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THE EVALUATION OF EXTERNALLLY-FUNDED 

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPNENT PROJECTS 

IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

INTRODUCTION 

The International Development Research Centre (IDRC) is an autonomous public 

corporation financed by the Parliament of Canada which funds research of 

direct relevance to Third World development and assists developing countries 

to build up their own research capabilities and institutions. Its primary 

means of operation is the support of individual research projects which are 

proposed, designed and implemented by the scientists in developing countries 

and which respond to the development problems, needs and priorities of those 

countries. 

The Office of Planning and Evaluation is the institutional focus for 

evaluation in IDRC; it carries out some evaluations itself and it coordinates 

and advises on those carried out by other parts of the Centre. The major 

proportion of resources is devoted, ex ante, to planning, developing and 

screening projects and only modest resources are devoted to ex post 

evaluation. The Centre uses evaluation information for policy development, 

resource allocation decisions, strategic planning and project and program 

management. Three areas of major concern in recent evaluation work have been 

the congruence between national development needs and the thrusts of 

Centre-supported research; the utilization of research results; and the impact 

of the research on its intended beneficiaries. 

In its relations with Third World agencies and institutions, the Centre 

encourages the use of evaluation information to improve research planning and 

management and endeavours to build up evaluation capabilities. To this end, 

we place considerable emphasis on the evaluation process itself -- stressing 

collaboration and consultation with researchers, managers and research users. 
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In our experience, the involvement of the key stake-holders in framing the 

evaluation questions, data collection and formulation of recommendations 

promotes confidence in and ownership of the evaluation findings. 

THE CHALLENGES OF EVALUATING RESEARCH IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

In an earlier paper presented by IDRC at the Joint Evaluation Conference in 

Toronto in October 1985*, the increased interest and value placed on 

evaluation, both in developing countries and in Canada, was documented. 

Growing recognition of the usefulness of evaluation, for planning and resource 

allocation and as an accountability tool, is evident in some countries and 

among donor agencies. The earlier paper predicted a healthy increase in the 

use of evaluation by Third World governments and development agencies, but 

anticipated that growth in indigenous evaluation capability would not keep 

pace with demands for this activity. 

In developing countries, evaluation poses a number of obvious challenges. 

Infrastructural problems may inhibit travel or communication; existing 

databases may be difficult to access or inadequate as sources of background or 

baseline information; evaluation skills are often scarce and the few skilled 

people may be hard to identify and locate. There may also be cultural, 

linguistic or organizational barriers to carrying out what is often seen as 

a foreign process using an imported methodology. 

Less obvious challenges stem from the fact that IDRC's mission is development, 

while its mandate is confined to research. Research is only a small, if 

important, part of the development process. Evaluation issues must, 

therefore, relate to impact on development but fall within the sphere of what 

* Evaluations in the Third World National Research S stems: Some Trends 
and erational Ex eriences, Chew, Sing C. and Daniels, W. Douglas, IDRC, 

ctober 1985. 
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can be achieved through research. If the application of research is dependent 

on a myriad of processes which lead to development, the Centre must be clear 

about how far it intends to go to bridge the gaps between the successful 

completion of research and the social and economic advancement of the intended 

beneficiaries. The challenge is to evaluate research projects and programs on 

their own internai objectives, on the Centre's own objectives and with respect 

to the research and development goals of the recipient country. 

Given that IDRC funds research which is proposed, designed and carried out by 

its recipients, the achievement of its own objectives partly depends on others 

achieving theirs. The two sets of objectives may be compatible and mutually 

complementary, but nonetheless different, and the evaluation must be narrowed 

down to those interests of both parties which are manageable with the time and 

resources available for the evaluation. IDRC must also identify the limits 

within which it tries to help the recipient institution to fulfill its own 

objectives. With this approach, utilization of 
the extent to which the respective interests of the donor/recipient 

partners are addressed. 

