4.
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR ENTERPRISE AND PROJECT LEVEL IMPACT ASSESSMENT

All impact assessment studies have an underlying conceptual framework.  In well-planned and well-resourced IAs with long ‘lead-in’ times such frameworks are usually explicitly identified; by contrast, in many smaller scale exercises the framework is implicit and may be seen as ‘common sense’.  There are three main elements to a conceptual framework:

· a model of the impact chain that the study is to examine

· the specification of the unit(s) or levels at which impacts are assessed

· the specification of the types of impact that are to be assessed.

4.1
Impact Chains
Behind all aid financed initiatives, is the assumption that the intervention will change behaviour and practice in ways that lead to the achievement (or raise the probability of achievement) of desired outcomes.  IAs assess the difference in the values of key variables between the outcomes on ‘agents’ (individuals, enterprises, households, populations, policymakers etc) which have experienced an intervention against the values of those variables that would have occurred had there been no intervention (Figure 3).  The fact that no agent can both experience an intervention and at the same time not experience an intervention generates many methodological problems. All changes are influenced by mediating processes (specific characteristics of the agent and of the economic, physical, social and political environment) that influence both behavioural changes and the outcomes in ways that are difficult to predict.

The impact chain is very simply depicted in Figure 4. A more detailed conceptualisation would present a complex set of links as each ‘effect’ becomes a ‘cause’ in its own right generating further effects.  For example, in a conventional microfinance project a package of technical assistance and capital changes the behaviour (and products) of a microfinance institution (MFI).  The MFI subsequently provides different services to a client, most commonly in the form of a loan.  These services lead to the client modifying her/his microenterprise activities which in turn leads to increased or decreased microenterprise income. The change in microenterprise income causes changes in household income which in turn leads to greater or lesser household economic security.  The modified level of household economic security leads to changes in the morbidity and mortality of household members, in educational and skill levels and in future economic and social opportunities.  Ultimately, perhaps, these changes lead to modifications in social and political relations and structures.  

Figure 4
The Conventional Model of the Impact Chain

















The complexity of such chains provides the assessor with a range of choices about which link (or links) to focus on. It is useful to distinguish between two main approaches with regard to which link(s) in the chain to focus on.  For convenience, these are termed the ‘intended beneficiary’ and the ‘intermediary’ approaches.
The intended beneficiary approach, building on the ideas of conventional evaluation, seeks to get as far down the impact chain as is feasible (in terms of budgets and techniques) and to assess the impact on intended beneficiaries (individuals or households).  The intermediary approach focuses purely on the beginning of the chain and in particular on changes in project outputs or institutional outreach and sustainability. The link between the intermediary process and the ultimate impact is often much wider than can be reasonably assessed for any individual project. One may therefore wish to do an ‘intended beneficiary’ assessment infrequently on a broad basis, to evaluate the policy assumptions underlying the design of individual interventions. For each intervention, one would only assess intermediary impacts.

4.2
Units of assessment

Following on from the design of a model of the impact path comes the choice of the unit(s) of assessment (or levels of assessment).  Common units of assessment are the household, the enterprise or the institutional environment within which agents operate.  

The relative advantages and disadvantages of different units of assessment are summarised in Box 1.  

Box 1:
Units of Assessment and Their Advantages and Disadvantages

	Unit
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Individual
	· Easily defined and identified
	· Most interventions have impacts beyond the individual

· Difficulties of disaggregating group impacts and impacts on ‘relations’

	Enterprise
	· Availability of analytical tools (profitability, return on investment etc)
	· Definition and identification is difficult in microenterprises

· Much microfinance is used for other enterprises and/or consumption

· Links between enterprise performance and livelihoods need careful validation



	Household
	· Relatively easily defined and identified

· Permits an appreciation of livelihood impacts

· Permits an appreciation of interlinkages of different enterprises and consumption
	· Sometimes exact membership difficult to gauge

· The assumption that what is good for a household in aggregate is good for all of its members individually is often invalid

	Community
	· Permits major externalities of interventions to be captured
	· Quantitative data is difficult to gather

· Definition of its boundary is arbitrary

	Institutional Impacts
	· Availability of data

· Availability of analytical tools (profitability, SDIs, transaction costs)
	· How valid are inferences about the outcomes produced by institutional activity?

	Household Economic Portfolio (i.e. household, enterprise, individual and community)
	· Comprehensive coverage of impacts

· Appreciation of linkages between different units
	· Complexity

· High costs

· Demands sophisticated analytical skills

Time consuming




4.3
Types of impact

An almost infinite array of variables can be identified to assess impacts on different units.  To be of use these must be able to be defined with precision and must be measurable.  Conventionally, economic indicators have dominated, with assessors particularly keen to measure changes in income despite the enormous problems this presents.  Other popular variables have been levels and patterns of expenditure, consumption and assets.  A strong case can be made that assets are a particularly useful indicator of impact because their level does not fluctuate as greatly as other economic indicators and is not simply based on an annual estimate.

The social indicators that became popular in the early 1980s (e.g. educational status, access to health services, nutritional levels, anthropometric measures and contraceptive use) have recently been extended into the socio-political arena in an attempt to assess whether project interventions can promote empowerment.  This has led to the measurement of individual control over resources, involvement in household and community decision-making, levels of participation in community activities and social networks and electoral participation. The bulk of this work has focused on changes in gender relations, but there are sometimes partially-formulated assessments of class relations within it.  These extensions do add, however, to the complexity of IA work and require the skills of assessors who are experienced at making judgements on social relations.

In addition, impact assessors should seek to keep the number of variables they measure to a manageable number and not be tempted to go for a comprehensive approach that will impact adversely on data quality and study relevance.
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