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Editorial

Editorial

Evidence-based policy making 

This publication offers a number of strong contributions from sen-
ior officers in institutions dealing with Evidence-based policy mak-
ing. These institutions are national and local governments, UNICEF, 
the World Bank and the International Development Evaluation 
Association. It tries to bring together the vision and lessons learned 
from different stakeholders on the strategic role of monitoring and 
evaluation in evidence-based policy making. These stakeholders are 
policy-makers, in their role of users of evidence, and researchers 
and evaluators, in their role of suppliers of evidence. 

The concept of ‘evidence-based policy making’ has been gaining 
currency over recent years. The use of strong evidence can make a 
difference to policy making in at least five ways:

•	 Achieve recognition of a policy issue. 

The first stage in the process of policy formation occurs when the 
appearance of evidence reveals some aspect of social or economic 
life which had, until then, remained hidden from the general public 
and from policy-makers. Once this information is revealed, a variety 
of groups, such as civil servants, non-government organizations, 
development agencies or the media, lobby for a new policy issue to 
be recognised and addressed. 

•	 Inform the design and choice of policy.

Once a policy issue has been identified, the next step is to analyze 
it, so that the extent and nature of the problem can be understood. 
This understanding provides the basis for any subsequent policy 
recommendations.

•	 Forecast the future.

Attempting to read the future is also required in order to know 
whether a policy measure taken to alleviate a problem in the short-
run will be successful in the long-run as well. When a government 
is committed to attaining targets in the future, forecasting models 
allow an assessment of whether these targets are likely to be met. 

•	 Monitor policy implementation.

Once policies are being executed, information is required by policy-
makers to monitor the expected results associated with the poli-
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cies. Careful monitoring can reveal when key indicators are going 
off-track, which prompts further analysis leading to a change of 
policy. 

•	 Evaluate policy impact.

Measuring the impact of a policy intervention is more demanding 
of methodology and of information than is monitoring policy imple-
mentation. Incorporating an explicit mechanism for evaluating pol-
icy impact into the design of a policy is a key step to ensure its 
evaluability. 

The role of monitoring and evaluation  
in evidence-based policy making

The international community agrees that monitoring and evaluation 
has a strategic role to play in informing policy making processes. 
The aim is to improve relevance, efficiency and effectiveness of 
policy reforms. Given this international community aim, why then 
is monitoring and evaluation not playing its role to its full potential? 
What are the factors, in addition to the evidence, influencing the 
policy making process and outcome? How can the uptake of evi-
dence in policy making be increased? These and other issues are 
analyzed in this publication. 

Segone introduces the concept of evidence-based policy making, 
exploring the apparent tension between authority and power on the 
one side, and knowledge and evidence on the other. He suggests 
that monitoring and evaluation should inform evidence-based policy 
options, to facilitate public argumentation among policy makers and 
societal stakeholders and facilitate the selection of policies. To do 
so, monitoring and evaluation should be both technically sound and 
politically relevant. Therefore, the dialogue between the suppliers 
and users of evidence should be strengthened to bridge the gap 
between the information needs of policy-makers and the informa-
tion offered by researchers and evaluators.

Karlsson Vestman and Conner explore the relationship between 
evaluation and politics. They explain that the evaluation family tra-
ditionally has included good researchers with their ideal of neu-
tral, objective research as the prototype for evaluation. Evaluation 
work, however, is always couched within a political context, and 
this reality brings different kinds of partners into the relationship. 
These partners, including politicians and policymakers, often make 
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the evaluation family uneasy. If politics and evaluation are destined 
to be “life partners”, then what forms could the relationship take – 
marriage, cohabitation or living apart? This chapter considers some 
of these possibilities.

Parker attempts to place monitoring and evaluation in the wider 
context of knowledge management, as an element of organizational 
learning and performance strengthening. It focuses on the case of 
UNICEF, within the UN system, which may be seen as representa-
tive of many other agencies working in the field of human and social 
development. It begins with a brief overview of the knowledge func-
tion, and examines the experience of monitoring and evaluation, 
pointing to strengths as well as gaps in the context of UNICEF.  An 
example is then presented of a monitoring system linked to research 
and policy development in the region of Central and Eastern Europe 
and the Commonwealth of Independent States. 

Mackay suggests that monitoring and evaluation is necessary to 
achieve evidence-based policy making, evidence-based manage-
ment, and evidence-based accountability. Policy making, especially 
budget decision-making and national planning, focuses on gov-
ernment priorities among competing demands from citizens and 
groups in society. The information provided by monitoring and eval-
uation systems can support government’s deliberations by provid-
ing evidence about the most cost-effective types of policy options. 
Mackay presents how the World Bank, in cooperation with other 
partners, is supporting countries in building national monitoring 
and evaluation systems. He ends by presenting the major lessons 
learned in developing such systems over the past decade.

Zall Kuseck and Rist focus their contribution on how to design and 
implement a results-based monitoring and evaluation system. Over 
recent years, there has been an evolution in the field of monitor-
ing and evaluation involving a movement away from traditional 
implementation-based approaches towards new results-based 
approaches. The latter help to answer the “so what” question.  In 
other worlds, governments and organizations may successfully 
implement policies but the key question is, have these policies pro-
duced the actual, intended results?  Have government and organi-
zations delivered on promises made to their stakeholders?  The 
introduction of a results-based monitoring and evaluation system 
takes decision-makers one step further in assessing whether and 
how policy goals are being achieved over time. These systems help 
to answer the all important “so what” questions, and respond to 

Editorial
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stakeholders growing demands for results. The presented “Ten 
Steps Model” addresses the challenge of how governments in gen-
eral, but those in developing and transition countries in particular, 
can begin to build results-based monitoring and evaluation systems 
so as to provide credible and trustworthy information for their own 
use and to share with their citizens.   

The strategic intent of evaluations,  
studies and researches

Bamberger analyzes why the utilization of evaluation findings is 
disappointingly low, despite the significant resources devoted to 
evaluation and its growing importance in industrialized, transition 
and developing countries. The World Bank Independent Evaluation 
Group recently concluded that for all development agencies, moni-
toring and evaluation remains the weakest link in the risk manage-
ment chain. The Swedish International Development Agency, in a 
recent assessment of evaluation practices, found that most stake-
holders never even saw the findings and that few who did found 
nothing very new or useful. Bamberger therefore focuses his con-
tribution on why evaluation findings are not used to the maximum 
extent possible and he explains how to ensure that evaluation does 
influences policy decisions. 

Adrien and Jobin acknowledge that contemporary discussions in 
the international development arena have broadened the scope and 
design of evaluation, from an earlier, narrower focus on projects or 
programmes to broader assessments that encompass policy, policy 
coherence, and development outcomes. At the same time, there 
has been increasing pressure to make evaluation central to a coun-
try’s own development process and more relevant and meaning-
ful to the people whose lives are affected by development inter-
ventions. The field of evaluation is being reshaped by the evolving 
context of international aid, and particularly, by the emerging rec-
ognition that effective development assistance requires that donor 
agencies respect partner country leadership and help strengthen 
their capacity to exercise it. Country-led evaluation is a relatively 
new concept, and one that reflects the world’s growing recogni-
tion of the importance of a nation’s self-determination in its own 
development. Conventional forms of evaluation, typically mandated 
and funded by development agencies, are now being challenged by 
emerging independent forms of assessment which put the recipi-
ent country in the driver’s seat. The rationale for Country-led evalu-
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ation is clear, but the question now is how to do it. What are the 
obstacles to Country-led evaluation? What needs to be done to sup-
port it? Adrien and Jobin present an analysis of enabling factors and 
barriers to Country-led evaluation, based on the outcome of recent 
regional consultations in Eastern Europe and Africa.  