Given the scarcity of indigenous evaluation capability and the logistical and 

methodological difficulties of conducting evaluations in developing countries, 

it is understandable that donor agencies tend to carry out evaluations using 

external expertise and aimed at their own information needs. Such practice, 

while expedient in some respects, has a number of serious drawbacks for 

developing countries: 

(a) the findings may be relevant only to the external agency and 

not be pertinent to the needs of local institutions; 

(b) results may not reflect an adequate understanding of the local 

situations and problems; and 

(c) the provision of collaborative and logistical support to 

external evaluators puts considerable strain on the already 

overtaxed resources of developing country institutions. 
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These activities may be endured for the sake of goodwill or continued funding, 

while yielding little in terms of increased evaluation capability or useful 

evaluation information. The avoidance of such shortcomings poses a challenge 

to IORC and other development agencies. 

IDRC'S APPROACH TO EVALUATION 

In response to these challenges, IDRC has evolved a locally-focussed, highly 

consultative approach to evaluation. We tend to use technical specialists as 

evaluators, rather than evaluation specialists; and preference is given to 

local evaluators or those with responsibilities related to planning or 

coordination of research. This helps add the depth and insight of local 

experience and sensitivity, and sometimes opens up unanticipated sources of 

evaluation information. Close collaboration and consultation among the 

pr ec al. 3:polved is.- ie p c3ces ,.. and 

evaluation findings by the affected members of the research community is 

considered important, both to the quality of the final recommendations and to 

their ultimate implementation. 

IDRC evaluations tend to combine both hard (quantitative) and soft 

(qualitative) data. Simpler more direct methodological approaches are used, 

especially when the quantity and quality of data and the evaluation capacity 

available will not support the use of advanced techniques of collection and 

analysis. Questionnaire surveys, file analysis, in-depth interviews, citation 

searches and cost benefit analysis are the primary tools. 

In summary, IDRC approaches development on the premise that Third World 

countries may not try to replicate the ways of the North. Rather, they may 

adapt technologies to their needs, consistent with available resources and 

their visions of future possibilities. Similarly, management tools such as 

evaluation may have to evolve before they adequately serve the needs of 

developing country research systems. It is suggested that the most effective 
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way to facilitate that evolution is to encourage in those countries direct 

experience with, and full control over this process. 

TWO CASE STUDIES 

IDRC's approach to evaluation can be illustrated in two recent examples in 

East Africa: one in Ethiopia, the other in Tanzania. In Ethiopia, the 

Ethiopian Science and Technology Commission (ESTC), a government agency 

responsible for building and coordinating the country's research and 

development capability, evaluated all of the research supported by IDRC in 

national institutions. In Tanzania, a team of staff members from the Sokoine 

University of Agriculture (SUA) evaluated all its projects supported by IDRC. 

The Centre's interest in operational and policy issues in both countries 

coincided with the two requests for assistance. In Ethiopia, the government 

was formul ati ng a ten-year - nat i onal devel opinent pl a and _ _requ_ red: i nformati on 

for the science and technology component. The evaluating agency, ESTC, was 

also seeking to improve its own management of research programs and to build 

up planning and evaluation capacity in the national research system. In 

Tanzania, the Sokoine University of Agriculture had recently been granted new 

status as a fully independent university, with national responsibility for 

agricultural research and extension. Here the evaluation was to help plan 

research programs, set pol i ci es for efficient and effective operation and to 
increase the contribution of its research output to agricultural development. 

For its part, IDRC wanted to improve the delivery and effectiveness of its 

support to research in both countries. It wanted to explore ways of 

supporting research other than single, sectorally-focussed projects: in 

Ethiopia, by determining the need for end feasibility of a country-wide 

programming strategy; and in Tanzania, by looking at the possibility of 

providing institutional support through a broad range of coordinated support 

activities. 
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In addition to a technical component which looked at the research itself, both 

evaluations included a management component which looked at the support 

services for the research. Data for the latter were collected and written up 

separately, in Ethiopia by the National Productivity Centre, and in Tanzania 

by a team from the University of Dar-es-Salaam, Faculty of Commerce. The 

overall objective of the management studies was to identify problem areas and 

recommend improvements to the organizational, administrative and financial 

capabilities of the research institutions. It was also expected that they 

would review those aspects of national policies and government administration 

that affected research activities. The management studies differed in method 

and content from the technical components, however, they were consistent with 

the overall evaluation objectives. The findings from both components were 

later integrated for purposes of workshop discussion and presentation in the 

final reports. In describing the evaluation process, this paper refers 

primarily to the technical side of the evaluation. However, in dealing with 

the findings, technical and management components are combinei Ceflect4 g 

their presentation in the final evaluation reports. 

