at least suggestions that the combmed actiVitIes wlthm the NGO
sector may well mvolve a larger number of mltlatlves than are to be found wlthm donor agencies The
fact that It IS not pOSSible to prOVide a firm assessment on thiS questIOn pomts to the first lesson to be
learnt from the Study m terms of methodology ThiS IS the need for donors to mteract far more closely
With NGOs than many appear to do at present thiS IS to achieve a better two-way mformatlOn and Ideas-

2 ThiS conclUSion IS one which focuses on relative balance It IS certainly not being argued that NGOs should
abandon attempts to try to develop and use Objective indicators Clearly many NGOs are not only working on such
Issues but find the exercise useful and rewarding
3 See Moore et al (1995) for a diSCUSSion of major gaps In institution bUilding projects and programmes
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flow between the two - donors need to know more about and provIde encouragement where they can to
NGO mltlatlves, while NGOs need to be kept abreast of Ideas, debates and expenments on methods
occurring wlthm donor agencies It IS Important that thiS contact IS not confined to donors' evaluation
departments It needs to lllvolve close lllteractlOn with donors' cross-cuttlllg departments (social
development, gender, environment and economics) as well as the full range of sectoral expertise small
busmess/mlcro enterprise, health, educatIOn, good governance, and so on Knowlllg about methods
extends well beyond the donor-northern NGO relationshIp It IS clearly Important for the two way
informatIOn flow to extend downwards and upwards to different NGOs and commumty-based
orgamsatlOns

A second lesson on methods that comes from the Study IS confirmatIOn of the mterest ofNGOs m the
Issues of methods and tools of analysIs As thiS undoubtedly cOlllcldes with donor mterests, there are
grounds for argumg that donors should contmue to encourage NGOs to experiment m devlslllg
better/sharper tools ofanalysIs It IS beyond the scope of thiS Study to go mto all the dIfferent aspects of
methods and methodology However, the studies do highlIght a number ofthemes where It would appear
to be partIcularly Important to encourage more work on methods In no partIcular order of preference or
PriOrity, these are some prelIminary 'first thoughts' on specific areas where additIonal work would be
particularly helpful

Work to clarify the (dIffering) role of the benefiCiaries III evaluation vls-a VIS those of other
stakeholders, and the mterrelatlonshlp between benefiCiary participatIOn m projects and benefiCiary
participatIOn m evaluatIOn

Encouragement to examme rigorously the whole area of methods of assessmg non project
development interventions, not least those focused on capacity-bUilding, advocacy and development
educatIOn ThIS work ought to have the dISCUSSIOn of SUitable llldicators as a major focus

Building on the verificatIOn approaches outlIned m Chapter 3, It would be useful to encourage
further work, espeCially In areas outSIde a narrow project-specific focus, whIch tries to Isolate the
areas of Impact In which there IS lIkelIhood of agreement and disagreement about Impact The
AustralIan and Canadian donor commissIOned studies focused narrowly on differences between the
respectIve donor and northern NGOs It would be useful to extend the parameters to mclude the
whole range of different stakeholders

Work focused on testlllg the view (hypotheSIS) emergmg III t111S Study that there often seems to be
a tensIOn between achlevmg sustamabillty and reachmg the poor (see §9 8, below)

Work focused on the development of relatively Simple and practIcal methods adapted to (different)
NGO development interventIOns m order to assess these agamst major cross cuttlllg Issues such as
gender and the environment

Work focused on methods to evaluate the development mterventlOns of small NGO lI11tlatlves (see
§9 7 for a diSCUSSion of why thiS IS Important)

Work focused on the whole Issue of partnership, speCIfically here III relation to how thiS mfluences
and IS mfluenced by methods of assessmg Impact



Part D Lessons Learnt Recommendalions and Reacl10ns

9 6 External and mternal evaluatIOns
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Many NOOs are now focusmg their attention on evaluatIOn, though It IS probably not yet common
practice for most NOOs to plan evaluatIOn strategies and undertake evaluations systematically
EvaluatIOn appears to be partIcularly weak among smaller NOOs, though this vIew could be coloured
by the relative paucity of mformatlOn this Study was able to gather about evaluatIOns among smaller
NOOs There IS no eVIdence to suggest that NOOs are spendll1g too much on evaluations though figures
are dIfficult to obtam, the overall conclusion from the NorwegIan and Netherlands studIes was that NOO
evalua!lons constItuted no more than 4 to 5 per cent of total project costs Some donors, such as Denmark
and Fmland, regularly provide funds for NOOs to undertake evaluatIOns, though on occasIOns only when
asked, others, most notably the UllIted States, have mSlsted that all NOO projects be evaluated externally,
though there are now moves to abandon the all embracll1g nature oftlus reqUIrement France contnbutes
some 2 5 per cent of the co financmg budget to a trust fund mvolved m appraisal and evaluatIOn

It IS the view of tillS Study that the noticeable shift towards lI1creased lI1terest m evaluation and
evaluatIOn methods should be further encouraged The broad question we wIsh to address here IS the
relationshIp between NOOs and donors m relatIOn to encouragmg the practIce of evaluatIOn Three
narrower questions concern, firstly, the balance between external and mternal evaluatIOns, secondly, the
balance between evaluatIOns commIssioned and/or undertaken by donors and evaluations undertaken by
NOOs and thirdly the balance between project evalua!lons and others, such as programme, country and
lI1stltutlonal evaluatIOns

The eVIdence emergmg from thiS Study would tend to support the view that It IS unhelpful to make
sweepmg generahsatlOns about the ments of external and self-evaluatIOn there IS a clear role for both
sorts of evaluatIOn In that context, however, two additIOnal pomts can be made The first IS that donors
should tread cautIOusly m commIssIOn109 more overarchmg evaluatIOns of NOOs 'm general' The
second IS that whIle thIS mIght suggest donors commlsslonmg more narrowly-focused, thematiC or
sectoral evaluatIOns, there seems to be greater ment m followmg the broad donor consensus of
commisslolllng NOOs themselves to undertake these studIes - provldll1g the results are shared In some
countries, like the UllIted Kmgdom, the sharmg of thematic evaluatIOns and theIr conclusIOns seems to
be exceptIOnally poor Thirdly, when and If donors do commiSSIon external consultants to undertake
external evaluations, partIcular note should be taken of requests that the evaluators share their skills with
project nuplementmg staff, and that results are shared and dIscussed