Vukovic and McWhinney presents the experience of one of the 
first Country-led evaluations implemented worldwide: the Joint 
Country-led evaluation of the policies related to child well-being 
within the social protection sector in Bosnia and Herzegovina. They 
explain how it was possible to accommodate the information gap of 
both the Government and UNICEF, while ensuring an independent 
and objective evaluation process. The joint Country-led evaluation 
turned out also to be an opportunity to strengthen Government’s 
evaluation capacity on the one side, while better positioning UNICEF 
within the social protection sector on the other side.

The strategic intent of data collection  
and dissemination

Data collection and dissemination are essential elements to both 
policy making and the evaluation function.  Vadnais and Hancioglu 
explain the impact of a UNICEF supported international household 
survey initiative, designed to assist countries in filling data gaps for 
monitoring human development in general and the situation of chil-
dren and women in particular. This survey, named Multiple Indicators 
Cluster Survey (MICS), has been instrumental in strengthening 
national statistics capacities, highlighting and filling gaps in quality 
data, monitoring and tracking progress toward national and interna-
tional development goals and, in identifying emerging development 
issues and disparities among groups in societies. 

However, collecting quality data is necessary but not sufficient. 
Data must also be disseminated in a user-friendly way to ensure 
that they are understood and used, and therefore inform policy 
decisions. Pron explains how a database system, DevInfo, has been 
a success story. This database system harnesses the power of 
advanced information technology to compile and disseminate data 
on human development.  The system, which is endorsed by the UN 
Development Group to assist countries in monitoring achievement 
of the Millennium Development Goals, has been adapted and used 
by more than 80 governments and donor agencies and more then 
10,000 professionals (approximately 60% government and 40% 
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UN), have been trained. Pron gives concrete examples of how 
DevInfo has been used to strengthen integrated national monitoring 
and evaluation systems and to enhance advocacy and public 
awareness on priority development issues.  He describes DevInfo’s 
use as a common system for evidence-based planning and results-
based monitoring.

Salah, Djokovic-Papic, Petrovic, Jankovic and Vasic  explain (in sep-
arate articles), how data disseminated through DevInfo have been 
instrumental in policy and budget allocation decisions in Moldova 
and Serbia, both at national and at decentralized level. 

In Moldova, data presented through DevInfo are gradually playing 
a strategic role in facilitating a common understanding among the 
government, civil society organizations and development partners. 
Data analyses and maps are used as platforms for the national dia-
logue on poverty reduction. DevInfo is used to produce a bulletin on 
the national Poverty Reduction Strategy implementation, which is 
published regularly in Moldovan newspapers and posted on govern-
ment websites. This national process was instrumental in the gov-
ernment’s decision to invest up to 21% more in the social sectors 
in 2006. 

In Serbia, the National DevInfo database contains a rich set of indi-
cators which are used to monitor the Millennium Development 
Goals, the Poverty Reduction Strategy, and the National Plan of 
Action for Children. In addition, DevInfo is used to inform policy 
decisions at municipal level. In the municipality of Pirot, DevInfo 
highlights important social trends which may otherwise be over-
looked. The first DevInfo report was quite shocking in terms of the 
number of children left out of the education system. Together with 
local situation analysis, DevInfo helped to reveal that social services 
had overlooked many children, in particularly Roma children and 
those with disabilities. Now a local team of Roma representatives 
and educational experts are working to prepare the ground for con-
tinuing education of Roma children. A further use of DevInfo is for 
review of the municipality budget allocation. Informed by DevInfo 
data, an increasing demand from the local population for a better 
quality of child social services prompted local authorities to provide 
additional funds. As a result, investment for children was increased 
7 fold in just two years. 

Marco Segone 
Editor
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EVIDENCE-BASED POLICY MAKING 
AND THE ROLE OF MONITORING and 
EVALUATION WITHIN THE NEW AID 
ENVIRONMENT

by Marco Segone, Senior Regional monitoring and  
evaluation Advisor, UNICEF CEE/CIS and past Vice President, IOCE

The Paris Declaration and the new  
aid environment1 

Aid is in the spotlight as never before. Following the recent com-
mitments made at the G8 Summit at Gleneagles (2005), the UN 
Millennium Summits (2005 and 2006) and the EU, the amount of 
aid provided to Least Developed Countries is expected to increase 
by nearly 60% (about an additional USD 50 billion), by 2010. Yet, 
in the absence of major improvements in the quality of aid, budget 
increases will not help to reduce poverty. What is required is ambi-
tious reforms in the aid system. Action is required not only from 
donors, who could do a much better job at delivering aid more 
effectively, but also from developing countries who could improve 
the way they manage aid. For many years, reforms in these areas 
have been slow to materialise and, all too often, it has been busi-
ness as usual within the development community.

Today, however, there are good reasons for believing the situa-
tion will change. For example, on 2 March 2005, over one hun-
dred donors and developing countries agreed, in Paris, to under-
take landmark reforms in the way they do business together. The 
Paris Declaration marks an unprecedented level of consensus and 
resolve, to reform aid to increase its effectiveness at combating 
global poverty.

1	 Based on OECD, 2005
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Box 1: Representation at the Paris High-Level Forum

The Paris Forum on Aid Effectiveness – in which the Paris Declaration was agreed – was 
hosted by the French government and was co-sponsored by eight organisations who were 
represented at the highest level:

•	 OECD – Secretary-General Donald Johnston and Chair of the Development  
Assistance Committee, Mr. Richard Manning.

•	 World Bank – President James Wolfensohn.

•	 United Nations Development Programme – Administrator Mark Malloch Brown.

•	 Asian Development Bank – President Haruhiko Kuroda.

•	 African Development Bank – President Omar Kabbaj.

•	 European Bank for Reconstruction and Development – President Jean Lemierre.

•	 Inter-American Development Bank – Chief Development Effectiveness Officer,  
Mr. Manuel Rapoport.

The meeting was also attended by President Enrique Bolaños (Nicaragua), Commissioner 
Louis Michel (EC), more than 60 ministers and many other heads of agencies and high 
level officials.

One reason why reform to the aid system has been slow to mate-
rialise is the weakness of accountability mechanisms within this 
system. All too often, neither donors nor developing country gov-
ernments are truly accountable to their citizens on the use of 
development resources. Significant progress towards making aid 
more effective requires stronger mechanisms for accountability 
for both donors and partner countries. The Paris Declaration seeks 
to address this “accountability gap” by promoting a model of part-
nership to improve transparency and accountability on the use of 
development resources.

From donorship to ownership. Aid has more impact when there 
is strong and effective leadership by partner countries on their 
development policies and strategies. Ownership is therefore the 
fundamental tenet underpinning the Paris Declaration. It means 
that governments of developing countries are accountable for their 
development policies to their own parliaments and citizens, not to 
donor organizations. In many countries, this requires a strengthen-
ing of parliamentary oversight of development policies and budgets 
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and reinforcing the role of civil society. It also requires donors to 
scale down their sometimes excessive demands for accountability 
from developing countries by:

–	 Relying on country systems and procedures, as much as 
possible.

–	 Avoiding intrusive conditionality.

–	 Decreasing the number of project implementation units (PIUs), 
since they can undermine national administrations.

–	 Providing timely and transparent information on aid flows, so as 
to enable partner authorities to present comprehensive budget 
reports to their legislature and citizens.

Stronger and more balanced mechanisms for mutual account-
ability. At present accountability requirements are often strickter 
for developing countries than for donors. The Paris Declaration rec-
ognises that for aid to become truly effective, stronger, more bal-
anced accountability mechanisms are required at different levels. At 
the international level, the Paris Declaration provides a mechanism 
in which aid donors and recipients are held mutually accountable to 
each other and, in which compliance in meeting the commitments 
will be publicly monitored.

