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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thank you for your interest in one of my main internship projects and arguably the most involved  and challenging exercise I have been part of over the last year. I learned a great deal about the Acacia program as well as the challenges and rewards of evaluation from this experience, and I am happy to share some of that learning with you today.I was the co-evaluator for an outcome-based research network evaluation which began in June. The findings, which include over 80 outcomes described over more than 100 pages, are still being refined and the Acacia team’s analysis of the findings is still ongoing, so I will focus primarily on what was learned from the process itself, rather than summarizing the findings or the Acacia team’s conclusions. Please note that the views expressed in this presentation are my own and do not necessarily represent the views of others involved in the project.

http://www.idrc.ca/acacia


Presentation Overview 

• Project context and 
methodology 

• Outcome examples 
• ‘Closing the loop’ 
• Lessons learned and 

recommendations 
• Questions/discussion 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ricardo Wilson-Grau, who is pictured on the right, is an active member of the evaluation community and has done evaluation work for organizations such as the Ford Foundation and IDRC, including the Pan Asia Networking program. Ricardo led the design of the evaluation in which I was involved. In addition to assuming an active role in the evaluation as the lead evaluator, Ricardo introduced me to his evaluation methodology during a visit to IDRC’s head office in May and provided me with guidance and input throughout the project. 



Context 
As articulated in the Acacia Prospectus (2006-
2011), the Acacia program had envisaged 
commissioning an evaluation of the strategy of 
carrying out programming through the support of 
research networks. 
 Research questions posed in 2008-09: 

1. “To what extent is the Acacia networking 
approach to programming appropriate and 
relevant to the needs of African researchers?” 
(September 2008-May 2009) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Why focus an evaluation on research networks? (See slide).2006-2011 Acacia Prospectus: http://www.idrc.ca/en/ev-113431-201-1-DO_TOPIC.htmlRicardo Wilson-Grau was chosen as the external evaluator and, in keeping with the spirit of utilization-focussed evaluation, he designed the evaluation with the input of Acacia team members in Ottawa and the regional offices, focussing on two evaluation questions: September 2008 to May 2009: Survey conducted with network leaders and Acacia team members and findings presented to the Acacia team. This part of the evaluation commenced before my internship began. I was involved in the work which aimed to answer the second evaluation question, which is the focus of this presentation…



Context 
2.   How effective have Acacia-supported research 

networks been in: 
– Influencing sustained policy dialogue 
– Catalyzing thriving research networks 
– Increasing research capacity in ICT4D 
– Stimulating social & technical innovation in ICTs 
– Applying meaningful gender analysis and 

changing gender relations 
+ Contributing to a formal body of knowledge in 

ICT4D 
(See “Outcome format”) 

 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Acacia’s outcome-based evaluation was intended as a formative evaluation which focuses on ways of improving and enhancing the Acacia program, especially as it relates to the support of research networks.See “Outcome format.pdf”*As you can see, Acacia’s programming ‘themes’ are well-represented in the list of participating research networks. We also included a mix of well-established and relatively nascent networks.Below the key definitions is the descriptive format applied to each outcome ‘harvested’ from the documentation or proposed by the participants (details of methodology and outcome example to follow). For each outcome, a succinct title was given which specified the year in which the change occurred and a one-line description of ‘who changed what.’ The sections include a full description of the outcome; its significance; the contribution of the research network to the outcome; and the classification of the outcome according to Acacia’s objective areas as outlined in the current prospectus. The language for the ‘sub-objectives’ from which the participants chose in the latter section was taken from the prospectus, with the exception of “Contributing to a formal body of knowledge in ICT4D.” This objective was alluded to in the prospectus and has always been implicit in Acacia’s dealings with research partners. Many partners - particularly those who are part of academe - have had works published and, to a lesser extent, some findings of Acacia-funded research have been used in university coursework. The Acacia team considers these important contributions to the body of knowledge on ICT4D and as such, they were included in the list of Acacia objectives.* Double-click on slide 4 (above), right-click on the hyperlink, and select “Open hyperlink.” Alternatively, click on the hyperlink while in the “Slide show” view.   