These donor efforts, however, need to be put mto context The thrust of thIs Study suggests that donors
ought to focus far more of theIr attentIOn on encouragmg NOOs to undertake their own evaluatIOns
(whIch they are domg), encouragmg them to broadcast these results more Widely (which still seems to
be a problem) and encouragmg them to analyse and share with other NOOs theIr practIcal experiences
In explamIng precisely how the lessons from evaluations can be mtegrated mto theIr plannmg processes
(a process about which many larger NOOs espeCIally are increasingly eager to learn) ThIS approach
IS wholly consistent With the emerging perspectIve ofUSAID, namely that It IS more Important to ensure
that NGOs are able and have the skIlls to evaluate the Impact of what they domg than It IS for USAID
to contract In skIlls to do tll1S for them The French FoundatIOn de France also works from thiS
perspective

It IS also Important, however, for donors not to encourage the further use of evaluatIOns, or self
evaluatIOns as Isolated exercises Undertakmg more and more detal1ed evaluations Without addreSSing
data gaps and Without more rigorous plannmg, appraisal and mOllltormg IS, perversely hkely to
encourage the misgUIded (and magical) view that gOll1g through a mechal1lstlc evaluation process WIll
automatically lead to Improved projects
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TIllS still leaves open the questIOn of what sort of mterventlons should be evaluated dIscrete proJects,
longer term processes mstltutlonal assessments, country or programme evaluatIOns? It IS fairly sllnple
to answer the question of the balance between project and lI1stttuttonal evaluatIons and assessments the
evaluatlOll carned out should be a reflectIOn of the types of development l11terventiOIl undertaken It
would certaInly be odd If the noted shIft of many northern NGOs towards a far greater focus of their
actiVities on capacity bUlldmg were accompamed by donors contInulllg WIth an exclUSive focus on the
Impact of dIscrete projects targeted at particular benefiCIaries Whl1e at one level thiS has clearly not
occurred, at another, there IS some sense across a number of northern countries that It IS stl1l necessary
to contInue to focus predomlllantly on project evaluatIon In contrast thiS Study has shown both that
capacity bUildIng actIVItIes have expanded rapIdly across a large number of NGOs and that If the
methods of evaluatIng projects are stili In their youth rather than adulthood, the methods of evaluatlllg
the capacity-bUildIng mltlatlves ofNGOs are stl1lm their mfancy What thIS suggests IS that a greater
emphaSIS on capaclty-bUlldmg evaluations and work to encourage a better understandmg of how these
might be done would be partIcularly worthwhile

A number of donors such as the Netherlands, have now begun to undertake country a~sessments as part
of their medIUm and long-term programmes, bUlldmg on the country studIes undertaken m the
commissIOned studies of some donors such as the Swedish, Fml11sh and BritIsh evaluations These
studies have proved particularly useful In placmg the Impact of discrete projects mto their wider context
and 111 ralsmg the question of the role of NGOs beyond the project level TIllS might suggest further
encouragement to undertake far more of these studIes Three notes ofcautIOn need to be VOIced The first
IS that there has already been conSiderable duphcatlOn of effort among different donors undertakmg
country studies, leadIng m aggregate to an mefficlent use of resources The second IS that most larger
NGOs now regularly undertake country studIes for themselves a large proportIOn of whIch appears to
cover and duphcate the efforts of other NGOs m thiS area The third IS that often absent or margmal to
these processes are local NGO mputs What all thiS suggests IS that any expansIOn m resources allocated
to country studies ought to be preceded by a more rigorous trawl of mformatlOn to ensure that future
efforts build on past analySIS rather than merely repeat It, and that attentIon IS focused on bul1dlllg
capacity m the south to undertake such analyses

The final Issue to raIse here IS the fundmg of evaluatIons As noted, many, If not most, donors now
prOVide funds to NGOs to carry out evaluatIOns, In the case of some larger NGOs to supplement funds
allocated from own-sources Overall, however, dISCUSSIOns With NGOs suggest that they stili remam
hmlted m theIr ablhty to carry out evaluations because of lack of funds Perhaps one reason for thIS has
ItS roots m the fact that evaluatIons are still predomInantly seen as project 'add ons' and not as Integral
parts ofthe whole project process ThiS suggests that donors and NGOs alIke should conSIder expandmg
the funds that they allocate to evaluation provldll1g, as argued above, these are mtegrated mto an
enhancement of wIder PME efforts

However, If one IS talkIng about priorIties there IS probably a more urgent need (as funds are even more
tIght) to focus on expandmg the fundIng of research mto evaluation methods as well as fundmg the
broadcastmg of Interestmg results But If one IS mterested m addressmg the major gaps very few funds
have probably been channelled mto encouragmg small and medIUm Sized NGOs 111 the south to undertake
evaluatIOns and to experIment WIth dIfferent methods ThiS suggests that funds channelled II1to the~e

Imtlatlves deserve hIgh PriOrity

9 7 Encouragmg evaluatIOn activity among smaller NGOs

It IS one tiling to help faclhtate evaluatIOn among smaller NGOs, It IS qUite another to diSCUSS what form
that evaluatIOn Imght take The Study has found eVidence to mdlcate that the relative absence of



Part 0 Lessons Learnt Recommendations and Reactions 105

evaluatIOn among smaller NGOs does not he simply 10 a lack of funds or III a lack of knowledge of
evaluatIOn methods used, either by donors or by larger NGOs The Issue of size IS Itself of major
Importance Thus, two reasons for which smaller NGOs do not undertake evaluatIons are that they do
not have the personnel to undertake evaluatIOns and they do not have the funds to undertake evaluatIOns
However, perhaps of even greater Importance IS that If they were to Import the methods and approaches
used by larger NGOs, the process and scale of the evaluations would dommate, swamp and nsk chang10g
the very nature of these NGOs SImilar arguments have been mustered m relatIOn to transferrmg more
ngorous appraisal and m011ltormg methods Willy 11Illy to smaller NGOs

What all thIS suggests IS that It IS msufficlent and 10adequate for northern NGOs and donors to faCilitate
the movement ofmoney to smaller NGOs to undertake evaluatIOns If thIS entails the NGOs havmg to buy
IlltO theIr (evolv1Og) methods as a condition for acceptmg the funds Equally, however, one also needs
to be wary ofmovmg too far m the other directIOn by suggestmg that the projects and programmes of
smaller NGOs can be excluded from the ngours ofany analySIS, for such an approach IS akm to argumg
that Impact does not matter What IS needed IS activity which takes place somewhere between these two
extremes a system of evaluatIOn (m011ltonng and appraisal) that IS suffiCiently ngorous to ensure that
funds are well used and lessons learnt, but suffiCiently Simple and small scale to ensure that the tools
used are appropnate and do not have a dlstortmg effect

It would appear that we are still very far along the road to achlevmg these objectives TIllS suggests that
larger NGOs and donors need to devote tllne and resources to cooperatmg With Identified groups of
smaller NGOs to undertake a range of experiments which attempt to provide concrete answers to the
hnked problems of small Size, Impact assessment and appropnate method QUick answers should not be
expected'