Compared with previous agreements, the Paris Declaration goes 
beyond a statement of general principles and lays down a practical, 
action-oriented roadmap to improve the quality of aid and its impact 
on development. 

The Paris Declaration includes 56 partnership commitments which 
are organised around five key principles:

Strengthened development results

Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness

Managing 
for results

Mutual
accountability

Harmonization Alignment Ownership

Figure 1. Paris Declaration key principles
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•	 Managing for results – Both donor and partner countries will 
manage resources and improve decision-making to focus on 
required results. Donors should fully support developing countries 
efforts in implementing performance assessment frameworks to 
measure progress against key elements of national development 
strategies.

•	 Mutual accountability – Donors and developing countries 
pledge that they will hold each other mutually accountable for 
development results as outlined in the aid effectiveness pyramid 
below.

•	 Harmonisation – Donors aim to be more harmonised, collectively 
effective and less burdensome especially on countries, such 
as fragile states, which have weak administrative capacities. 
This means, for instance, establishing common arrangements, 
at country level, for planning, funding and implementing 
development programmes.

•	 Alignment – Donors will base their overall support on partner 
countries’ national development strategies, institutions and 
procedures. For example, donors will, wherever possible, use 
conditions from the development strategy of the developing 
country government, instead of imposing multiple conditions 
based on other agendas. 

•	 Ownership – Developing countries will exercise effective 
leadership over their development policies and strategies 
and, co-ordinate development efforts themselves. Donors are 
responsible for supporting and enabling developing countries’ 
ownership by respecting their policies and helping strengthen 
their capacity to implement them.

Unless donors change the way they provide aid and, unless develop-
ing countries enhance the way they currently manage it, increased 
aid flows are unlikely to make a serious dent into global poverty. 
Business as usual will erode the credibility of development assist-
ance in the North and South, and, more importantly, undermine the 
international community’s ability to reach the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs), by 2015. Disappointing results could make aid, 
not poverty, history. (Institute of Development Studies, 2005)

This is why the Paris Declaration challenge is to reform the way 
donor and partner countries work together on common objectives 
to make best use of limited development resources. Put simply, 
the Paris Declaration is about changing behaviour. Taken together, 
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the agenda set out by the Paris Declaration and the strengthened 
mechanisms for mutual accountability create powerful incentives to 
change behaviour patterns.

The evolving role of the evaluation  
function within the new aid environment 

Within the changing development framework, the evaluation func-
tion is expected to play a strategic role. It should better serve the 
increased demand for mutual accountability, evidence for decision-
making and learning. Although the process of reshaping the evalu-
ation function is just beginning, in order to stimulate debate, it is 
desirable to attempt to formulate key trends, using as framework 
the Paris Declaration’s five principles. 

Managing for results

Paris Declaration Commitment

Implications to the Evaluation Function

Partners countries establish results -oriented 
reporting and assessment frameworks to monitor

and evaluate national and sector development strategies

• focus of evaluation shifting from small projects 
to national programmes and policies

• systemic approach to evaluation. Policy decisions
informed by knowledge streams that are the result
of continuous analysis

Due to the greater attention to quality, in particular, in MDG-based 
national development plans such as the Poverty Reduction Strate-
gies (PRS), the focus of evaluation is shifting from small projects 
to national programmes and policies. This shift requires a systemic 
approach to evaluation so that policy decisions can be informed 
not only by individual evaluation reports, but also by knowledge 
streams resulting from continuous analysis. Knowledge streams 
are produced by relevant, integrated monitoring and evaluation sys-
tems whose data inform major evaluations designed strategically to 
inform key decision-making milestones. To ensure such use of eval-
uations, monitoring and evaluation is being institutionalized within 
government institutions.
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Mutual accountability

Paris Declaration Commitment

Implications to the Evaluation Function

Partner countries reinforce participatory approaches by systematically involving 
a broad range of development partners when formulating and assessing progress 

in implementing national development strategies  

foster democratic approaches to evaluation, providing 
a forum for greater dialogue among civil society, academia, 

governments and donors; and reporting to Parliaments

In line with the commitment to reinforce participatory approaches 
in decision-making processes, the evaluation function should also 
embrace such principle. In this context, organizations for evaluation 
professional have a potentially significant role to play, more so given 
the dramatic growth in their number at national and regional level. 
In the last 10 years their number has increased from half a dozen 
in 1997 to more then 50 in 2007. Most of these new organizations 
are located outside Western Europe and North America. Two global 
organizations have also been created. These are the International 
Organization for Cooperation in Evaluation (IOCE) and the Inter-
national Development Evaluation Association (IDEAS), (Segone, 
2006). 

International Organisation 
for Cooperation in Evaluation – 

IOCE (organisational membership)

International Development 
Evaluation Association – 

IDEAS (individual membership)

International
Level

Regional Level ReLAC

Sub-Regional 
Level

National Level

Sub-National

ACE

IPEN AFrEA AES EES

CountriesCountriesCountriesCountriesCountries

10736513

AEA CES

NWEA, SEA, WREN, SQEP SWEP

Source: Quesnel, 2006

Figure 2. Evaluation associations and networks
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IOCE2, launched in Peru in 2003, is the coalition of regional and 
national evaluation organizations from around the world. Member-
ship is made up of organizations and not individuals. IOCE seeks to 
legitimate and strengthen evaluation societies, associations or net-
works so that they can better contribute to good governance and 
strengthen civil society. It aims to build evaluation capacity; develop 
evaluation principles and procedures; encourage the development 
of new evaluation societies and associations or networks; under-
take educational activities to increase public awareness of evalua-
tion; and, seek to secure resources for co-operative activity. 

IDEAS3 held its first conference in India in 2005. IDEAS was  
created to attract individual members from all over the world  
(particularly from developing countries and transition economies), 
who will: 

a)	 promote development evaluation for results, transparency  
and accountability in public policy and expenditure; 

b)	 give priority to evaluation capacity development; 

c)	 foster the highest intellectual and professional standards  
in development evaluation; and 

d)	 encourage national and regional development evaluation groups.

The national, regional and global professional organizations for 
evaluation can foster democratic approaches to evaluation. They 
do this not only by helping to share experience and expertise, but 
also by providing a forum for greater dialogue among civil society, 
academia, governments and donors, in line with the increasingly 
important role of civil society, academia and the private sector in 
national development. Quesnel (2006) suggests the importance of 
strategies in promoting partnerships with the mass media and par-
liaments, to further the use of evaluation as instrument for transpar-
ency and accountability.

2	 See http://internationalevaluation.com

3	 See http://www.ideas-int.org/
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Harmonization
Paris Declaration Commitment

Implications to the Evaluation Function

Donors implement, where feasible, 
common arrangements for monitoring and evaluation 

• OECD/DAC Working Group on Evalution
• Evaluation Cooperation Group
• UN Evaluation Group
• UN Development Assistance Framework and Integrated monitoring and 
  evaluation Plan
• Joint Evaluations

Developing countries demand more and more coordination and har-
monization among donor countries and international agencies. This 
trend is visible in the evaluation arena too. 

Quesnel (2006) mentions that the Expert Group on Evaluation of 
the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) was the 
main body which introduced greater harmonization in the evaluation 
of official development assistance. It provides a forum for evalua-
tion specialists, from 30 governmental and multilateral agencies, to 
work together to improve the relevance and effectiveness of devel-
opment cooperation.