EVALUATION METHOD 

The Ethiopian and Tanzanian evaluations used similar methods and addressed 

largely the same evaluation questions. This did not happen by chance. The 

Ethiopian exercise was eighteen months earlier and was used as a model by the 

Tanzanians; Mazingira Institute, Nairobi, provided consultancy services for 

the technical component in both; and the evaluation coordinator from ESTC 

participated in the SUA exercise. 

Both of these evaluations moved through five phases: 

1. Design and Approval. Objectives and terms of reference are 

defined and approved; the evaluation team is recruited; and 

its members assume their respective responsibilities. The 

method and data collection instruments are developed and 

tested and nome preliminary data collected from the files. 
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This phase required considerable consultation and 

negotiation among IDRC, the evaluators and the evaluation 

users. The evaluation objectives were determined by 

looking for areas of congruence between the objectives of 

IDRC and each institution. Shared concerns on a number of 

major questions served as the basis for establishing 

evaluation criteria. Those selected are listed in Figure 

1. 

These objectives were then broken down into lists of 

detailed questions applicable to the projects. This 

yielded for each project, a list of questions aimed at 

exploring its contribution to each of the five or six 

evaluation objectives. The questions were then sorted 

according to the source of information to which they would 

berrelevant- URG .<f: Ues projet .. leade s, r ear hers 
policy makers and other users of the research output, 

i.e. farmers, extension agencies, etc., and IDRC staff). 

Figure 2 illustrates the general application of this 

process for the Ethiopian case showing the overall 

evaluation questions elaborated to detailed 

project-related questions and then allocated to the 

relevant sources of information. 

Developing consensus and obtaining approval for the 

evaluation design and objectives can be difficult; it is 

helped considerably when the design bears the approving 

agency's fingerprints, and whe the evaluating agency will 

be one of the primary users ôf the evaluation results. 

The highly collaborative nature of this phase allows it to 

function as an evaluation assessment, ensuring that 

objectives, resources, data and users can be brought 

together to generate the information which is required. 
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Figure 1 

Objectives Selected for Evaluating 
IDRC-Supported Research 

ETHIOPIA 

° to support research on 
Ethiopian priority development 
problems 

SUA*, TANZANIA 

° contributing to the R & D 
priorities of the Government of 
Tanzania 

° to provide knowledge and 
technology to solve priority 
development needs 

° to build research capacity: 
manpower, institutions, 

ssppQrt 
systems 

° generation and utilization of 
information, knowledge and 
technology for national 
development 

° building research capability, 
contribution to teaching and 
;stUf,_.,devQDpmei.. 

° to test, apply and use research 
results, or to ensure that 
there are mechanisms to do this 

° to use effective administrative 
and financial procedures 

strengthening and building 
research support services at 
SUA 

° to coordinate research within 
and between institutions 

° cooperation and coordination 
with other research efforts at 
SUA, and between SUA and other 
institutions 

* Sokoine University of Agriculture 
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2. Data Collection and Reporting has two stages. First, a 

pilot evaluation of one project is conducted to test out 

the instruments, to demonstrate the method and to 

standardize reporting. The team members, who will have 

identified the information sources for their respective 

projects and sorted out the relevant questions for each 

source, collect, analyze and write up the data. This is 

done for each project. An important function throughout 

this phase is that of the coordinator who helps gain 

access to information, advises on the presentation of the 

data and ensures that deadlines are met. 

3. Data Analysis and Identification of Issues. This phase 

involves identifying the major issues cutting across the 

projects and developing options for addressing them. The 

individual evaluation reports produced in phase 2 are 

i ntegrated i vne °report, °s ummari z i ng =antes -synthes i z ng - 

the findings, yet retaining detailed data on each project 

to facilitate verification and discussion. It is in this 

phase that findings of the management studies, carried out 

separately, are integrated with the technical evaluations. 