9 8 SustamabIlIty Issues development versus welfare

The eVidence surveyed for thiS Study pomts to a number ofdifferent sets ofconclusIons about NGOs and
the sustamabllity ofthelr development mterventlOns

Donors are focusmg more and more on the Issue of sustalllablhty, of which the financial
sustamablhty of projects IS a major constituent part Indeed, It IS 111creasmgly common for donors
to proVide funds to NGOs on the expliCit assumption that the projects funded will be, or have the
potential to be, financially sustamable m a relatively short space oftllne

NGOs m receipt of donor funds are mcreasmgly acceptmg funds based on an agreement that the
projects they are Implementmg Will achieve these susta10ablhty objectives

Yet, the eVidence from thiS Study revealed that by far the maJonty ofNGO projects are currently not
finanCially sustamable and that, for most, there IS little hope ofthem bemg finanCially sustamable
111 the near term Without external assistance

A number of donors appear III practIce to be satisfied IfNGOs receIve funds from other donors III

order to acllleve theIr own (narrow) finanCial sustalllablhty requirements

The overall eVidence proVIdes strong confirmatIOn of the hypotheSIs found III the Wider hterature that
there IS an mverse relatIOnshIp between the potential of projects to acllleve finanCial sustamablhty
and the SOCIO economic status of the beneficlanes Some eVidence from the micro enterprise sector,
often USAID based, suggests that there IS no trade-off here, though thiS IS by no means confirmed
by other eVidence
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The (less firm) sectoral eVIdence tends to suggest that the potentml to achieve financial sustamablhty
IS poorer for socIal welfare type projects and greater for economIc and mcome generatmg projects

Some eVidence (even more tentative) suggests there may often be a positive lmk between ablhty to
achIeve mstltutlOnal suslamablhty and ablhty to achIeve financml sustamablhty

These are all extremely nuportant conclusIOns An Immedmte questIOn IS how generahsable they are
WhIle thIs Study cannot provide an answer to thIs questIOn, what It can do IS suggest that these
'conclusIOns' be taken as hypotheses for further study and analysIs

Even before further work IS done, however, It would seem that there are grounds for donors to focus on
what seems to be a glarmg contradIctIOn between the demands made about financial sustamablhty and
the abIlity ofNGOs to achIeve financIal sustamablhty especmlly for groups of poorer people As the
diSCUSSion of the defillltlOn ofsustamablhty m Chapter 3 (Box 32) argued, It IS not necessary or even
desirable, to abandon the commitment to ac111evmg financml sustamablhty what IS Important IS to
dIscuss how one links noble objectives with practical reahtles One of the most crucmllssues to address
IS the extent to which, and the methods by WhiCh, donors might acknowledge that there may well be
sound reasons to provide assIstance to poor people to meet basIc and ImmedIate needs when there are
few prospects of such assistance contmumg when the project ceases For some donors, thiS IS not as
radIcal an Idea as It mIght seem, for discussIOn IS already takmg place about provldmg officml ald m such
cIrcumstances 4

9 9 Usmg and mlsusmg Impact data

No one doubts that one of the mfluences dnvmg donors to focus more on mOllltormg and evaluation IS
rooted m the hIgher pnorlty gIven to results achieved The mcreasmg concern donors have over the
results of NGO development mterventlOns IS Itself mfluenced by two remforcmg factors mcreasmg
donor funds gomg to NGOs, and the context where results acllleved are mcreasmgly emphasised

As thIS Study has shown, there IS some concern amongst some, though by no means all, NGOs that the
emphasIs given to results could be overdone and uItlluately prove damagmg Among NGOs which have
embraced the need to assess what they do - and these are the vast maJonty - there IS growmg concern
that donors and other funders might not merely focus on results m order to see how these mIght be
Improved, but mIght take the additional step ofbasmg fundmg decIsIOns on the results achieved At one
level there IS nothmg wrong WIth takmg such a step It IS surely correct to channel funds to NGOs and
their projects where tangible gams for the poor are bemg achieved, m preference to fundmg NGOs and
projects where there IS no eVIdent Improvement Yet, at another level, and Without wlshmg to challenge
that general prmclple there would be cause for concern If donors were to fund NGOs and theIr
development projects solely on the basIs of the results achIeved An mltml problem IS Simply that at
present the data are often of such poor quahty that It IS dIfficult to come to Judgement But at a deeper
level, and If the data were avaIlable, there IS a concern that If results achieved were to become the
predommant basIs for fundmg tIllS would mfluence what NGOs do m qUite a profound and detnmental
way SpeCIfically, It would encourage NGOs to move away from risky, e"Xpenmental and mnovatlve
projects where the results are hkely to be uncertam, and away from projects focused on poorer people

4 A recent gUide on appraisal mOnitoring and Impact assessment produced for the ODA s Health and Population
DIVISion argued that there are a number of reasons for which Britain should prOVide services to poor people when
they nor anyone else can afford to pay for them See Health and Population DIVISion (HPD) 1996
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because the costs are lIkely to be greater and the prospects of achlevmg financial sustamabllIty poor
What IS more as the Austrahan study mdlcates, these concerns are by no means confined to NGOs

The Study has been able to do httle more than register these concerns, not to assess the valIdIty and
Importance of such wornes However, It would seem desIrable for donors and NGOs to get together to
examme this Issue III some depth, not only m order to unravel competmg claims and assertIOns but III

order to help to e.....pand the common ground between donors and NGOs and to reduce potential conflIct

9 10 Follow-up

PrevIOus sectIOns of tIllS chapter have Identified a range of gaps whIch need to be filled Thus, and III

spite of major changes, there remams a paucity of mformatlOn on the Impact of NGO development
mterventlOns there seems to be agreement among donors and NGOs alIke that thiS mformatlon should
be enhanced 10 terms of both coverage and qualIty AdditIOnally, however, mformatlOn gaps on Impact
are unhkely to be filled unless more work IS done on nnprovmg the qualIty of the data whIch, III turn, IS
lInked to encouragmg and even expandmg the current mterest m exammmg new approaches to
evaluatIOn

What addItIOnally needs to be addressed IS the Issue of possIble follow-up to thIS partIcular Study As
noted already, the eVidence gathered here needs to be Viewed as an nutlal overvIew ofthe key Issues The
questIon IS whether thiS mltIatlve - aJomt mltlatlve across the donor commumty - should be followed
by further work and If so, what ItS terms of reference should be