The system of international financial institutions is another potent 
lever used by governments for greater systematization of the use 
of evaluation. These institutions, such as the International Monetary 
Fund; the World Bank Group4; regional and sub-regional multilateral 
development banks, or international funds; are governed by assemblies 
of government representatives. Each organization has an evaluation 
unit. The Evaluation Cooperation Group (ECG)5 brings together the 
heads of evaluation of the global and regional organizations. They have 
done much to harmonize and develop new evaluation approaches in 
response to evolving development policy challenges.

4	 See http://www.worldbank.org/oed/

5	 See http://www.ecgnet.org/
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The United Nations Evaluation Group (UNEG)6 brings together 
some 38 heads of evaluation. UNEG aims to contribute to harmoni-
zation across the UN System by improving the UN use of evaluation 
through simplification and the undertaking of joint evaluation work, 
especially at the country level. 

At country level, more and more evaluations are carried out jointly 
to ensure harmonization and synergy among donors. In the case 
of the United Nations, several UN specialized agencies developed 
the UN Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF), to ensure 
that results are delivered in a coordinated manner and are aligned 
to national development priorities. The UNDAF document also 
includes a common monitoring and evaluation plan.

Alignment

Paris Declaration Commitment

Implications to the Evaluation Function

Using a country’s own institutions and systems, where these provide assurance 
that aid will be used for agreed purposes, increases aid effectiveness

• Use country monitoring and evaluation systems and procedures to the 
  maximum extent possible
• Institutionalize monitoring and evaluation system
• Quality Standards

International development agencies should focus efforts on sup-
porting existing national monitoring and evaluation systems, align-
ing their monitoring and evaluation assistance with national moni-
toring and evaluation plans and priorities. 

Strategic contributions by international development agencies 
include supporting sustainable national monitoring and evaluation 
capacity development, taking into consideration the value of diver-
sity in evaluation approaches and always focusing on the quality of 
the knowledge produced by evaluative processes. 

Respect for evaluation standards should be a priority in order to 
ensure the quality of knowledge produced through evaluative proc-
esses.

6	 See http://www.uneval.org/uneg
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Ownership

Paris Declaration Commitment

Implications to the Evaluation Function

• Partner countries exercise leadership in developing
and implementing their national development strategies

• Donors respect partner country leadership and help
strengthen their capacity to exercise it

• Country-led Evaluations and Systems 

• Evaluation capacity development

Integrated monitoring and evaluation systems should be nationally 
owned. Country-Led Evaluations in South Africa and in Bosnia & 
Herzegovina were the first attempts to translate this principle into 
reality. In 2007, UNICEF in Bosnia & Herzegovina supported the 
Government in carrying out a Country-Led Evaluation of the Social 
Protection Chapter of the local PRS, which focuses on good govern-
ance for children. The Government led the evaluation process, nota-
bly by identifying the scope of the evaluation; the evaluation ques-
tions which responded to the national information needs (to inform 
the design of the next cycle of the PRS); and, by involving all major 
stakeholders (including civil society organizations and international 
development organizations, such as the World Bank and, the Euro-
pean Commission). UNICEF thus aligned itself to the Government’s 
monitoring and evaluation needs, by providing the required techni-
cal assistance and strengthening national evaluation capacities.

IDEAS is also working to strengthen country-led evaluations and 
systems (CLES). With this aim, IDEAS has organized regional work-
shops on CLES in Central and Eastern Europe, and Africa. 

The strategic intent of monitoring  
and evaluation7

Decision-makers are looking to monitoring and evaluation as the 
strategic function to turn the Paris Declaration’s key principles into 
reality. Monitoring and evaluation can provide unique information 
about the performance of government policies, programmes and 

7	 Based on WB, 2007
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projects. It can identify what works, what does not work, and the 
reasons why. Monitoring and evaluation also provides information 
about the performance of a government, of individual ministries and 
of agencies, managers and their staff. Information on the perform-
ance of donors supporting the work of governments is also pro-
vided.

It is tempting, but dangerous, to view monitoring and evaluation 
as having inherent value. The value of monitoring and evaluation 
comes not from conducting monitoring and evaluation or from hav-
ing such information available; rather, the value comes from using it 
to help improve government performance. There are several ways 
in which monitoring and evaluation information can be highly useful 
to governments and to others: 

•	 To enhance results-based management, by supporting 
governments in managing public policies and programmes, 
including government service delivery and the management of 
staff. 

•	 To enhance transparency and support accountability 
relationships. These include the accountability of government 
to the parliament or congress, to civil society, and to the donors. 
Monitoring and evaluation also supports the accountability 
relationships within government, such as between sector 
ministries and central ministries, and between ministers, 
managers and staff. Monitoring and evaluation provide a vehicle 
to magnify the voice of civil society and to put additional pressure 
on government to achieve higher levels of performance. 

Civil society can play an important role in monitoring and 
evaluation in at least four ways. Firstly, it can present the views 
of beneficiaries on government service delivery. Secondly, it 
can produce analysis and reviews of government performance, 
from activities such as budget analyses and citizen report-cards. 
Thirdly, it provides independent scrutiny of monitoring and 
evaluation findings provided by governments. Finally, civil society 
is a user of monitoring and evaluation information through media 
reporting and also the activities of universities, think-tanks and 
NGOs. 

•	 To support evidence-based policy making, particularly in the 
context of the national budget cycle and of national planning. 
These processes focus on identifying government priorities 
from the competing demands of citizens and groups in society. 
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Monitoring and evaluation information can support government’s 
deliberations by providing evidence about the most cost-effective 
types of government policies. 

Since evidence-based policy making is at the heart of the new aid 
environment, the next chapter focuses on analyzing the role and 
strategic intent of monitoring and evaluation in evidence-based pol-
icy making.

Evidence-based policy making

What is evidence-based policy? 

Evidence-based policy has been defined as an approach which 
“helps people make well informed decisions about policies, pro-
grammes and projects by putting the best available evidence at the 
heart of policy development and implementation” (Davies, 1999a). 
This definition matches that of the UN in the MDG guide. Here it is 
stated that “Evidence-based policy making refers to a policy proc-
ess that helps planners make better-informed decisions by putting 
the best available evidence at the centre of the policy process”. Evi-
dence may include information produced by integrated monitoring 
and evaluation systems, academic research, historical experience 
and “good practice” information.

This approach stands in contrast to opinion-based policy, which 
relies heavily on either the selective use of evidence (e.g. on single 
studies irrespective of quality) or on the untested views of individu-
als or groups, often inspired by ideological standpoints, prejudices, 
or speculative conjecture. 

Many governments and organizations are moving from “opinion-
based policy” towards “evidence-based policy”, and are in the 
stage of “evidence-influenced policy”. As we will see later, this is 
mainly due to the fact that the policy making process is inherently 
political and, that the processes through which evidence translates 
into policy options often fails to meet required quality standards. 

Proponents of evidence-based policy and practice acknowledge that 
not all sources of evidence are sufficiently sound to form the basis 
of policy making (Davies, Nutley and Smith, 2000). Much research 
and evaluation is flawed by unclear objectives; poor design; meth-
odological weaknesses; inadequate statistical reporting and analy-
sis; selective use of data; and, conclusions which are not supported 
by the data provided (Davies, 2003).
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Figure 3. Dynamic of policy making

The concept of ‘evidence-based policy’ has been gaining cur-
rency over the last two decades. Literature suggests that this new 
interest, in bringing impartial evidence to the policy making proc-
ess, comes in response to a perception that government needs to 
improve the quality of decision-making. Poor quality decision-mak-
ing has been related to the loss of public confidence suffered in 
recent years. Traditionally, politicians and policy makers operated 
based on the belief that their voters were unquestioning. However, 
citizens are less and less inclined to take policy views on trust. Pol-
icy-makers are increasingly asked to explain not just what policy 
options they propose, and why they consider them appropriate, but 
also their understanding of their likely effectiveness.

