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‘...Impact assessment studies keep donors happy... we don’t use them very much’ (director of a large Asian microfinance institution that has received substantial amounts of aid financed IA consultancy and internal IA-capacity building quoted Hulme 2000).

‘so we find out that such and such a percentage of people have such and such a minor percentage of improvement in living standards. So what? It does not tell us what to do about it’ (participant at Asia Micro-credit Summit)

INTRODUCTION
Impact assessment is now an established part of development activity. There are many guidelines, tools and ' Best Practices ' in different areas of enterprise development.  The main focus to date has been on accounting to donors and/or within donor agencies for particular project and programme investments in preference to others. More recently there has been increasing concern with the role of impact assessment in improving programme effectiveness through innovations in stakeholder participation and practitioner-led impact assessment. Currently there has also been growing interest in macro-level strategic impact assessment for developing future policy work. This is becoming increasingly important in the context of sector-wide approaches involving networks and partnerships between governments, donors, NGOs and other stakeholders. These require not only much better project and programme-level strategic
 assessments but also strategic sector-wide assessments

The demands and expectations currently being placed on impact assessment mean that there is now a need to move on from one-off external ‘policing’ exercises to assessments which:

· are capable of capturing the complexity of impacts of enterprise interventions. This includes impacts over a range of development goals, different stakeholders, particularly the very poor, at different levels: not only individuals, enterprises and households but also markets, communities and institutions and over different time frames.

· not only measure outcomes but make useful recommendations for increasing the development contributions of enterprise interventions.  Impact assessment is then not an additional extra cost, but becomes an integral part of project, programme and/or policy development.

· contribute to the setting up of sustainable learning processes between stakeholders. The impact assessment process should develop sustainable networks and partnerships to increase learning and capacity at different levels. These will decrease the costs of future impact assessments, increase the long-term accountability of the development process and contribute to pro-poor development itself.  

In particular impact assessment will inevitably require:

· stakeholder participation, not only of donor communities, ‘local’ representatives and programme staff, but particularly of the poorest and most marginalized. This is essential not only for the reliability of the information collected but also for ensuring that the right questions are asked in the right way and to ensure downward accountability in the implementation of any recommendations.

This paper builds on the paper by Norman Lee on Strategic Impact Assessment and Enterprise Development on this website and other tools and papers by the author to argue that addressing these challenges has implications not only for:

· impact assessment methodologies: the ways in which they are integrated and areas where innovation is needed

and

· impact assessment processes: the ways in which they are designed, implemented and disseminated 

but also for:

· institutional relationships: nature of stakeholder participation in design, implementation, analysis and dissemination of the impact assessment process, linkages between impact assessment and decision-making, the types of skills and incentives required, and the ways in which partnerships and networks are set up and managed at all stages and levels.

Innovations are taking place in all these areas. Here it is argued that addressing these challenges also implies a shift in thinking in the funding and assessment criteria for impact assessment itself, particularly the role of external ‘expert’ assessments. These will need to focus, not so much on assessing impacts of existing or proposed interventions at particular points in time, but on setting up and facilitating ongoing learning processes between stakeholders.  These learning processes would be linked directly into strategic decision-making in projects, programmes and policies and ensure downward accountability in implementation. In this way impact assessment will not only yield more reliable, relevant, credible and useful information but also be an integral part of the development process itself, contributing to pro-poor growth and development of civil society.

Part 1 of the paper summarises the enormous challenges faced by impact assessment in view of our increasingly sophisticated understanding of livelihoods, poverty and enterprise intervention processes. Part 2 summarises the key questions which need to be asked when drawing practical conclusions and making recommendations for strategic improvement.  Part 3 outlines the different levels at which information can be collected and brought together building on existing information systems and research. Part 4 discusses the difficult institutional and methodological challenges posed by stakeholder participation which need to be addressed in order to use participants’ skills and time cost effectively and ensure downward accountability.  Part 5 then summarises the potential roles for externally funded assessments which could initiate or strengthen the strategic learning process.

BOX 1: QUESTIONS WHICH IMPACT ASSESSMENT MUST BE ABLE TO ADDRESS

What is happening? What is the range of positive intended impacts?  What is the range of unintended negative impacts?  Are there any unintended positive impacts?

To whom is it happening? How do positive and negative impacts differ between groups of intended beneficiaries?  What is happening to non-beneficiaries, particularly the poorest women and men who may be excluded from the intervention?

Why is it happening? Are impacts due to opportunities, constraints or risks offered by the economic, social or political context?  Because of the intervention?  Because of any particular features of the intervention?  Despite the intervention, because of strategies of beneficiaries and/or other stakeholders? 

What can or should be done about it? Which of the positive impacts can or should be increased or replicated?  Which of the negative impacts can or should be avoided?  For whom? What is the range of practical options?  
How can accountability of any recommended changes be assured? How is implementation of any recommendations to be assured? How is it to be monitored?  By whom?

� In this paper the term ' strategy ' is used to imply an explicit attempt to design an intervention to achieve an explicit development goal.  Strategies are required at all levels: projects, programmes and macro level policy and ' strategic plans ' are produced at all these levels.  In this paper the term 'Strategic Impact Assessment’ refers to assessments which not only assess the degree to which existing strategies achieve their goals at any of these different levels, but also assess the options for strategic improvement.  This usage differs from that in some other papers where Strategic Impact Assessment refers only to macro level policy (e.g. Lee 2002). These are here referred to as macro-level or sectoral strategic impact assessments.