It IS the view of the Team that for all thiS Study's gaps and weaknesses, It would not be wise to
commiSSIOn a follow up study which aimed to obtam more of the same sorts ofmformatlOn, not least by
extendmg and expandmg the coverage ofthe present Study ThIS IS not because there IS no need to obtam
more mformatlon on Impact and methods there clearly IS Rather, It IS that the lIkely conclUSIOns and
mSlghts to be obtamed from commissIOning another general study are unlIkely to be so markedly
different as to warrant the hkely costs outlmd, not least because of the poor quahty of Impact data
currently avaIlable A second reason IS that though there IS certamly a need to obtam further mformatlOn
and refine the conclUSions drawn, there are lImits to what donors, either as a group or mdlvldually, can
do With such mformatlon As the Report notes, there IS a danger of trymg to use the generalIsed
mformatlOn obtamed to make overarchmg polIcy deCISions NGOs work m a Wide array of different
sectors, mtervenmg 10 dIfferent ways and at dIfferent levels from grassroots work to mternatlOnal
advocacy Ifthe tIme has not already passed, It IS surely fast approachmg when It Will be mapproprlate
to ask Impact questIOns about NGOs 'm general'

AddItIOnally, thiS Study has confirmed that data and mformatlOn on the IInpact ofNGO development
mterventlOns and work on developmg appropriate methods come not only from evaluatIOns but also
from other sources Most Important would appear to be longltudmal m depth research studIes a number
ofwluch are comparative studies ofdIfferent mterventlons m dIfferent contexts While the trawl of data
for thiS Study has unearthed some of these studies (see Appendix 14 for references) It also suggests that
there are many other rich sources of data on IInpact and methods currently available from these sources
Consequently It would certamly be a useful complement to thIS Study to commission a syntheSIS study
focusmg explICItly on these non-evaluatIOn studies

What are mcreasmgly needed, however, are studies which to try to Isolate those factors which contribute
to NGO successes m different sectors and different areas and proVide mSlghts mto the methods used to
assess these What thiS suggests IS a greater focus on narrower studies and a move away from general
syntheSIS studIes - useful though the mformatlon obtamed from such studies clearly stIll IS Thus, there
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might be ment In donors IndIvIdually or as a group commiSSIOnIng not another overarchIng synthebls
study but perhaps a senes of more focused studIes whIch try In far greater depth than ha~ been pO~oIble

here, not merely to synthesise reports and ongomg work m dIfferent areas but also to help ~tlmlliate both

further work and essential networkmg - bUlldmg, of course on work which ha~ already been done m thIs

area, as well as ongomg research and lInked Initiatives

9 11 Dlssemmatmg this Report

In undertakIng this Study and especially m disCUSSIng It WIth NGO btaff and offIcials two dommant
reactIOns were forthcommg The first was broad support for the mltlatlve though cntlclbms wele heard
about the lack of mvolvement of NGOs and NGO staff and the tImIng The second W1S how the Report
would be distributed the Study has clearly attracted conSIderable Interest m both the north and the south
WIthm thIS broad context other ISbues need to be addressed One IS the language of the Report the mam
draft fmal Report was wntten In Engltsh and the appendices were produced m the language m which

they were wntten four country studIes m French and the rest In Enghsh There we expressed our view
that the Report mcludIng the country case studies should be made aVailable at least m both French and
Engltsh and that there should be dIscussIOn about further translatIOn mto other major InternatIOnal
languages Subsequently a decIsIOn was made to ensure that the whole of the thIS Report IS m1de
available m both French and Engltsh We abo urged that the Report be Circulated Widely among NGOs
USIng current networks and the mternet as In InItial form of cIrculatIOn but With the necessity of
reVIeWIng ways m which particular groups excluded from exclusl\ely modern telecommUlllcatlOns
methods IllIght be reached Relatedly we urged the OECDIDAC Group not merely to encourage
feedback on the substance and content of the Report but provldmg there IS suffICient feedback to
arrange a more formal Interchange of views on the Report by all key st.lkeholders WIth po~slble follow up
InitiatIves As noted m Chapter 10 thIS process has already started .lnd by late 1997 a number of key
meetIngs had taken place
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INITIAL COMMENTS ON THE REpORT

10 1 Introduction
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After the Apnl 1997 meeting of the OECD/DAC Expert Group on Aid EvaluatIOn the M10lstry of
Foreign AffaIrS of Finland pr10ted and distributed copies of the two volumes of the draft final
Report Volume I The Mam Report (117 pages) and Volume II The Appendices (375 pages) to all
donors and to many NGOs In the north and south who contnbuted informatIOn to thc consultants
Additionally the 1OformatlOn about the Report was provided m a number of Journals and networks
such as Aldwatch whJ1e Its dlstnbutlOn was enhanced by Its being accessible through the Internet
(available on http Ilwww valt hels10kl fihds/ngo)

BUIlding on the recommendatIOns In the draft final Report that feedback be obtained on the
conclusIOns and findings of the Study a senes of events took place between May and the beg10nlng
of November largely among NGOs A senes of domestic meetings took place - 10 Australia, France
the Netherlands Ireland SWitzerland, the Ul11ted Kingdom and the Umted States - to obtain the
views of different NGOs In Australia the Australian Agency for InternatIOnal Development
(AusAID) invited 19 NGOs to comment and four sets ofwntten comments were received these were
synthesised and discussed at two separate meetings together with the views of AusAID s NGO
SectIOn In the Umted States and at the request of USAID, the NGO umbrella InterActIOn,
circulated the Report among ItS members and collated the comments sent In by different NGOs and
PVOs The Inputs proVided by World Neighbors Latter Day Samt ChantIes and CARE 10 particular
were noted Feedback from the Netherlands focused mostly on the country case study which was
amended 10 the light of comments received In the case of SWitzerland and the Umted K1Ogdom
these were large one-day events In which staff from most of the largest NGOs partiCipated, 111 the
French case the views of the French mternatlOnal solidanty orgamsatlOns were obtamed I These
were complemented m early November 1997 by an 1OternatlOnal conference held m Bergen In

Norway, sponsored by the Royal Mmlstry of Foreign Affairs entitled NGOs m AId A Re-Apprazsal
of35 Years ofNGO AssIstance It was attended by representatives of NGOs from both the north and
the south, embracing Afnca South ASia and Latm Amenca as well as by offiCials from a number of
NGO departments of offiCial donor agencies 2 The final day of thiS conference was devoted