Box 2: Modernising policy making

The UK government’s vision of modernised policy making was set out in Professional 
Policy making (SPMT, 1999). Nine core features were identified:

•	 Forward looking: takes a long term view of the likely impact of policy

•	 Outward looking: takes account of influencing factors and learns from elsewhere

• 	 Innovative and creative: questions the status quo and is open to new ideas

• 	 Evidence based: uses the best available evidence from a wide range of sources

• 	 Inclusive: is fair and takes account of the interests of all
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• 	 Joined up: works across institutional boundaries and considers implementation

• 	 Reviews: keeps policy under review

• 	 Evaluates: builds evaluation into the policy process

• 	 Learns lessons: learns from experience of what works and what does not

Source: NUTLEY, S., DAVIES, H. and WALTER I., 2002.

The nature of evidence

“The driving force for evidence in government should be the type of 
question being asked, rather than any particular research method or 
design.” Jerry Kee

If we are indeed interested in developing an agenda in which evi-
dence is to be more influential, then first we need to develop some 
agreement as to what constitutes evidence and, in what context, 
to address different types of policy/practice questions. This means 
being more explicit about the role of research and evaluation vis-
à-vis other sources of information. In addition, greater attention 
is needed on the relative strengths and weaknesses of different 
methodological stances. Such methodological development needs 
to emphasise a ‘horses for courses’ approach. That is, identifying 
which policy and practice questions are amenable to analysis and 
through what kind of specific research and evaluation technique. It 
also needs to emphasise methodological pluralism, rather than con-
tinuing paradigmatic antagonisms, seeking complementary contri-
butions from different research and evaluation designs and sources 
rather than epistemological competition.

The disputes between researchers and evaluators about the supe-
riority or inferiority of quantitative versus qualitative studies, or 
experimental versus experiential research designs, are not produc-
tive. They can lead to poor evidence, or to evidence that is techni-
cally very good but of little use to policy makers or anyone else. In 
the meantime, there are many other policy forces, from lobbyists to 
pressure groups, which are less thorough but more readily available 
to policy makers. It is not surprising that such forces are often more 
successful in finding their way into policy making. 
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The figure above presents the different types of sources of Evidence:

Systematic reviews 

The evidence-based policy movement has built its claim, to influ-
encing policy and practice, on the basis of using research and evalu-
ation evidence which has been systematically searched, critically 
appraised, and rigorously analysed, according to explicit and trans-
parent criteria. Systematic reviews and meta-analyses of existing 
evidence are accorded such a high premium amongst proponents 
of evidence-based policy and practice because they overcome the 
shortcomings of single studies (Cooper and Hedges, 1994; Davies, 
2003). Single studies and evaluations can provide an unbalanced 
and unrepresentative view of the total available evidence on a topic 
or policy issue. This is because they are almost always sample-spe-
cific, time-specific, and context-specific. Also, some single studies 
and evaluations lack methodological rigour or are not undertaken to 
high quality standards. Such studies should not be included in the 
evidence base for policy making or practice. Systematic reviews, by 
contrast, use explicit and transparent quality criteria, and rigorous 
standards for searching and critical appraisal, in order to establish 
‘the consistencies and account for the variability of similar appear-
ing studies’ (Cooper and Hedges, 1994:4). Systematic reviews are 
able to provide generalisations, and specify the limits of these gen-
eralisations, amongst existing research evidence, by accumulating 
only the sound evidence, and identifying studies which are sample, 
time, or context specific. 
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Single studies and evaluations

Single studies and evaluations are more commonly used to support 
government policy and practice than are systematic reviews. Indeed, 
the vast majority of the research and evaluation undertaken by, or on 
behalf of, Governments and the Development community consists 
of single studies or evaluations. These are often undertaken without 
any accumulation of existing evidence through systematic review 
methodology. If undertaken to the highest possible standards, single 
studies and evaluations can provide valuable and focussed evidence 
for particular policies, programmes and projects in specific contexts. 
Unlike systematic reviews, however, single studies are less able to 
say much about the variability of populations, contexts and condi-
tions under which policies may or may not work. 

Pilot studies and case studies 

Pilot studies and case studies provide the other sources of evidence 
for policy making and policy implementation. The UK Cabinet Office 
recommended that “the full-scale introduction of new policies and 
delivery mechanisms should, wherever possible, be preceded by 
closely monitored pilots” (Cabinet Office, UK, 2003). 

It is sometimes argued that the tight timetables and schedules 
of the policy making process make it impossible for systematic 
reviews, single empirical studies, pilots or case studies to be under-
taken before rolling out a policy, programme or project. This rea-
soning is often deployed to justify the use of whatever evidence is 
readily available, regardless of its scientific quality or source. Such 
urgency and rapidity of action may be understandable, especially 
in the absence of a well established evidence base for many areas 
of public policy. However, it is short sighted and possibly counter 
productive. Evidence that is selective, and not subjected to careful, 
critical appraisal and risk assessment, can often lead to inappropri-
ate courses of action which cause more harm than that which they 
are intended to prevent. 

Experts’ evidence 

Expert opinion is also commonly used to support government pol-
icy and practice, either in the form of expert advisory groups or spe-
cial advisers. However, using experts as a basis for policy making 
and practice again raises the problems of selectivity of knowledge 
and expertise. There is also the need to ensure that the expertise 
being provided is up to date and well grounded in the most recent 
research evidence. 
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Internet evidence 

The internet age has brought a revolution in the availability of infor-
mation and knowledge. Most, though not all, government depart-
ments have desktop access to the internet. It is anticipated that 
more and more government departments will have internet access 
within the near future. This means that there is uneven access 
across government departments to these important sources of 
potential evidence 

Not all of the information available via the internet, however, is of 
equal value or quality. Many sites provide ‘evidence’ that is either 
scientifically or politically biased, or both. The uncertain scientific 
and political basis of much of the information and knowledge on 
the internet makes it difficult to be sure it meets the required qual-
ity and to determine if it constitutes sound, valid and reliable evi-
dence. 

An optimistic scenario for the future is that initiatives which encour-
age consultation, through devices such as policy action teams and 
service planning fora, will widen the membership of policy and 
practice communities. The involvement of wider interests in these 
teams is likely to set a different agenda and lead to a more practice-
based view of policy and delivery options. The use of research and 
other evidence under such a scenario is likely to be wide ranging. 

Box 3: Types of research/evaluation utilisation

1.	 Instrumental use

Research feeds directly into decision-making for policy and practice.

2.	 Conceptual use

Even if policy makers or practitioners are blocked from using findings, research and 
evaluation can change their understanding of a situation, provide new ways of thinking 
and offer insights into the strengths and weaknesses of particular courses of action.  
New conceptual understandings can then sometimes be used in instrumental ways.

3.	 Mobilisation of support

Here, research and evaluation becomes an instrument of persuasion. Findings – or simply 
the act of research – can be used as a political tool and can legitimate particular courses 
of action or inaction.
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4.	 Wider influence

Research and evaluation can have an influence beyond the institutions and events being 
studied. Evidence may be synthesised. It might come into currency through networks of 
practitioners and researchers, and alter policy paradigms or belief communities. This 
kind of influence is both rare and hard to achieve, but research adds to the accumulation 
of knowledge that ultimately contributes to large-scale shifts in thinking, and sometimes 
action.

Source: adapted by NUTLEY, S., DAVIES, H. and WALTER I., 2002.

