SECTION 3: FROM ONE-OFF ASSESSMENT TO SUSTAINABLE LEARNING PROCESS

Impact assessment is inevitably complex and potentially costly if it is to credibly address the inherent complexities of the development process and ensure realisable practical conclusions and recommendations for strategic improvement. This is particularly the case for large-scale impact assessments which are to be used in donor policy formation in sector-wide approaches.

The shift from project level assessment to strategic impact assessment offers the opportunity for a much more co-ordinated and ongoing learning process between stakeholders.  This does not necessarily require more funding than the sums currently allocated to such large-scale assessments.  Rather it requires a more strategic approach to linking any one assessment into such an ongoing learning process. Impact assessments would build on, improve and increase capacity for ongoing systems for collecting information at different levels.  These would include:  

NGO and government project or programme-level monitoring and evaluation. The basis for a strategic learning system would be the routine data which is collected by those involved in development implementation: NGOs, government staff and others.  Most enterprise interventions involve filling in forms of various types: licence registration, loan or training application forms, membership forms for Fair Trade Organisations and so on. Training programmes are often very rich sources of information about the situation of trainees who are being asked to analyse their businesses. The staff of microfinance institutions are often required to keep records of various types, including minutes of meetings. This information is collected for the whole population of beneficiaries and is often in any case collected more than once e.g. licence renewal, new loan application and so on. It is obviously important not to bring about information overload. Nevertheless in many cases forms could be better designed in order to yield data in areas like poverty targeting, baseline data on incomes, assets, education and so on without increasing length or cost. This information could be systematised and collated for analysis, improving both the training itself and the information base. These could be streamlined to focus on particular issues.  Even the routine financial data kept in microfinance programmes could be analysed to get a better idea of things like incidence of repeat loans or extent of drop out for particular social groups and so on.

Donor reviews and evaluations Donors routinely conduct project and programme reviews and evaluations.  These are generally very expensive exercises employing highly skilled consultants. Many of these reviews and evaluations also look at Monitoring and Evaluation and Management Information Systems.  However the general lessons learned either about impacts or Information Systems are rarely brought together as a learning resource in donor agencies. Without unnecessarily extending consultancy length, Terms of Reference could include more systematised questions about both impacts and Monitoring and Evaluation. Consultants could also be asked to make cumulative recommendations about Information Systems, ways of improving indicators and stakeholder representation, organisations for networking and exchanging information and so on. Relevant information could be fed into a donor database as an information resource. 

Research programmes in research institutes There will be specialist questions which require skilled research, rather than routine surveys. Some enterprise interventions have made successful long-term linkages with local research institutes.  Students are often looking for organisations with whom to work for dissertations and can be well supervised by University staff free of cost to the organisation.  Such linkages both improve the quality of dissertations and contribute to practical learning.

Grassroots learning. Participatory methods have been used in large-scale comparative assessments of poverty, as for example in World Bank research in the mid-1990s which brought together the voices of 40,000 poor people in 50 countries and was then repeated for half that sample in the late 1990s.  More recently participatory methods are being developed for market research and to enable poor women and men to collect and analyse their own information on issues important to them on an ongoing basis. These include methodologies for use by women's groups in microfinance programmes for women entrepreneurs to record their business activities as part of Business Development training, diaries for community planning.
 These methodologies for grassroots level collection and analysis of information could be further developed and adapted to the needs of different types of enterprise programme. They obviously work best in programmes based on participatory management like some Fair Trade Organisations and some microfinance NGOs which hold regular group meetings. Minute-taking could be re-designed to an easy-fill format depending on group interests to record particular problems, lobbying activities, cases of domestic violence and so on. In all this it is crucial that people are supported in setting their own learning agenda rather than being used as unpaid data collectors. However this information can provide invaluable contextual information on areas like livelihood patterns, production techniques, power relations, markets, gender relations, and institutional relations. 
Networking and information exchange between donors, programmes and grassroots organizations. Some dimensions of impact assessment like contextual information do not need to be collected for all programmes separately but could be jointly commissioned and shared. This relates particularly to contextual information and macro-level impacts. Networking would also enable cost-effective broad coverage of different programmes and contexts.
	BOX 3: DIMENSIONS OF EXISTING INFORMATION COLLECTION WHICH COULD BE BUILT ON

	
	Existing types of information 

collection
	Possible amendments

	Programmes/projects/NGOs
	- Beneficiary application/exit forms and financial data in microfinance
· Training application forms, workbooks and exercises from training programmes themselves

- Market feasibility studies
	· to include indicators which can be used for baseline and cohort analysis

·   more focused   analysis of existing databases

	Government departments
	Licensing forms

Statistical surveys
Application forms for various types of support
	- to include indicators which can be used for baseline and cohort analysis

- more focused analysis of existing databases

	International donors
	reviews
evaluations
	· to provide a ‘troubleshooting’ function, assessing the reliability of the existing information systems

· to look at different structures for learning and information exchange and how they could be built on

· capacity building for ongoing M and E based on this analysis

	Research Institutes
	BA, MA PhD theses

External impact assessment for donors or governments
	to be targeted to practical work with enterprise development organisations where agreed with the student involved

	Grassroots
	Group meetings

Community-level planning processes


	- to be simplified and include contextual analysis and planning dimensions of interest to participants 


� For details of developments in market-research see Copestake and particularly the work of Micro save Africa � HYPERLINK "http://www.microsaveAfrica.com" ��www.microsaveAfrica.com�. For details of internal learning systems see Noponen 2002 and for networking and lateral learning see Dand 2002 forthcoming. For a review of participatory methodologies see ActionAid 2001.