Why “outcomes”? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
See output and outcome definitions in “Outcome format” document. Based on my reading of the documentation supplied by the networks, most, if not all, of the participating research networks have been trained in outcome mapping*, and many have indicated that they adhere to the OM methodology (e.g., by keeping outcome journals). Outputs are typically well-described in Acacia research partners’ technical reports;  outcomes, on the other hand, are not often explicitly detailed. The image on the left of the slide is somewhat analogous to the ‘neat and clean’ version of the outcome-generation story, where the leaf represents the input from the research network; the water drop signifies the activities and outputs of the network’s activities; and the ripples represent the outcomes inspired or influenced by the activities and outputs. The image on the right is more representative of the ecosystem in which research projects actually operate, where many drops of water and other forces of nature ‘conspire’ to produce effects, some of which overlap. In keeping with this theme, our study focussed primarily on the influence of single ‘drops of water’ produced by Acacia-funded research networks (as explained by the networks themselves), and a broader impact study could build on these findings to produce a fuller picture of how change occurs. Outcome Mapping: Building Learning and Reflection into Development Programscan be accessed online at http://www.idrc.ca/en/ev-9330-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html



Methodology 
• Desk-based document analysis and written 

formulation:  
– Analysed ‘technical’ documents for evidence of 

internal and external outcomes. 
– Formulated ‘draft’ outcomes using format.  

• Open-ended inquiry (network leaders): 
– Complete “Classification” section.  
–  Provide clarification/more information. 
– Add/substitute outcomes (“10 most 

significant”). 
• Program officers reviewed outcome forms. 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We began to populate the outcome forms by reviewing the networks’ reports to IDRC for evidence of outcomes. I scanned documentation in LiveLink, IDRC’s filing system, for the 27 projects carried out since 2006 to identify those documents which were most relevant, namely technical reports. The list of documents was given to the respective program officers (POs), including notes where documentation seemed to be missing so that other relevant documentation could be identified as required.  I then read through all the documents for indications that internal and external outcomes had occurred and I completed the outcome format for each of up to 10 outcomes per network, including direct quotes from the documentation where possible. I added questions in the document where I wanted to elicit more information to determine whether it was, in fact, an outcome (that is, that a behaviour, activity or relationship had actually changed as a result of the network’s influence), and to ensure the full ‘story’ of the outcome was told. Through this learning process I helped refine the outcome format and instructions for respondents, which included research network leaders and the respective POs.The outcome forms developed based on the document review were sent to the respective network leaders, who were asked to: a) complete the “Classification” section to indicate which of the Acacia objectives each outcome contributed to; b) answer the questions Ricardo and I had posed and provide supplementary information, as required; and c) add and/or substitute outcomes.Once the network leader sent the form back to us, the evaluators, we reviewed the new submission and posed further questions, asked for clarification on unclear points, and attempted to reformulate outcome titles where appropriate and, in a few cases, detailed rationale for rejecting formulations that did not fit the definition of outcome.Beyond these seemingly mechanical steps,  the work entailed a fair amount of educating respondents and demonstrating what we mean by “outcomes” to ensure the evaluation was conducted using demanding but fair standards.



Summarized example of a formulated 
outcome 

Uganda Health Information Network (UHIN) 
 
Title: In 2007, the Ugandan district health services of Rakai and Lyantonde developed personal digital 

assistant (PDA)-based data collection instruments for the monitoring and evaluation of community 
hygiene and sanitation. 

 
Description: Sanitation data related to slaughter houses, butchers, food vendors, eating houses, 

community water supply hygiene and maintenance, and school sanitation and hygiene are captured 
on PDAs and directly hot-synched to the district database for analysis. 

 
Significance: Change in data collection instrument resulted in more timely and higher quality data 

collection for the purpose of decision-making than was previously possible using pen/paper.  
 
Contribution of research network: UHIN team provided modular training to technical personnel of the 

districts (how to create electronic forms for use on PDAs, synchronizing data to a computer, and 
conducting data analysis). The districts subsequently developed the data tools and began 
performing data collection and analysis electronically. 

