6.
CONDUCTING AN IMPACT ASSESSMENT

The level of impact assessment required, who it should be undertaken by, and the timing of any reports should be determined during the project design phase and set out in the Project Memorandum. There should, however, be some scope for flexibility to take account of any changes that may take place in the project's circumstances (e.g. major social, political or economic changes). The Logframe should highlight special features to be included in the impact assessment, for example vulnerable groups,  the impact of a particular training programme, relative effectiveness of male and female staff in reaching female clients etc.  Consideration of these issues at the design stage will enable much better assessment of the practical implications and learning of IA.

It is important to engage the stakeholders, principally the implementing partners and their staff, from the beginning.  Many project staff and managers feel threatened by impact assessment, believing their work is being judged in a critical manner and seeing it as a personal performance review.  If they have been actively engaged in the design of the project from the start, however, and participated in the design of the IA strategy, fully understanding it's objectives, they will be more supportive. They should be encouraged to view it as a learning experience rather than judgmental.  Whilst failure to meet targets due to negligence should not be overlooked or ignored, where impacts have not been as extensive as they might have been the priority should be to discover why rather than seek to blame, and then to consider what action can be taken to improve impact in the future.

Depending on the nature and level of impact assessment required, it may be necessary at the start of the project, or even before, to contract out the collection of some baseline data on which to base future work. This may involve a range of qualitative and quantitative methods which can be time consuming and may require different skills from those possessed by project staff or EDAs.  This should also identify which of these baseline indicators can be incorporated into existing Management Information Systems and how this should be done. It should also identify which types of information will require external consultants/researchers, or whether special staff will be needed to conduct research by M and E departments. 

For all their projects, EDAs are expected to oversee project reporting by project staff, and participate in routine monitoring and output to purpose reviews. Internal monitoring for ongoing programme level learning should take place through the integration of specific impact indicators into existing management information systems, however, which makes information immediately available to staff, and allows the project's management to act on that information more timeously.  Periodic updates of this data would then be required (ideally undertaken by the same team) throughout the project.

Regular reports (usually either quarterly or six monthly should be sent to EDAs by project staff. These reports should cover progress against activities and against outputs, using the impact assessment indicators specified in the project logical framework. This information should be gathered routinely by project staff.

Periodic project monitoring visits are required by EDAs, the frequency of visits depending on the complexity and progress of the project.  Monitoring visits should be used as opportunities to discuss the impact of the project with stakeholders and to verify the accuracy of project reports.

Output to purpose reviews are also required for all projects over £500 000. These may sometimes be done by EDAs and sometimes commissioned out, largely depending on the resources EDAs have available. These reports should focus on reporting against impact assessment indicators at the output level and at the purpose level. 

The key findings of the impact assessments at each level should be shared with the stakeholders involved to increase programme-level learning. Impact assessment should be regarded as a dynamic process and not as a series of static reports. Impact assessment can only contribute to lesson learning if the information is used as a basis for asking intelligent questions about project implementation and how it can be enhanced.

The critical issues which the designer and manager of an impact assessment study will need to take into account are:

· Costs and confidence

The design of an IA must be very closely related to the budget available: this may be a platitude but overambitious designs continue to lead to poor quality studies or delays that make findings irrelevant.  

While rapid appraisal approaches may appear cheaper than large-scale surveys, however, rigorous qualitative IAs will require the use of high calibre staff who are given time to prepare properly, and the importance of engaging suitable staff should not be underestimated.

Between these two extremes are a vast array of different options, and limited investments in project monitoring by program staff, for example by including in the project design and budget, development of an appropriate MIS system can make moderate cost impact assessment at high levels of quality much more feasible as less primary data collection is necessary 

· Availability of human resources for impact assessment

In many, if not most, developing countries recruiting IA personnel who have the skills and qualities to interview, collate, analyse and write up findings is a key problem at both consultant and fieldworker levels.  Commonly, different studies find themselves competing for the same small pool of people which, while it may usefully raise payments for scarce skills, puts these individuals under great strain and does not appear to stimulate a ‘supply side response’. This must be recognised as a key constraint and efforts to build ‘impact assessment’ capacities professionally and institutionally should be a priority for development agencies if they intend to continue to emphasize the need for IA.

· Respondents: motivation and representation

The issue of how to persuade respondents to spare the time for an interview, and provide accurate and honest answers, is an important one that is rarely mentioned in IA methodological statements.  Different strategies are needed for different types of respondent - program beneficiary, control group and program drop out. 

Beneficiaries are the easiest group to approach as generally they accept ‘answering questions’ as one of the unavoidable transaction costs of being in a program, particularly one supported by a foreign donor agency.  Motivation can be enhanced by having interviewers introduced by program officers: but, this has the danger of linking the assessor with field level staff and encouraging the recounting of ‘the right answers’.  For both data quality and ethical reasons the personal introductions that interviewers make prior to interview need to be carefully worked out so that respondents understand why they are being interviewed and have an opportunity to ask their own questions before the interview begins.

Motivation is a more difficult issue with control groups as, having by definition no connection with a program, they have no incentive to cooperate.  In many cases, however, the novelty value of being interviewed is sufficient encouragement (though expatriates should note that when they are working at a field site the willingness of people to be interviewed may be higher than is the norm because of the rarity value of foreigners).  The problems of response increase significantly if longitudinal data is collected, as second and third interviews have much less perceived value.  In such cases rewarding interviewees should be considered to promote data quality and for ethical reasons (what right have impact assessors to assume that the opportunity costs of an interview, particularly for poor people, are zero?).  This can take the form of a social reward, such as bringing soda waters and snacks to share with respondents (this works well in East and Southern Africa), or ‘bribery’ where the interviewee is paid cash for surrendering her/his time.