4. Verification and Discussion of Issues. The contents of 

this preliminary report become the focal point in the 

fourth phase. Comments on the draft report are solicited, 

and a workshop is convened in which discussion is focussed 

first on the verification of the data, secondly on the 

issues, and thirdly on the options for action. It is very 

important to have all people participate: 

the evaluators to explain or substantiate the report, the 

researchers to question and verify the findings, and other 

representatives of the research-related community to 

comment on the broad issues. 



Based on experience with both the Ethiopian and Tanzanian 

exercises, potential workshop participants should 

contribute to the earlier phases of the evaluation. For 

those stakeholders who cannot be identified until after 

the issues and recommendations are formulated, a special 

effort is required to explain their stake in the 

discussions and to motivate them to participate. Full 

representation at the workshop is of major importance so 

that a consensus on the evaluation findings can be reached 

and realistic responses formulated. 

The "issue format", developed by the consultant, was 

particularly useful for focussing workshop discussion on 

the important issues. It standardizes the presentation of 

pertinent facts, states the issue specifying reasons why 

it is important and the information sources through which 

it was identified, and presents the recommendations. 

Other headings identify who in the research system is 

affected (researchers, farmers, government agencies, 

etc.), the performance targets (what should be happening), 

and what efforts have been made to deal with the issue so 

far. Figure 3 gives an example of "issue format" from the 

SUA final report. 

5. Final Evaluation Output. The final report combines the 

evaluation findings and the output of the workshop. The 

challenge in this phase is to capture, succinctly, the 

essence of both. In addition to summarizing workshop 

discussion on each issue and présenting recommendations, 

the final report also synthesizes the evaluation findings 

on each of the 5 or 6 major evaluation criteria 

established in the first phase. This gives the general 

picture across the entire set of projects and makes the 

results more readily applicable to policy or program 

decisions. 
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The evaluation method described here starts with five or six general criteria 

which identify the main areas of concern for the evaluation. Work then 

progresses to the setting of specific questions, identification of information 

sources, collection of data and analysis of findings. The findings are 

grouped according to the main issues which emerge and the research community 

then changes and refines these issues and endorses a set of recommendations 

addressing each one. This progression is illustrated, with material from the 

SUA study, in Figure 4. The detailed questions posed to, for example, project 

leader, farmers and field assistants yield a set of findings for a particular 

project. These, when combined with findings from other projects, indicate a 

generalized need or "issue". Recommendations are then directed at the various 

aspects of that issue. 

EVALUATION FINDINGS 

Ethiopia and Tanzania are the second and third countries in Africa in terms of 

the amount of support received from IDRC between 1970-1982. In Ethiopia, over 

an 11-year period, IDRC supported 22 projects amounting to a total of $4.1 

million. At the Sokoine University of Agriculture (SUA), over a 12-year 

period, IDRC provided $2 million for 12 research projects. In both places, 

most of the projects were in agriculture. In the SUA evaluation, the number 

of projects was small enough (8) that all completed projects were evaluated. 

In Ethiopia, a sample of 5 projects was selected on the criteria of size of 
grant, range of institutions represented and range of IDRC divisions 

represented. The Ethiopian evaluators looked at projects which were carried 

out by five different institutions in contrant to the Tanzanians who were 

evaluating projects all within one institgtion. 

The management studies were undertaken independently by local management 

consultants, working under broad terms of reference which asked them to look 

at all aspects of research support and management. They were free to explore 

areas which emerged as important as their work progressed. It is interesting 
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Figure 4 

Generation of Issues and Reconnlendations 

Evaluation 
Criterion: Generation and Use of Knowledge and Technologies 

Evaluation 
Sources: Pro ect Leader Farmers Field Assistants 

Has proJect contributed - Any constraints to - Which fariner 
!.>etallerf ta farTr rs' knowtedge adoptfng practices prob?ems were 
Evaluation and agricultural practices? recommended in trials? picked up in the 
Questions: research? 