Knowledge as power? The need for  
evidence-based policy options

As mentioned earlier, the policy making process is political. Public 
policies are developed and delivered through the use of power. In 
many countries, this power is ultimately the coercive power of the 
state in the hands of democratically accountable politicians. For pol-
iticians, with their advisers and their agents, securing and retaining 
power is a necessary condition for the achievement of their policy 
objectives. There sometimes seems then to be a tension between 
power and knowledge in the shaping of policy. A similar tension 
exists between authority and expertise in the world of practice.

Emphasising the role of power and authority at the expense of 
knowledge and expertise in public affairs seems cynical; emphasis-
ing the latter at the expense of the former seems naïve. 

Practice of Political Life

Resource

Experience

Judgement

Power/Authority

Knowledge/Evidence

Public argumentation
to choose among 

policy options

Lobby 
system

Think-
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Opinion 
leaders
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Figure 5. Factors influencing policy-making
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Power and authority, versus knowledge and evidence, maybe more 
complementary than conflicting. This interdependence of power 
and knowledge is perhaps more apparent if public policy and prac-
tice is conceived as a continuous discourse. As politicians know too 
well, but social scientists too often forget, public policy is made of 
language. Whether in written or oral form, argumentation is central 
in all stages of the policy process.

In this context, evidence is an important part of the armoury of 
those engaged in the discourse. If this seems too crude a metaphor, 
bear in mind that, to be effective, weapons must be handled with 
care, their use confined to skilled personnel aware of their limits 
and capabilities. They must not be deployed casually or wastefully, 
and must always be used with as full a regard to the risks for those 
who use them as to those against whom they are used. Knowledge 
is open to misuse just as much as other sources of power.

The lobby system and pressure groups are other factors competing 
with evidence to influence policy making and policy implementa-
tion. Think-tanks, opinion leaders and the media are also major influ-
ences. The ways in which these groups work to influence policy can 
be under-estimated and misunderstood by proponents of evidence-
based policy and practice. It is not that these groups fail to use 
evidence to promote particular policies, programmes or projects. 
Rather, it is that such evidence is often less systematic, and more 
selective, than that used by supporters of evidence-based policy 
and practice. 

Once we acknowledge that evidence is used in various ways by 
different people in the policy process, governments do not appear 
to be the ‘evidence-free zone’ that is sometimes depicted. The evi-
dence that is used is wide-ranging. Policy makers need information, 
not only about the effectiveness of a procedure and the relationship 
between the risks and the benefits, but also about its acceptabil-
ity to key constituencies. They use information in the way they do 
because the central challenge is not just to exercise sound technical 
judgement, but to develop consensus between all the interests and 
institutions of society, and between the interests and institutions 
represented in the policy making process (Perri, 2002). The quest 
for evidence-based policy should not, it is argued, be driven by a 
desire to reduce policy making to technical analysis. Accommodat-
ing divergence rather than imposing convergence appears to be the 
key to a well functioning democratic polity.
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Thus, evidence-base must be both broad enough to develop a wide 
range of policy options, and detailed enough for those options to 
stand up to intense scrutiny.

Other factors which influence policy making and policy implementa-
tion are the sheer pragmatics of political life such as parliamentary 
terms and timetables, the procedures of the policy making proc-
ess, the capacities of institutions, and unanticipated contingencies 
which may arise. These factors need not be the enemy of evidence-
based policy and practice. First, evidence-based policy is a strategic 
as well as an operational activity. Part of its role is to build an evi-
dence-base for future generations of policy-makers and practition-
ers. Second, evidence-based policy and practice should be the first 
line of response to unanticipated events in the sense of identifying 
what is already known about the problem and what is not. 

Policy making and policy implementation take place within the con-
text of finite (and sometimes declining) resources. This means that 
policy making is not just a matter of ‘what works’, but what works 
at what cost and with what outcomes (both positive and negative). 
This requires sound evidence not only of the cost of policies, pro-
grammes or projects, but also the cost-effectiveness, cost-benefit, 
and cost-utility of different courses of action. 

Last but not least, another important factor that clearly influence 
policy and practice is the experience, expertise and judgement of 
decision makers. These factors often constitute valuable human and 
intellectual capital and include the tacit knowledge that has been 
identified as an important element of policy making (Nutley, Walter 
and Davies, 2003). Such influences may, or may not be informed 
by sound evidence. Indeed, judgement based on experience and 
expertise may be of critical significance in those situations where 
the existing evidence is equivocal, imperfect, or non-existent (Grim-
shaw, et al, 2003). Consequently, a major goal of evidence-based 
policy is to ensure that policy making integrates the experience, 
expertise and judgement of decision makers with the best available 
external evidence from systematic research. 

In conclusion, evidence for policy has three components:

•	 first is the hard data (research, evaluations, etc); 

•	 second is the analytical argumentation that puts the hard data 
into a wider context;

•	 third is an evidence base comprising stakeholder opinion. 
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Box 4: Evidence into policy

Attention is more likely to be paid to research findings when:

•	 The research and evaluation is timely, the evidence is clear and relevant, and the 
methodology is relatively uncontested.

• 	 The results support existing ideologies, are convenient and uncontentious to the 
powerful.

• 	 Policy makers believe in evidence as an important counterbalance to expert opi-
nion, and act accordingly.

• 	 The research and evaluation findings have strong advocates.

• 	 Research and evaluation users are partners in the generation of evidence.

• 	 The results are robust in implementation.

• 	 Implementation is reversible if need be.

Source: adapted by NUTLEY, S., DAVIES, H. and WALTER I., 2002.

Evidence into practice: increasing  
the uptake of evidence in both policy  
and practice

A stronger commitment to make research and evaluation not just 
useful but useable, and increasing the uptake of evidence in both 
policy and practice has become a preoccupation for both policy 
people and service delivery organizations. The primary concern for 
those wishing to improve the utilisation of research and evaluation 
is how to tackle the problem of under-use, where findings about 
effectiveness are either not applied, or are not applied successfully. 
However, concerns have also been raised about overuse, such as 
the rapid spread of tentative findings, and about misuse, especially 
where evidence of effectiveness is ambiguous (Walshe and Run-
dall, 2001). 

A strategic approach to knowledge creation:  
the Integrated monitoring and evaluation Strategy (IMES)

Whichever part of the public sector one is concerned with, one 
observation is clear: the current state of research and evaluation 
based knowledge is insufficient to inform many areas of policy and 
practice. There remain large gaps and ambiguities in the knowledge 
base, and the research literature is dominated by small, ad hoc stud-
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ies, often diverse in approach and of dubious methodological qual-
ity. In consequence, there is little accumulation of a robust knowl-
edge base on which policy-makers and practitioners can draw. 

Furthermore, additions to the research literature are more usually 
research producer-driven than led by research users’ needs. Recog-
nition of these problems has led to attempts to develop integrated 
monitoring and evaluation strategy (IMES) and plans to address 
these problems. Developing such strategies and plans necessarily 
requires a number of key issues to be addressed. These are:

•	 What research and evaluation designs are appropriate for 
specific research questions, and what are the methodological 
characteristics of robust research?

•	 What is an appropriate balance between new primary research 
and the exploitation of existing research through secondary 
analysis?

•	 How can the need for rigour be balanced with the need for timely 
findings of practical relevance?

•	 What approaches can be used to identify gaps in current 
knowledge provision, and how should such gaps be prioritised?

•	 How should research and evaluation be commissioned (and 
subsequently managed) to fill identified gaps in knowledge?

•	 How can research and evaluation capacity be developed to allow a 
rapid increase in the availability of research based information?

•	 How are the tensions to be managed between the desirability 
of ‘independent’ researchers and evaluators free from the more 
overt forms of political contamination, and the need for close co-
operation (bordering on dependence) between research users 
and research providers?