 
Classification (outcome contributed to the following Acacia objectives): 
  
Stimulating social and technical innovation using ICTs 
 Technical innovation via mobile telephony. 
 Alternative, innovative telecom and IT policy models. 
 Fostering social innovation (providing solutions for individual and community problems). 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a summarized example of a ‘fully formulated outcome’ realized by the Uganda Health Information Network (UHIN), including the Acacia objectives which the network’s leadership felt the outcome had contributed to.



 
What is more important, an ‘internal outcome’ or 

an ‘external outcome’? 
 Two options for an outcome title: 

 
A. “In 2007, the Zambia Council for Social 

Development elected GRACE researcher Brian 
Kiss Abraham to the advisory committee of the 
CIVICUS Civil Society Index development 
process.” 

B. “In 2007, GRACE researcher Brian Kiss Abraham 
began serving as an advisor for the development 
of the CIVICUS Civil Society Index, a position for 
which he was elected by the Zambia Council for 
Social Development.” 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is an example of two title options for an outcome realized by the Gender Research in Africa into ICTs for Empowerment (GRACE) network:Option A is worded as an ‘external outcome,’ from the perspective of the organization that elected the GRACE researcher, but does it convey the ‘most significant’ change involved in this event?The approach taken in Option B acknowledges the fact that the researcher was elected by an external actor, which is significant. However, it is worded as an ‘internal outcome,’ from the perspective of the researcher as the social actor who changed rather than the electing organization. It can be argued that this event represents an outcome in the form of a new activity for the researcher which was influenced by the GRACE network (it is explained in the description that ZCSD is a long-time GRACE research respondent ,so they had been familiar with the work of the GRACE network and the researcher, in particular). This outcome is significant insofar as the CIVICUS Civil Society Index project has ‘policy influence potential’ and the researcher’s involvement ‘promotes’ the findings of the Grace Network.This outcome title example illustrates that some outcomes can be considered both ‘internal’ to the research network and ‘external’ to it, or impacting upon a social actor who is not a member of the network. The experience of this outcome-based evaluation has demonstrated that, depending on the nature of the work performed by the network and its life-cycle stage,  some networks realized more internal than external outcomes since 2006 (e.g., newer networks that have been focussing primarily on capacity development). Neither form of outcome is inherently more important than the other, and this study did not formally disaggregate the outcomes on this basis. In the case of this outcome, Option B was chosen as the title because it better represents the significant changes that occurred.    



Closing the loop 
• September: Acacia team begins drawing 

conclusions of findings collected at that stage 
based on representation of outcomes 
contributing to each objective  

• October: Acacia Research and Learning Forum: 
– Small-group discussions with evaluation 

participants. 
– Outcome session with all participants. 

• Renewed opportunity for networks to propose 
outcomes by end of October (repeat of 
reformulations, question-posing)… 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The process described under “Methodology” (slide 6) began in June, and in September the Acacia team began reflecting on the outcomes and discussing their conclusions about the findings. The gathering of the participating network leaders at the Acacia Research and Learning Forum  (ARLF) in Dakar, Senegal in early October presented an opportunity for the Acacia team to share their conclusions about the outcome findings with the network leaders and solicit their input on the contribution of the networks’ outcomes to Acacia’s objectives.  This evoked a rich conversation about the objectives themselves and in some cases, the value of the networking modality in particular. In addition, during a separate session led by Ricardo Wilson-Grau, all ARLF attendees (including those who did not participate in the network evaluation) were introduced to the outcome description format used. This session, which included an exercise in which participants articulated their own outcomes, yielded several interesting insights from Acacia-funded researchers on changes their work had influenced.Following the session with network leaders, they were given an opportunity to add and/or substitute outcomes. This reopened the outcome formulation process, which continued until the end of November.As of early December 2009, the final report of findings and the Acacia team’s conclusions were being edited and finalized.



Process-based conclusions 

• What constitutes an ‘outcome’ often comes down to a 
judgment call based on context and perspective. 