1 Thus the UK meeting Included staff from ACORD BOND the Bntlsh Red Cross CAFOD Children sAid
Direct Chnstian Aid LIVing Earth Foundation Oxfam UK/I Tear Fund and World VISion However It was
stressed by meeting participants that their views did not necessanly represent the Instltulional views of the
organlsalions for which they work The main SWISS meeling Included the largest 15 SWISS NGOs It was followed
by a smaller meeting at which the queslion of whether a special SWISS Impact study should be commissioned
was discussed opinions were diVided The following NGOs were Involved Brat fur Aile Cantas Fastenopfer
FGC HEKS Helvetas SAH Schwelz Rotes Kreuz Intercooperatlon SWlssald SKIP SWlsscontact Unite Terre
des Hommes Terre des Hommes Schwelz Brucke/Cecotret Arbeltsgemelnschaft
2 Those participating at Bergen Included the following NGOs NGO networks and umbrella organlsalions
PENHA (Ethiopia) Save for Children (Norway) F3E (France) Norwegian Peoples Aid The Norwegian
ASSOCiation of the Disabled NORKOP (Norway) Christian Aid (UK) CERFE (Italy) the Norwegian Institute of
Human Rights the Stromme Foundation the Swedish Cooperative Movement Norwegian Church Aid FORUT
Norway the Icelandic Human Rights Organisation KULU NA - Norway the Swedish MISSion Council SSID
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exclusively to dlscussmg the Report s findmgs and recommendatIOns and future optIOns This
mcluded a more formal commentary on the Report provided by Dr Fntz WJ!s of the Institute of
SocIal StudIes In The Hague, feedback from the Insh and SWISS consultatIOns, and a keynote address
by a member of a Bntish NOD, Chnstlan Aid (speakmg m his own capaclty) The day s evcnts
mcluded SIX group dIscussIOns which attempted to address three groups of Issues and questions

• Major strengths and weaknesses m NOD evaluations to what cxtent does the Report prcsent a
relevant and adequate picture?

• Future optIOns and challenges for NOD evaluatIOns

• What next how NOD evaluatIOns might be strengthened, and assessment of support for
mtroducmg Prmclples for evaluation ofNOO development mterventlOns

The purpose of this chapter IS to summanse the mam views reactIOns and opmlOns from these
different events processes and meetmgs on the Report s content and recommendations and Ideas
about the futurc In order to provide a structure to the chapter thiS summary clu~ters together the
comments mto a number of thematiC groups However these are not set out m any particular 01 dCI of
Importance

102 Themes and Issues raised

Overall reactIOn The overall reactIOn to the Report was very positIve m terms of ItS scopc the
mformatlon prOVided and the analySIS made For mstance the general French reactIOn ",as broad
agreement, though suggestions were made for the Study and follow up LikeWise the AustralIan
NGOs found the Report a useful document contammg some Important mSlghts mto NGO approaches
to evaluatIOn and consistent With theIr own findmgs Put negatively no one questIOned the accuracy
of the data nor the mformatlOn prOVided More pOSitively and of Wider mterest, the SWISS semmar
reported that the Study broadly reflected the SWISS expenence even though httle mformatlOn and data
from SWitzerland were used m the Report s analySIS Accordmg to Fritz WJ!s It IS a "aluable and
pretty mcluslve document covering many aspects ofNGO evaluatIOn the evaluatIOn ofNGOs work
both by donors and by NGOs themselves In SimIlar vem the InterAction assessment stated that

The I eport IS a usefitl syntheSIS of Cll/I ent evaluatlOll Issue~ 1II the NOD COllIIllll/llty III LlI/ ope
alld North America Readl1lg It helps to place the WOI k of l1ldlVldual 01 galllzatlOl1s \llthlll the
field and lIIforms us of broader effects and Issues We can see whele concell1s overlap }~hu e
there ale gap~ and \thel e the comlllumty could benefit ji Olll closel cooldlllatlOlI With othu NODs
(olle ofthe recommendatIOns ofthe I eport)

LikeWIse contributors to the UK meetmg stated they found the Report useful gomg on to suggest
that the Study could Itself be used as marker or reference pomt for other subsequent studies One
person argued that the Report s overall conclUSIOns on Impact Imparted a ccrtam sensc of Iehef and
comfort, knowmg that other NOOs had dIfficulty clalmmg major successes However another
commented that the Study ral~ed more questions than It was able to answer Of the (very few)
comments on speCific sectIOns the followmg summarised the views of one of the largest US PVOs

(Dominican Republic) the Grameen Trust (Bangladesh) Bllance (Netherlands) the Norwegian Refugee CounCil
Citizen S Watch (RUSSia) CBR network (South ASia) Evaluar (Colombia) Save the Children (Entrea)
CRENIENO (India) Save the Children (Nepal) CARE (Norway) the United Nations ASSOCiation (Norway)
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on the US case study (EvaluatIOn Coordinator of CARE)
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(The US case study) provides a very helpful assessment of the sf! ength IllllllatlOns and tl end~
of evaluatIOn capacity of us PVOs I have not seen any othel study Vv/uch SUmmGlISeS tlllS as
SUCCl/lctly and as accurately as this e'(cellenl paper

Some comments were made on style and presentatIOn Thus though the InterActIon plalsed It for
bemg well-written' It argued that It was also verbose and repetItIve FIve ways In whIch the
Report could be strengthened were suggested tIghter edItIng and synthesIs, sImpler and less
bureaucratIc language, more defimtlOns of terms used, a clear statement of values and underlymg
framework of analysIs, and more specIfic examples of evaluatIon methods used

Comments on the content and findmgs of the Report As noted above where people or
orgamsatlOns commented on partICular Issues raIsed In the Report thIs met WIth broad agreement
Thus the InterActIOn syntheSIS commented broadly on ItS agreement WIth many of the findings of
the Report, drawing attentIOn to 13 speCIfic pomts WIth whIch the US PVOs who gave feedback on
the Report concurred

• the trade-offs between sustalnablhty and poverty reach,
• poor NGO performance on economIc Issues,
• how the WIder context mfluences outcome,
• the benefits of longltudmal studies, research and sector studIes over project evaluatIon as tools

for learning about Impact
• the degree to whIch innovatIve methodology IS being used by smaller southern NGOs,
• the development of useful indIcators by US NGOs,
• the Importance of tadormg indicators to a speCIfic SItuatIOn, as opposed to uSing standardIsed

ones
• the lack of suffiCIent fleXIble funding for NGOs to do mnovatIve partICIpatory evaluatIOn work
• the weakness of uSing partIcIpatory evaluatIon when there has been no partICIpatory appraIsal or

nnplementatlOn
• the potentIal weakness of results onented evaluatIOn as the narrow focus could undermine

mnovatlon and nsk,
• the Importance of uSing evaluatIon as a feedback tool for practItIOners not Just for donors
• the Importance of uSing evaluatIOn m planning and makmg It Integral to programming,
• the Importance of long term commItment and an attentIOn to process as opposed to Just short

term projects

However some indIVIduals and groups questIOned some of the Report s findmgs though at a mOl e
general level For mstance one keynote speaker at the Bergen conference asked whether the
conclUSIon that there IS a lack of firm and relIable eVIdence on Impact was true - perhaps It was
argued thIS IS hldmg to be found m places other than evaluatIOn reports such as tnp reports and
office memoranda More speCIfically the French comments argued that the Study dId not pay
suffiCIent attentIOn to the cruCial Issue of sustalnablhty The SWISS consultatIOn commented that III