- What constraints to - How différent are they 
application of technology from past practices? - Which practices 
by users? were passed on 

How useful/what to farmers? 

benefits from the 
new practices? 

I 

Findings: 

Issue: 

- No set packages or practices for 
dissemination were developed. 

Somç 

e 

,fpractIces 
ttootfare 

tc s 
fariner conditions. were 

- Packages were incomplete -- needed studies 
in related disciplines. 

- No useable output -- problem environment 
not defined. 

- What scientists learned from farmers was 
as important as what farmers learned from 
scientists. 

promote interdisciplinary and 
interdepartmental research geared to 
producing useable results. 

1 

- SUA should enco rage research to be carried 
through to extension package form. 

- SUA should communicate relevant research 

Reco endations: 
findings in Kiswahili. 

- Students should be involved in inter- 
disciplinary field work. 

- Researchers should attend training courses 
on decision-making, technology choice and 
fnterdfscfpifnary research methods. 

1 



that, in both studies, the technical evaluators reported on some management 

issues and the management consultants addressed issues on the technical 

aspects of research. This section presents some of the overall results from 

each evaluation; the technical and management findings have been integrated. 

The Ethiopian research projects were found to address development priorities, 

but to be weak in facilitating utilization of the results. In the provision 

of knowledge and technology for development, they performed fairly well: a 

number of high-yielding crop varieties, and new technologies for pumping 

water were produced. The contribution of IDRC-supported research to the 

building of research capacity in Ethiopia was substantial, yet further 

improvement was called for in all sectors, primarily through the systematic 

integration of training components in research projects. 

The weakness in the utilization and impact of research results apparently grew 

o.t pogr .,ünkage betweenresearch and.user organizations; 
the production of inappropriate technological solutions; and the lack of 

continuity between research and production systems. There was considerable 

concern at the final workshop to find ways of encouraging researchers to 

produce results which have direct application and can be disseminated through 

the extension services. Recommendations were formulated giving direction for 

both IDRC and other donors, as well as national institutions and agencies, to 

address these problems. For example, based on the finding that results 

obtained in agricultural experimental stations often did not hold up under 

farmers' conditions, it was recommended that f armers and other research users 

actively participate in formulating projects; and that on-farm trials should 

include a full range of agronomic components replicating the conditions under 

which the results will be eventually used. In other areas, more attention to 

the post-research phase was recommended, such as the testing of prototypes, 

and studies on the economic and technical aspects of production and 

distribution. 



The SUA evaluation showed that, with regard to the building of teaching and 

research capacity, the IDRC-supported projects had contributed significantly 

to the capacity of the institution. Some weaknesses were found in 

inter-disciplinary and applied research which affected both the quality of 

research and the training of students. Recommendations addressed these 

problems. The inadequacy of research support services was the most critical 

area of weakness identifie-d. Research support staff and researchers often 

lacked important skills, and the institution needed basic equipment, supplies 

and a better management infrastructure. A major thrust was recommended to 

create a manpower development plan for support staff, and to provide training 

in skills such as: procurement, inventory control, financial management, 

bookkeeping, inventory and stock control supervision. 

Although IDRC-supported research tended to focus on national development 

needs, there was no systematic guidance given by the university to its 

researchers on priorit,y,ar&as. Research areas tended to be selected according 

to the researchers' perceptions and interests, without a guiding framework at 

the national or the university level. Recommendations were formulated to 

address this constraint at both levels. 

With regard to the generation and use of knowledge and technologies, 

IDRC-supported research at SUA did produce many papers, a germplasm 

collection, a number of new crop varieties, and several prototype 

technologies. However, lige the Ethopian projects, links between research and 

utilization were poor. Although several projects tried to involve users in 

their work, the methodological approach needed improvement. The workshop 

participants recommended a decentralized system of research and extension at 

the national level with the capacity to d4 "domain-specific research". 

With on-farm research, as in Ethiopia, it was recommended that technological 

specification be done thrOugh farmer-researcher-extension agent interaction. 