• There are limitations to using outcomes (strictly 
defined) to assess a network’s contribution to certain 
objectives (e.g., “fostering policy dialogue” at the early 
stages). 

• Beyond accountability to funders, the main value in 
identifying outcomes (internal or external) is the ability 
to gauge performance.  
– This kind of learning through recognition of ‘who changed 

and under what circumstances’ can help the research 
network plan for future research endeavours.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What constitutes an ‘outcome’ often comes down to a judgment call based on context and perspective. For example, a widely published African-based scholar continuing to publish under the auspices of a research network is worthy of recognition but may not be indicative of an outcome on the part of that researcher as defined in this exercise. However, if a journal that typically only publishes articles by scholars based at Western institutions accepts her submission based on merit, that could be considered an outcome from the perspective of the publisher. 	Similarly, one of the Acacia-funded research networks had members such as community activists who had never been published and after a long process of capacity development and refinement, they contributed chapters to a book based on their research. This we considered an outcome because the members themselves exhibited significant changes which culminated in the acceptance of the book by the publisher. In this case, the book itself may be the output, but the changes in the researchers which led to that output are considered internal outcomes.	It should also be noted that the opinion was raised within the Acacia team that:		[S]ince successfully publishing in a peer-reviewed publication is an onerous 	and formidable feat for any scholar (especially ones based in Africa), Acacia’s 	research partners cannot be expected to achieve this result solely from 	Acacia’s financial support of a project. The team is of the opinion that review 	and acceptance by peers in the field is a substantial change and one that falls 	outside the immediate influence of the funding it provides to research 	networks.Research networks that “serve as fora for knowledge diffusion” and “influence policy” (especially in the early stages) are challenging objectives to measure using outcomes. For example, an invitation to present research findings at an international conference is not necessarily  an outcome (i.e., it may not be indicative of a change in behaviour or relationships). However, it could certainly be seen as a contribution to both of these objective areas, given that it involves communicating research findings to external audiences and it could influence policy through various means.



Recommendations: Improving outcome-
based monitoring & evaluation (M&E) 

• Encourage research networks to designate a 
‘ learning and accountability champion’ who can 
collect, collate and help write well-composed 
‘outcome stories’ on a regular basis.   

• Continue to support evaluation training such as 
Outcome Mapping…and then ask for results (e.g., 
consistent reporting of outcomes, or progress 
toward that end, in technical reports). 

• ‘Self-selected’ classification of outcomes and 
visual representations of data: Handle with care 
(see next slide). 
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Presentation Notes
Research networks are often distributed across a number of countries, or ‘nodes,’ each of which has its own activities. As a result, regular monitoring and reporting of outcomes – which, as defined here, are much less tangible than outputs, and sometimes unplanned - can be particularly challenging for the network as a whole. One approach that may facilitate the coordination of monitoring and formal reporting of outcomes is to appoint a ‘learning and accountability champion’ to regularly collect, collate and, as required, help other members write well-composed ‘outcome stories’ (e.g., with the use of the outcome journal approach outlined in Outcome Mapping or a format such as the one used for this outcome-based evaluation).One research network that did an exemplary job of capturing outcome stories is GRACE, whose researchers for the projects studied span multiple countries. In response to our invitation to participate in the outcome-based evaluation, the GRACE Network used email to solicit the input of several  of its researcher members, in many cases providing accounts of individual progress in the words of the researcher members themselves. If outcomes are a valued indicator of progress toward the goals of the project and, by extension, the program which supports it, training should continue to be supported among new funding recipients. Furthermore, research partners should be asked to articulate their outcome-related progress on a regular basis, such as when technical reports are submitted. This will serve the dual interest of accountability and learning. 