SWItzerland there IS no SIgnIficant dIfference between donor IllltIated and NGO-InltIated evaluatIOns
and that partIcIpatory evaluatIOns are now qUIte common

Comments on the Terms of Reference gIven and methods A few general comments were
dIrected to the OECD/DAC Expert Group on EvaluatIOn for commlsslomng the Study all pOSItIve
Thus InterActIOn congratulated the Group for undertakmg thIS comprehenSIve study It IS a tOPIC
whose tIme has come The broad scope of the project makes It a contnbutlOn to further work In
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Improvmg evaluatIons m the development area However eight more cntlcal comments WCI e made
about the Terms of Reference (TOR) and methods and approaches used

• The first was to argue that the Study would have been more valuable If It had not been requued
to focus so narrowly on evaluatIOn studies, especially if it had mcluded more work classified as
'research' If It had embraced longltudmal studies and made use of other sources of mformatton
on Impact

• Secondly It was argued that the Study should have been widened to encompass the plOblcms and
weaknesses not merely of evaluatIOn but of momtonng and plannmg In his presentation at the
Bergen Conference Fntz Wils addressed this issue m some detail argumg not merely that It IS
necessary to locate evaluatIOn wlthm a Plannmg, Momtonng and EvaluatIOn System (PMES)
and that this wider frame of reference IS cntlcal but that one might need to thmk about soft
pedallmg' current emphases on evaluatIOn and to focus far more attentIOn on plannmg and
momtormg ThiS perspective was strongly endorsed by the NGO conference participants
Likewise the French comments talk of the Importance ofutIltsmg rccurnng evaluatIOn methods
to follow the progress of projects over time

• Thirdly It was suggested that more weight should have been given to mcthods and approachcs
and less on trymg to record and isolate Impact mdeed It was argued that the Report s
~oncluslOns that It IS difficult to make generaltsatlons about Impact reinforce thiS apparent
Imbalance Rclatedly one of the NGO keynote speakers at the Bergen conference c\:plessed
wncern With the current quest for Impact On the one hand, our pnmary concern IS not Impact
but to stay 10 busmess', on the other hand evaluatIOn IS expensive and one needs to do a cost
effectiveness assessment of the evaluatIon process - eventually a time Will come when the
resources spent on evaluatIOn Will negatIvely affect the qualtty of NGO development work
Echomg some of the current thmkmg wlthm USAID contamed 10 the Report (see for mstance
page 74) it was asked whether NGOs are now expected to evaluate all their development
mtervenlJons, for such a reqUirement was thought to be excessive It was also noted that the
Report does not examme the trammg of evaluators, Without which all the talk about Improvmg
the quality of evaluatIOns IS likely to come to nought

• The fourth cnticism focused on the purported lmk between undertakmg a syntheSIS study and
makmg generaltsattons about the impact of NGO mterventtons and methods used More
speCifically it was argued that the Study fell mto the same trap mto ",hlch It accused the studies
syntheSised of fallmg the analysts seem to lack the kmd of hard data to SUppOlt their
conclUSIOns as to the studies (reViewed) yet they make assertIons as readily as the evaluators
they fault LikeWise It was suggested that If as the Report suggests one needs to aVOid talkmg
or thmkmg In tcrms of NGOs as a whole then one needs to challenge the (Imked) belie! that IS
pOSSible to obtam an overall NGO view of the content and recommendatIOns of this Report

• A fifth cnticlsm of the whole syntheSIS study was ItS failure to make clear the baSIS upon which
Impact was being judged More expliCitly It was argued that one cannot diSCUSS Impact unless
one has a benchmark agamst which to judge performance Thus the paucity of Impact data may
well conceal far better scope and depth of data than was aVailable three four or five year1> ago
LikeWise It IS not pOSSible to come to judgement about Impact unless one knows whether NGOs
are achieVing a better or worse Impact than they did In prevIOus tIme penods nor unless one
knows the extent to which the NGOs record IS different from offiCial donors or other
development actors

• A snth pomt raised was that the Report failed to mcorporate NGO advocacy lobbymg and
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development educatIOn activIties m Its synthesIs of Impact, though for some NGOs these are of
overndmg Importance

• Seventhly the Austrahan submissIOn cntlclsed the Study s approach because of ItS weak analysIs
of the nature of the NGO donor relatIOnship which often place severe hmlts on the manner In

which NGOs are able to mfluence the development process

• Fmally the Australian study argued that the Study should have undertaken an analysIs of the
NGOs efforts to fulfil evaluatIOn In terms ofboth learnmg and accountability

Evaluations, Impact and participatIOn The Imked Issues of Impact, evaluatIOn methods and
partiCipatIOn were the focus of much diSCUSSion m the different meetmgs and feedback received The
Austrahan response argued that the Study placed InsufficIent emphasIs on self evaluatIOn and the
value of project beneficIanes partlclpatmg m regular data collectIOn activIties Fntz Wlls
contnbutlon bUIlt on the Report s treatment by highlightmg the (growmg) mfluence on accountablhty
upwards by donors which adds an additional layer of compleXity to an already complex Issue Some

NGOs argued that there IS often a problem with trymg to measure Impact espeCially when pressure
IS brought on NGOs to quantify effects m the social and political sphere While acknowledgmg that
the Issue IS Important Wils cautIOned agamst usmg problems as a reason for domg nothmg

I very much underwr lte the Study s recommendatIOns that ser IOUS worf... needs to be done U1

tillS connectIOn But we should 1I0t sun ender tlu ow up our hands and argue as not a few NGOs
are wont to do that especzally qualitative changes at the macro level me beyond measurement I
find thiS positIOn a testimony ofpoverty m thmf...mg andformulatmg relevant worf...mg hypotheses
based on prelu1llnary mSlght mto the pohtlcal economy and culture ofa country

The length of Report One set of comments focused on the length of the Report It was eVident that
hardly any of those partlclpatmg In the meetmgs set up to diSCUSS the findIngs and recommendatIOns
of the Report had had time to read the Report whIle some had skimmed through The Mam Report
none had had suffiCient time to read through the country eVidence contamed m all the 13 appendix
chapters This led some to argue that the Report was too long to read most NGO staff are SImply
to busy to read such long reports' In part to address thiS Issue, the US contribution argued that The
Mam Report could be ennched by bnngmg m more specific and concrete examples ofNGO practice
especially those which Illustrate mnovatlve and participatory methods