•	 How should research and evaluation findings be communicated 
and, more importantly, how can research and evaluation users be 
engaged with the research and evaluation production process to 
ensure more ready application of its findings?

Stakeholder involvement in the creation of wide-ranging integrated 
monitoring and evaluation strategies is crucial, and such strategies 
need to address capacity building as well as priority areas for future 
research and evaluation.
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Getting appropriate ‘buy-in’ 

The literature suggests that getting policy-makers and practition-
ers to own and use evidence also involves getting commitment and 
buy-in at the most appropriate levels. In central government this 
usually means getting ministers and senior policy officials to sign up 
to the ownership of a project and the evidence that goes to support 
it. This in turn means a commitment to use findings which are con-
trary to expectations, and not to continue with a policy, programme 
or project if the available research evidence indicates that this is 
ineffective. At the level of ‘front line’ service delivery it means get-
ting key decision-makers to ‘own’ and champion the evidence that 
supports good practice (Davies, 1999b, 2004). This is most likely to 
take place, and most likely to be effective, in organizational struc-
tures which are non-hierarchic, open and democratic (Dowd, 1994; 
Martin, 1997). 

The need to improve the dialogue between policy- 
makers and the research/evaluation community

A closely related issue is getting policy-makers and practitioners to 
own the evidence needed for effective support and implementation 
of policy. This is in contrast to the position where evidence is solely 
the property and domain of researchers and evaluation or, perhaps 
even worse, managers and bureaucrats who try to impose less than 
transparent evidence upon practitioners and front line staff. Own-
ership of the best available evidence can enhance its use to make 
well informed and substantiated decisions. 

To improve ownership, improvement of the dialogue between 
policy-makers and the research and evaluation community is para-
mount. It is sensible that such dialogues should not be constrained 
by one single policy issue or a single research project. This raises 
questions about what the nature of ongoing relationship between 
policy-makers and external researchers and evaluators should be. 
Using the analogy of personal relationships, it has been suggested 
that promiscuity, monogamy and bigamy should all be avoided. 
Instead, polygamy is recommended, where policy makers con-
sciously and openly build stable relationships with a number of part-
ners, each of whom offers something different, know of each other 
and can understand and respect the need to spread oneself around 
(Solesbury, (2001).
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Overall, a striking feature of the existing literature on ways of improv-
ing uptake of evidence, in both policy and practice, is the common 
conclusion that developing better, ongoing interaction between 
evidence providers and evidence users is the way forward (Nutley 
et al, 2002). The traditional separation between the policy arena, 
practitioner communities and the research and evaluation commu-
nity has largely proven unhelpful. Much of the more recent thinking 
in this area now emphasises the need for partnerships if common 
ground is to be found (Laycock, 2000; Nutley et al, 2000).

This echoes Huberman’s (1987) call for ‘sustained interactivity’ 
between researchers and practitioners throughout the process 
of research, from the definition of the problem to the application 
of findings. Closer and more integrated working over prolonged 
periods would seem to be capable of fostering cross-boundary 
understanding. Doing so, however, is not cheap or organizationally 
straightforward, and it raises some serious concerns about inde-
pendence and impartiality.

The vision should be of a society where analysts and experts are 
‘on tap but not on top’ – a society, which is active in its self-critical 
use of knowledge and social science (Etzioni, 1968, 1993). In such 
a vision research evidence may well be used as a political weapon 
but ‘when research is available to all participants in the policy proc-
ess, research as political ammunition can be a worthy model of 
utilisation’ (Weiss, 1998). Of course, a problem arises when cer-
tain groups in society do not have access to research and other evi-
dence, or if their ability to use this evidence is restricted because of 
their exclusion from the networks that shape policy decisions

Matching strong demand with a good supply  
of appropriate evidence 

A distinction can be made between people who are users of research 
and evaluation and those who are doers of research and evaluation. 
Whilst it may be unrealistic for professional decision-makers and 
practitioners to be competent doers of research and evaluation, it is 
both reasonable and necessary for such people to be able to under-
stand and use research and evaluation in their professional prac-
tice. Integrating research and evaluation into practice is a central 
feature of professions. An increasingly necessary skill for profes-
sional policy-makers and practitioners is to know about the different 
kinds of social, economic and policy research and evaluation which 
are available; how to gain access to them; and, how to critically 
appraise them. Without such knowledge and understanding it is  
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difficult to see how a strong demand for research and evaluation 
can be established and, hence, how to enhance the practical appli-
cation of research and evaluation. Joint training and professional 
development opportunities for policy-makers and analysts may be 
one way of taking this forward and for matching strong demand 
with a good supply of appropriate evidence. 

Improving “understandability” of evidence 

A further challenge for researchers and evaluators is making the 
findings of research and evaluation accessible to the policy- 
making community. Too often research and evaluation is presented 
in an unclear way with as much, if not more, emphasis given to the 
caveats and qualifications of research findings (the ‘noise’ of social 
research) than to the message and implications of these findings for 
policy and practice (the ‘signal’). Researchers and evaluators often 
need to ‘translate’ social science evidence into a language that is 
useful to the users of evidence, without distorting or misrepresent-
ing the research evidence. 

Effective dissemination and wide access

Whether the focus is on primary research or on the systematic 
review of existing studies, a key issue is how to communicate find-
ings to those who need to know. The strategies used to get research 
and evaluation findings to their point of use involve both dissemina-
tion (pushing information from the centre outwards), and provision 
of access (web based and other repositories of information which 
research and evaluation users can tap into). For example, some UN 
and development agencies make their own evaluation database 
available on the Internet.

Much effort has gone into improving the dissemination process, 
and good practice guidance abounds (see Box 5). This has devel-
oped our appreciation of the fact that dissemination is not a single 
or simple process. Different messages may be required for differ-
ent audiences at different times. It appears that the promulgation 
of individual research findings may be less appropriate than distill-
ing and sharing pre-digested research summaries. Evidence to date 
also suggests that multiple channels of communication (horizontal 
and vertical networks and hierarchies), may need to be developed 
in parallel (Nutley and Davies, 2000).
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Box 5: Improving dissemination

Recommendations for  
research/evaluation  

commissioners

Recommendations for  
researchers/evaluators

•	 Time research/evaluation to deliver 
solutions at the right time to specific 
questions facing practitioners and  
policy-makers

•	 Ensure relevance to current policy 
agenda 

•	 Allocate dedicated dissemination and 
development resources within re-
search/evaluation funding

•	 Include a clear dissemination strategy 
at the outset

•	 Involve professional researchers/eva-
luators in the commissioning process

•	 Involve service users in the research/ 
evaluation process

•	 Commission research reviews to syn-
thesise and evaluate research

•	 Provide accessible summaries of re-
search

•	 Keep the research/evaluation report 
brief and concise

•	 Publish in journals or publications 
that are user friendly

•	 Use language and styles of presenta-
tion that engage interest

•	 Target material to the needs of the 
audience

•	 Extract the policy and practice impli-
cations of research/evaluation

•	 Tailor dissemination events to the tar-
get audience and evaluate them

•	 Use a combination of dissemination 
methods

•	 Use the media

•	 Be proactive and contact relevant  
policy and delivery agencies

•	 Understand the external factors likely 
to affect the uptake of research

Source: adapted by NUTLEY, S., DAVIES, H. and WALTER I., 2002.

Incentives to use evidence 

Recent government reports aimed at improving the process by 
which policy is made set out a number of recommendations for 
increasing the use of evidence (see Box 6). 