Inclusion of the farmers' critical environmental conditions was recommended 

for all agricultural research. Another finding which echoed the Ethopian 

Late. cu ti.ti.P evaluatian was Cie- need ta build th - car-aoity ta r?radur.P_ aAan 

of seed for national testing and distribution once new crop varieties are 

proven. 



CONCLUSIONS 

The locally focussed, highly consultative approach to evaluating R&D in Third 

World countries described here has its challenges. 

Compared with relying on a stable of proven northern consultants or on head 

office staff, contracting good evaluators in developing countries is not 

easy. Reaching consensus on the evaluation method and criteria can involve 

the reconciling of many diverse interests. The verification and discussion of 

evaluation findings by the research and development community requires that 

the evaluation itself be of high quality and its findings credible to that 

community. The final product of the entire exercise depends on full 

representation at the final workshop and a high level of commitment on the 

part of the participants. 

Nonethelesse., indicates tthat -this approach can produce useful-- 
results and be a positive, productive exercise for those involved. The final 

reports in both the Ethiopian and the Tanzanian evaluations were widely 

accepted within the respective research communities. Researchers and 

administrators welcomed the opportunity to have their concerns recognized and 

debated by colleagues, and placed on the record as a message to institution 

management and government agencies. In both cases, the final reports were 

published and distributed within the country and to external donors. 

In Ethiopia, there is evidence that the evaluation results are being 

utilized. New work units have been created within ESTC to carry out 

some of the recommended research planning, and management changes; funding has 

been requested to support building; results from the 

management evaluation are now used as teaching material in management 

improvement courses; and inter-agency committees have been formed to jointly 

formulate agricultural research projects. IDRC has changed its practices in 

Ethiopia in recognition of ESTC's role in monitoring and coordinating national 

research and development activities. 



At SUA, the intention is to use the evaluation as the basis for wide-ranging 

changes, however, action is still pending. The final report is being 

distributed to donor agencies by the university as a statement of areas where 

support is needed. For its part, IDRC has established a working group in its 

Eastern Africa Regional Office to work with the university to develop a 

proposai for a more integrated program of support based on the evaluation 

report. 

While these two exercises were successful in terms of quality and acceptance 

of output, challenges remain to improve the evaluation process and increase 

the utilization of the results. 

One i s often struck by the real i zat i on that some of the findings of ex post 
facto evaluations would have been very useful during the project. In both of 

these evaluations research staff commented to the effect that evaluation 

hould b b .l t , ir,as .4c ongqi_ng , mp41i&8t o Jelq = uide prn.iec#.6.. as..# e 

unfold. This is both a strong endorsement of the evaluation process and the 

suggestion of major weakness. It is a message to program planners and 

evaluators that evaluation should, whenever possible, be an integral part of a 

project. Thus it could play a vital rote in helping the project achieve its 

objectives; and it could improve evaluation output by providing baseline or 

pre-project data for later analysis. IDRC routinely monitors ongoing projects 

and uses annual review meetings to chart progress. This informai kind of 

evaluation tends to assess progress towards achieving internai research 

objectives. A more formai evaluation component could provide feedback on 

progress towards development-related objectives. 

Traditionally, an evaluation exercice concludes with the generation of 

reconmendations. Stopping at this stage may be appropriate for external 

evaluators who are "objectively" communicating their findings to decision 

makers. However, when the evaluators themselves are among the users of the 

findings, and when other stakeholders have a role in formulating 

recommendations, the process could perhaps be taken further. Could it not 

yield a concrete action plan for implementation, a timetable, and a system for 



following up on progress? If the decision to evaluate implies willingness to 

take action based on the results, then this should be acceptable. It would 

require, however, some new consensus building techniques to enable the 

workshop to identify main thrusts, set priorities and allow various actors to 

assume responsibilities for implementation and monitoring. In the two cases 

dealt with in this paper, there was clearly no decision making mandate given 

to the final workshops. Yet sonie of the participants did indicate their 

intentions to act individually on specific recommendations; and others were 

willing to jointly promote action or decision-making in the appropriate 

places. Taking evaluation in this direction would be a move away from pious 

hopes for objectivity towards a commitment to implementing the results. 