Program drop-outs represent a particular problem, and a failure to pursue drop-outs may have led to some IAs underestimating the negative impacts of projects.  When the drop-out is traceable then significant effort is merited to obtain an interview/re-interview. Where drop-outs cannot be traced, or death has occurred, then a replacement respondent sampled at random from the original population, and preferably from the same stratum, should be interviewed.

Participatory and rapid appraisal methods that work with groups generally manage to muster respondents because of the social interaction they create.  However, care needs to be taken to observe who has turned up and, perhaps more significantly, who has not come to the meeting, and why.  It is not necessarily the case that participants in a PLA exercise represent ‘the community’.  Additional interviews or focus groups may be necessary to collect information from people who do not turn up for communal PLA or RRA sessions.

· The problem of ‘low impact’ impact assessments

A final problem of IA concerns the impact of IAs on policy and practice. This depends in part on the original objectives of a study. It applies to both ‘proving’ and ‘improving’ IAs. The evaluation literature of the 1980s bemoans the limited influence of evaluation on subsequent decision-making. 

There are a number of ways this problem can be ameliorated:

(i)
Impact assessors need to devote more time to the ‘use’ of their studies (and perhaps a little less time to the product itself!).  Their focus must go beyond ‘the report’ into a dissemination strategy aimed at decision-makers.  Bullet point summaries, short user-friendly papers, snappy presentations and strategic cups of coffee are the key to this environment.

(ii)
The timing of findings needs to be carefully considered.  As a general rule of thumb the longer the length of time between data collection and presentation of findings, then the lower the impact for IAs focused on ‘improving’ practice.  The common response to initial findings presented more than 9 months after completion of fieldwork is ‘our program has already been redesigned so your findings have little relevance’.

(iii)
Program managers often regard impact assessors as impractical people who have lots of time on their hands. For high cost approaches pursuing the scientific method this will be of only limited significance as the people to whom one’s results must be credible are in Washington and European capitals.  However, for the vast majority of IA studies the issue of how to develop constructive relationships with program staff requires careful thought and action.  Efforts to achieve co-ownership of findings by involving program staff in IA design, showing respect for their ideas and opinions, and discussing interim findings are ways of making influence more probable.

· How ‘robust’ have the findings got to be?

If an IA is to provide findings to a high degree of confidence (e.g. 95% confidence levels in statistical tests) then in most cases a ‘complex approach’ will be needed.  This will be costly and time-consuming.  By contrast, if an IA is required to provide corroboration of programme impact and strengthen aspects of implementation then a ‘simple approach’ should be adopted.

The following approaches have been developed for micro-finance institutions, but are largely applicable to other enterprise projects, although measurable assessment of outputs and outcomes is harder to achieve in some other areas (e.g. impact of business development services), and will need to be well supported by qualitative and participatory studies.  

Simple Approach 

These are the most numerous forms of IAs.  Reliability is moderate, at best (and based mainly on triangulation), and the major objective is to test the existing understanding of impacts and contribute to improvements in programme operation.  The main audiences are programme managers and donor ‘country-based’ staff.  The central methodological feature of such an approach is the use of a variety of methods. Usually this involves a small scale client survey, compared with a comparison group that could be rapidly identified (e.g. approved clients who have not yet received services) and cross-checked by rapid or participatory appraisal methods.  If a baseline study is not available then a recall methodology would be utilised. The key variables to be studied would depend on programme objectives, but for easily quantifiable variables (e.g. income and assets) the focus would be on ordinal and nominal measurements. For programmes prioritising empowerment goals and local institutional development, then participatory methods would be highlighted and the survey work might be dropped altogether.

A Moderate Approach

The moderate approach would involve substantially more costs than the simple approach, would yield higher levels of reliability (statistical inference rather than triangulation) but is not likely to deliver findings for a period of 2 to 3 years.  Its focus is on both proving impact and improving programmes.  Its audiences would include policymakers (looking for reassurance about their agency’s investments) and the senior managers of programmes.  The ‘mix’ would centre on a significant survey that would stratify clients and compare them with a carefully matched control group.  The survey would involve at least two visits with a minimum of 12 months between them and recall techniques would not be used.  Contextual and cross-checking materials would be produced by rapid appraisal techniques, and carefully planned participant observation and case studies might also be commissioned. The selection of variables would depend on programme objectives but is likely to be more extensive than for the simple approach, and measurement would focus on interval and nominal scales.

A Complex Approach 

The complex approach focuses on ensuring high levels of reliability with regard to the attribution of causality and has an exclusively ‘proving’ orientation. Its main audiences are policymakers and researchers and it is likely to be 4 to 6 years after launch before findings are available.  The central method in such an approach is a large scale sample survey very carefully constructed to represent all key features of the client population.  This is compared against a carefully selected control group, so that the number of households surveyed is likely to be between 750 and 1500.  At least 3 interviews will be conducted with each household over a period of 2 to 3 years.  A wide set of variables will be measured and the focus will be on high precision through interval measurements.  A set of related studies on institutional performance would be conducted, but the heart of the study would be the econometric analysis of survey findings. 

· Summary

The key task for the IA designer is to select an approach that can meet the objectives of the specific assessment at an acceptable level of rigor, that is compatible with the program’s context, feasible in terms of costs, timing and human resource availability and that avoids the problems identified in earlier sections. Wherever possible an IA methodology should be piloted before full implementation.  

The questions that s/he must answer can be summarised as follows:

· What are the objectives of the assessment?

· How is the information to be used and by whom?

· What level of reliability is required?

· How complex is the program, what type of program is it, what is already known about it?

What resources (money, human and time) are available?