Example of a graphical representation of outcomes: 
Outcomes of research networks (2006-2009) (x), 

Acacia objectives (y)  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This table, in which the networks’ outcome numbers are plotted against the Acacia program objectives chosen for each outcome in the “Classification” section of the form, is provided as an example of one way to graphically represent the outcomes. While graphs such as this one can help make sense of a large amount of qualitative data, I would simply emphasize the obvious importance of the quality of the information on which they are based. I raise this point because, when reviewing the network leaders’ classifications of outcomes, in many cases we had to ask the network leaders why they had chosen certain Acacia objectives, as their relation to the outcome in question was not obvious when reading the outcome’s description. Thus, the verification of closed-ended selections such as those found in the “Classification” section of the instrument used in this evaluation becomes especially important when they are represented graphically, and when the evaluation’s users intend to place much importance on them as they draw conclusions. 



Recommendations:  
Improving outcome-based M&E 

• Address written communication challenges 
through training. 

• Evaluate several evaluation approaches 
– E.g. Appreciative Inquiry: A group process that 

inquires into, identifies, and further develops the 
best of ‘what is’ in organizations in order to create 
a better future” (Reframing Evaluation Through 
Appreciative Inquiry, Preskill & Catsambas, 2006).  

• Hire more research interns…(for evaluation 
work!) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Even if they have been identified, human changes influenced by the work of researchers can be challenging to articulate in writing. Furthermore, some partners are more comfortable adhering to forms, such as the one used for this evaluation, than others. Nonetheless, beyond documenting outcomes for the purpose of demonstrating accountability to funders, strong writing skills are arguably essential to all researchers, in terms of effectively communicating research findings to target audiences, collaborating with fellow researchers, soliciting donor funding, and successfully engaging in a host of other activities. Where writing comprehensibility/clarity is consistently lacking, it is recommended that the Acacia program offer its partners writing support in the form of training. Especially because this was the first outcome-based evaluation that many of the networks had participated in, the approach taken was quite challenging for all involved. Most of the documents reviewed at the outset contained little, if any, information about outcomes, and the respondents were new to the outcome documentation methodology employed. It is therefore recommended that IDRC programs also weigh other methodologies, particularly for first-time outcome-based evaluations. One approach that could be considered is appreciative inquiry (AI), which, according to the authors of Reframing Evaluation Through Appreciative Inquiry, supports “organizational and evaluation capacity building by taking the fear out of evaluation”. The AI approach has been used by the World Bank and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and has been endorsed in the context of impact evaluation discussions. If time and resources allow, this kind of inquiry into networks’ accomplishments may yield valuable insights at the level of the project, network and even the program.(Notes continued on the following page).



Thank you for your support and 
input 

• IDRC, including the Acacia Team, the 
Evaluation Unit, and the Centre Training and 
Awards Program 

• 2009 IDRC interns and PDAs 
• Ricardo Wilson-Grau 
• Research network evaluation participants. 
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Presentation Notes
As a research intern, it was especially rewarding to be involved in this evaluation. My detailed review of the documentation and exchanges with network leaders gave me an insight into the accomplishments of a range of Acacia-supported projects that would have otherwise been difficult to acquire within a period of one year. Furthermore, because I was new to the projects reviewed, I was able to inquire about (and therefore draw out, in writing) facets of the projects which may have been obvious to those who are closer to the work conducted by these networks. I think it was also advantageous to have an evaluation team which included both an experienced external evaluator providing overall direction and an ‘internal’ person with easy access to the documents required, as well as to the team which commissioned the evaluation. For these reasons, I feel this kind of work is well-suited for interns with an interest in evaluation.Having said that, I would like to express my great appreciation to those who supported and inspired me during my year as a research intern with the Acacia program. Within IDRC, these include the members of the Acacia team; the Evaluation Unit; the Centre Training and Awards Program, which oversees the immensely rewarding IDRC internship and PDA program; and my fellow research interns and PDAs, whose friendship and devotion to international development have greatly enhanced and enlightened my internship experience. I also thank Ricardo Wilson-Grau for introducing me to the wonderful and challenging world of evaluation, and for his professional example. Finally, this work would not have been possible without the years of hard work - and what amounted to months of cooperation in the form of reflecting, writing, and answering a host of questions - of Acacia’s research network partners and program officers.Thank you very much/mille fois merci!
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