It was at least partly because of thiS lack of famlhanty with the Report and espeCially with the
details of the country case studies, that some argued that the Report places too great an emphasIs on
donor commiSSioned studIeS and does not proVide suffiCient examples of NGOs own activIties m
usmg and expenmentmg WIth different methods of evaluatIOn Another consequence IS that the
meetmgs which took place to diSCUSS the Report were far broader than merely a diSCUSSIOn and
assessment of what the Report stated most of these discussed the Issues of NGO Impact and
evaluatIOn methods In general, often makmg contributIOns which overlapped With the views
contamed wlthm the Report even though, as discussed below, cntlcal comments were also made (see
§104)

The InterActIOn syntheSIS observed that The Mam Repor t contamed much repetitive matenal Among
the specific Issues mentIOned was the length of the ExecutIve Summary (ten pages) much of which
conSisted of matenal which are repeated several tImes m the body of the revIew It IS partly because
thiS view was shared more WIdely that It was agreed to shorten the ExecutIve Summary In the final
versIOn of The Mam Report
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TIme constramts There was some cntlclsm of the short tIme penod allowed for the Study though
InterestIngly no cntlclsm of the lack of Involvement of NGOs In the synthesIs process - an Issue
vOIced m The Malll Report (page 108)

10 3 General NGO comments on Impact evaluation and methods

As notcd above, m the maJonty of the meetmgs arranged to discuss the Rcport the vast maJonty of
participants had not read the complete Report and were thus unfamiliar with much of ItS content and
some of ItS recommendations As a result, a lot of time was spent In these meetIngs dlscussmg ISSUI"S
whIch were addressed and discussed m the Report rather than provldmg cntlcal comment on the
Report In many respects thiS diSCUSSIon was an Important part of the overall process of reflectIOn
because It proVided the opportumty for (largely) NGO personnel to focus upon and mdlcate the Issues
which they saw as Important m the whole area under dIscussIOn The followmg pomts list very
bnefly some of the mam Issues which were raised m these dISCUSSions

• Some NGOs argued posItIvely for usmg log frame approaches as they suggested thIS helped
thmkmg through development processes with some ngour

• Though NGOs often contend that one Important functIOn of evaluatIOns IS to help the learnmg
process rather than assess Impact, some argued that It was necessary to ask and m some \\ay try
to assess the extent to which NGOs do m fact learn from evaluatIOns

• Concern was expressed that, among other factors, too sharp a focus on Impact and results might
contribute to NGOs focusmg too much on servIce delivery It was argued that thiS needed to be
balanced by Just as mtense consideratIOn of other Issues areas and approaches LikeWise the
Australian response expressed concern that a focus on accountability to donors WIll mevltably
lead to shift away from projects targetmg poorer people toward less nsky and fewer mnovatlve
projects It also stressed the need to look beyond the sustamability of projects and made a
dlstmctlOn between sustamabllIty ofproJects and benefits for sustamable well bemg

• One group (m the UK meetmg) exammed the questIOn 'what IS Impact' and hIghlighted the
compleXity of the Issue Often It was argued It IS necessary to assess the competence of NGOs
as much as the Impact of what they do, and the mter-relatlOnshlp between the two

• Methods of evaluatmg need to focus as much on the venfiabliity of data as on the quantificatIOn
of data It was argued that the view of the beneficlanes should never be VIewed as an optIOnal
extra and that work should be encouraged whIch tnes to Identify performance mdlcators With
local commumtles It was pomted out that there are Important reasons for undertakmg
evaluatIOns other than to find out more about Impact - such as learnmg about new approaches
Indeed there can be (politICal) cIrcumstances when an NGO WIll not want to report on the Impact
ItS work IS havmg, and should not be forced to do so

• Some NGOs argued that donors tend to overvalue the evaluatIOns which they commiSSIOn and
tend to undervalue all other forms of assessmg Impact both NGO-Imtlated evaluatIOns and
Imked research activIties

• Concern was expressed at the sheer volume of data and mfonnatlOn now bemg generated m what
to many seems to have become an explOSIOn of Impact data It was argued that greater pnonty
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should be given to assessmg what these evaluatIOns are teachIng us before contInumg to boost
and give further encouragement to the process of commlsslonmg more and more evaluatIOns

• It was argued that evaluatIOn Issues should be of more concern to NGOs than to donOis and thus
that It IS NGOs who should be dlscussmg these Issues more than donors

• It was acknowledged that NGOs need to focus more on base lIne studies However as these ale
usually very expensive to mount, there needs to be greater shanng across NGOs and with donors
workmg In similar areas to pool data and mformatlOn and thus to lower costs

• There needs to be greater recogmtlOn of the difficulty of undertakmg substantive evaluatIOns
because of the difficulty ofmomtonng SOCIal change and trymg to Imk cause and effect In spite
of these problems NGOs and donors mcreasIngly agree that evaluatIOn of Impact IS necessary
and there appears to be growmg common ground between NGOs and donors on both the need for
evaluatIOn and the methods to use However It was argued that It IS cntlcally Important not to
lose sight of the difficulties mvolved m undertakmg successful Impact evaluatIOns

• It was suggested that NGO skills might be used more often to help evaluate offiCial aid projects

• The Australian response argued that the Study should have said more about partnership and the
efforts made m capacity bUIldIng

FInally, and to prOVide an Important overarchmg conclUSIOn to thiS diSCUSSIOn It IS to be noted that
one of the group diSCUSSions In Bergen pomtedly failed to reach a consensus on most of the key
Issues bemg discussed - such as the links between plannIng, momtonng and evaluatIOn the relative
Importance of external and self evaluatIOn the questIOn of who should evaluate and whether It IS
feaSible m practice to hope to develop general gUIdelines The mamfestatlon of these differences m
vlewpomt has Wider applicability It cautIOns agaInst readIng too much Into the content and views
reported In thiS chapter It IS Important to note that because one person or a particular group of
people or one Report puts forward a particular view or opInIOn thiS WIll not necessanly be received
with unammous support across all NGOs NGOs encompass an ever-Wider vanety of views
expenences and modes on mterventlOn and thIS needs to be acknowledged Consequently not
everyone and not every NGO IS likely to agree to all the POInts summansed m thiS chapter

104 Responses to the Study's conclusIOns and recommendatIOns

A number of comments addressed speCific conclUSIOns and recommendatIOns made In the Report
ThiS sectIOn summanses the comments made Overall there were no strong disagreements With any
of the major recommendatIOns made In the Report

The first cluster of comments made or views expressed supports and remforces some of the Report s
mam conclUSIOns and recommendatIOns Thus

• There was unammous agreement that no further general syntheSIS studies should be
commissIOned, at least m the short term - one suggestIOn was that there might be ment m
consldermg undertakmg such a study m a few years time In order to review progress made

• Fntz WIIs argued that the Study s appeal to focus on Issues beyond the project and the need to
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focus clearly on what precisely IS the role of NGOs m development espeCially VIS a VIS other
actors - not least what they bnng to service dehvery - needs to be emphasised

• The AustralIan response supported the Study's recommendatIOn that NGOs be encouraged to
undertake evaluatIOns as part of broader programme management systems

• The Report s view that If donors wish to focus more on trymg to assess Impact they need to
widen the lens to try additIOnally to enhance methods and processes of planmng and mOl1ltonng
and undertakmg base-Ime studIes was strongly endorsed by many NGO contnbutlOns

• The Report s recommendatIOn that efforts should be focused on ways of shanng mformatlon on
evaluations on how to measure outcomes and espeCially of NGO best practIce and mnovatory
approaches to evaluatIOn were strongly endorsed, espeCially by staff members ofNGOs

• The Report s suggestIon that future work should focus on Imks between sustamabllIty and
poverty and cost effectiveness Issues were endorsed, for mstance m the UK meetmg

• The Report s emphaSIS on distingUishing between smaller and larger NGOs was hkewlse,
endorsed

• The Report s recommendatIOn that more attentIOn should be paid to sectoral and thematiC Issues
was endorsed, for mstance In the SWISS meetmg and m the reactIOns from the French NGOs

• The Report s view that the evaluatIOn scene IS changmg fast was endorsed at Bergen The
questIOn thiS raIses IS whether It IS pOSSible to capture statically such a changmg and dynamiC
process

A number of additional recommendatIOns were made often drawmg attentIOn to Issues not addressed
or highlIghted m The Mam Report

• Based on hiS analySIS of the need to widen NGO Impact work to plannmg and momtormg as ""ell
as evaluatIOn work Fntz Wlls recommended work which focused on answenng the followmg
questtons why are NGOs so weak m the areas of appraisal and plannmg how can thiS
performance mcludmg the formulatIOn of speCific objectives and mdlcators, be Improved ""hat
are 'best practIces' here both m the seemmgly easier serVice-delIvery programmes and the more
complex soclO-pohtIcal mterventlOns?

• Wlls also argued for more work fOl,Used on NGO-donor Imks He suggested work whIch helped
to clanfy the different roles which NGOs and other development actors arc expected to play
and how they dIffer - unless donors are clear what they expect from NGOs the assessment of
Impact IS hkely to be and remain, rather abstract

• One suggestIOn (from the Untted States) was to focus more on what can be learnt flOm dlffelent
types of evaluatIOns directed at different stakeholders and what value each of these add In that
context It was additionally suggested that there IS a need to be clear on and Isolate those
conditions when evaluatIOn Will not be necessary

• Another suggestIon (from the UK) was for NGOs (and perhaps other stakeholders) to make
recommendatIOns for the DAC Group what It was asked can NGOs expect from thc DAC
Group? In that general context, It was asked how donors were gomg to react to the cntlclsm and
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concerns some NGOs have about the (growmg) concerns whIch donors have about Impact
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• NGO partIcipants, for example those In the SWISS meetmg recommended strongly that there
needs to be a far more efficIent system of mformatlOn-shanng to learn about methods and best
practIces being used to evaluate NGO development projects In that context It was felt that the
Study s recommendatIOn on enhancmg networks for mformatlon exchange needs to be
strengthened

• It was recommended (In the SWISS consultatIOn) that there should not be an automatIc lInk
between assessing Impact and the volume of fundmg NGO development mterventIons

• It was suggested that a study should be conducted of the use made of evaluatIOns and the e,<tent
to whIch recommendatIons made In NGO evaluatIOns are earned out, and If not, why not Are
some recommendatIOns more dIfficult to accept or Implement - whIch ones and why?

• It was proposed that encouragement should be gIven to undertakmg more longltudmal studIes of
projects wlthm partIcular countnes (or sectors) and that there would be value m undertakmg
meta-evaluatIOns whIch focus on evaluatIOn expenences from the perspectIve of the local

project communIty

• It was acknowledged that an Important reason why some projects perform poorly IS because they
have not been appraIsed properly Itke offiCIal donors some NGOs are under pressure to spend
money qUickly It was suggested that more attentIOn needs to be focused on the pressures whIch
NGOs are mcreasmgly under to start prOjects before they are ready to do so

105 Additional comments on the future developmg NGO evaluatIOn gUidelmes?

A number of fora where the study was dIscussed looked e,<pltcltly at the future, askmg what next?
now the Report has been published and mltIal dISCUSSIOn of ItS content and recommendatIons has
begun One Issue dIscussed (at Bergen) was whether there mIght now be ment m thlnkmg about and
fOCUSing on ways of developmg some general gUideimes for NGO evaluatIOns perhaps modelled on
other (DAC/OECD or donor specIfic) gUldeimes Though there was InsuffiCIent tIme at Bergen to
dISCUSS thIS Issue fully, It should be noted that m all SIX breakaway groups at the Bergen meetIng
there was qUite strong support for such an InItIatIve WIth some groups adding that It would be
Important to have NGO mvolvement m helpIng to develop such gUidelInes It was argued that there IS
a need to try to move towards at least acceptance of some mInImum standards for evaluatIOn though
It was also recognIsed that thIS needs to address the problems of sIze - It IS unltkely that the same
(practIcal) gUidelInes could be drawn up for both smaller and larger NGOs Other more speCIfic
Issues raIsed m the diSCUSSIon of gUIdelines Included the followmg

• There was some support for seemg If It were pOSSible to develop and agree upon USIng partIcular
clusters of IndIcators for particular groups of projects and programmes

• There was conSIderable mterest m trymg to expand knowledge on how to assess and e\ aluatc
longer term development mterventIons mcludIng especmlly InterventIOns fOCUSIng on capacIty
bUIlding

• There was some (though not strong) support for further work to be done on cost effectIveness
Issues bUildIng on the work bemg done and CIted In the Report (page 89 and ff), most of whIch
IS based on the vIew that orthodox cost benefit analySIS IS usually Inapproprmte (because too
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narrow) for NGO development interventIOns
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• It was suggested that It would be helpful to produce some InItial (perhaps tentative) gUldelmes
and then field test them before trymg to apply them more widely Some NGO participants at the
Bergen conference suggested that It would be Important to bUIld any future gUldelmes on
expenmentatlOn with gUIdelines whIch IS already gomg on such as In IndIa wIth the German
l\!GO, EZE

• It was also suggested that current DAC gUldehnes should be used as an Important basIs or
source book' for developmg NGO-speclfic gUldehnes

For their part the french orgamsatlOns suggested some linkage between developmg more prcclse
tools for evaluatmg and workmg to create a more acceptable standard of evaluatIOn bUlldmg,
perhaps on the work F3E has been domg m Latm Amenca
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