Practitioners need incentives to use evidence and to do things that 
have been shown to be effective. These include mechanisms to 
increase the ’pull’ for evidence, such as requiring spending bids 
to be supported by an analysis of the existing evidence-base, and 
mechanisms to facilitate evidence use, such as integrating analyti-
cal staff at all stages of the policy development process. 
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Box 6: Encouraging better use of evidence in policy making

Increasing the pull  
for evidence

Facilitating better  
evidence use

• 	 Require the publication of the evidence 
base for policy decisions

• 	 Require departmental spending bids 
to provide a supporting evidence base 

• 	 Submit government analysis (such as 
forecasting models) to external expert 
scrutiny

• 	 Provide open access to information 
– leading to more informed citizens 
and pressure groups.

• 	 Encourage better collaboration 
across internal analytical services 
(e.g. researchers, statisticians and 
economists)

• 	 Co-locate policy makers and internal 
analysts

• 	 Integrate analytical staff at all stages 
of the policy development process

• 	 Link R&D strategies to departmental 
business plans

• 	 Cast external researchers more as 
partners than as contractors

• 	 Second more university staff into 
government

• 	 Train staff in evidence use

Source: NUTLEY, S., DAVIES, H. and WALTER I., 2002.

Conclusion

The consensus on how to improve effectiveness of aid, reached by 
hundreds of leaders of governments and civil society organizations 
from both developing and developed countries, is an historical mile-
stone. 

The international agreement on the five key principles, to ensure 
results in winning the fight against poverty, is a value added for all 
stakeholders. Monitoring and evaluation is expected to play a strate-
gic role in ensuring such principles are translated into reality. Moni-
toring and evaluation can do this by providing the evidence needed 
to take informed policy decisions. In this way, monitoring and evalu-
ation plays an essential role in keeping the promise to improve the 
life of millions of people around the world. 
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For the first time, monitoring and evaluation has a clear strategic 
intent that goes well beyond measuring and tracking, accountability 
and reporting. The international evaluation community has a clear 
responsibility to deliver. 

Let us keep the promise!
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The Relationship between 
Evaluation and Politics1

By Ove Karlsson Vestman, Director,  
Mälardalen Evaluation Academy,  

and Vice President of the Swedish Evaluation Society;  
and Ross F. Conner, University of California,  

former President of the American  
Evaluation Association and current President of IOCE

Evaluation is a young discipline that according to Pawson and Tilly 
(1997) has passed its adolescence. If evaluation is now in its adult-
hood, it is reasonable to consider whom evaluation should have as 
its “life partner” or “partners.” The evaluation family traditionally 
has included good researchers with their ideal of neutral, objec-
tive research as the prototype for evaluation and has recognized 
these partners in the evaluation enterprise with awards and high 
status. Evaluation work, however, is always couched within a politi-
cal context, and this reality brings different kinds of partners into 
the relationship. These partners, including politicians and policy-
makers, often make the evaluation family uneasy. There has been 
a basic conception that evaluation (and similarly research) becomes 
adulterated when it mixes with politics. Generally the discussion is 
permeated by a negative view of politics; it conjures up images of 
trouble, disruption and even violence on the one hand, and deceit, 
manipulation and lies on the other. It is less common to see a posi-
tive or at least neutral view of politics as an important and inevitable 
part of human life and interaction. 

If politics and evaluation are destined to be “life partners” in the 
adulthood of evaluation, then what forms could the relationship take 
– marriage, cohabitation or living apart? This chapter will consider 
some of these possibilities.

1	 Reprinted with permission from I. Shaw, J.C. Greene and M. M. Mark (2006). The 
Sage Handbook of Evaluation. London: Sage Publications Ltd. Additional details 
about the handbook are available at www.sagepub.com



47

The Relationship between Evaluation and Politics

Definitions of evaluation and politics

“Evaluation” refers to the process of determining the merit, worth, 
or value of something (Scriven, 1991). The evaluation process 
involves identifying relevant values or standards that apply to what 
is being evaluated, performing empirical investigation using tech-
niques from the social sciences, and then integrating conclusions 
with the standards into an overall evaluation or set of evaluations. 
The first step in the process, the identification of relevant standards 
and values to apply to what is being evaluated, has to do with what 
partners involved in the evaluation see as relevant in the particular 
case. Should the priority be, for example, on economical, educa-
tional, social, ethnic or democratic standards and values? Making 
these choices is an exercise of power that connects evaluation to 
politics. That is an interpretation in line with Hammersley (1995) 
who says that politics has to do with the use of power and that it 
also concerns making value judgments and taking actions on the 
basis of them. 

According to Caro (1977), evaluation must fulfill two purposes – 
information and judgment. The former fits well with the research 
community’s traditional epistemological perspective, whereas mak-
ing judgments does not. Social research’s aim, traditionally and in 
a narrow sense, is limited exclusively to producing knowledge but 
not to producing value judgments or evaluative conclusions. There 
has also been considerable debate about which models should be 
adopted for making judgments. One strategy is to treat judgments 
as technical measurements, in order to avoid involving values with 
their attendant political implications. It is precisely at this juncture, 
however, where evaluation and politics are related. Both are con-
cerned with values, value judgments, and value conflicts in public 
life. The reality is that evaluation, in order to fulfill its second pur-
pose of making judgments, cannot avoid the issue of politics.

Politics – a contested concept

Politics has been defined in many ways. One could say that politics 
is regarded as an “essentially contested” concept (Gallie, 1956) in 
that there are controversies about the term so deep that no neu-
tral or settled definition can ever be developed. In effect, a single 
term (like “politics” or “evaluation,” for that matter) can represent 
a number of rival concepts, none of which can be accepted as 
its “true” meaning. For example, it is equally legitimate to define 
politics as what concerns the state, as the conduct of public life, 



Bridging the gap 
The role of monitoring and evaluation in evidence-based policy making

48

as debate and conciliation, and as the distribution of power and 
resources. On the basis of Lasswell (1936), politics is about who 
gets what, when and how. The “when” and “how” aspect of politics 
is put forward by Heywood (2002) who sees politics in its broadest 
sense as “the activity through which people make, preserve and 
amend the general rules under which they live” (p 4). The activities 
are formed into institutions in Dahl’s (1984) definition of politics as: 
“any persistent pattern of human relationships that involves, to a 
significant extent, control, influence, power or authority.” (p. 9-10). 
Politics, however, in not just activities (decisions on allocation of 
recourses, organization of institutions, etc). Easton (1968) argues 
that politics is the authoritative allocation of values for a society, 
and that politics essentially is making moral decisions about what 
is good and what is bad. This definition places politics close to the 
definition of evaluation that emphasizes evaluation as the produc-
tion of information together with the production of judgment. 

From a narrow to a broad definition

Heywood (2002) presents some illustrative views of politics that 
can be taken as a point of departure to elaborate the picture of poli-
tics. In the narrowest sense, politics can be treated as the equiva-
lent of party politics. Here, politics is restricted to those state actors 
who are consciously motivated by ideological beliefs and who seek 
to advance them through membership of a formal organization such 
as a political party. This view can be expanded to see politics as 
the art of government. Here, politics is what takes place within a 
system of social organization centered upon the machinery of gov-
ernment. More broadly, politics can be associated with formal or 
authoritative decisions that establish a plan of action for the com-
munity. This means that most people, most institutions and most 
social activities can be regarded as being “outside” politics and the 
policy cycle through which politics and governance takes its form. 
The politicians are described as “political”, whereas civil servants 
are seen as “non-political”, as long as they act in a neutral and pro-
fessional fashion. Similarly, evaluators are taken to be “non-politi-
cal” figures when they interpret and value the evaluand (a program 
or a policy, for example) impartially and in accordance with the col-
lected information. Evaluators may be accused of being political, 
however, if personal preferences or some other form of bias influ-
ences their judgments.

According to Heywood this definition can be broadening by taking 
politics beyond the narrow realm of government and viewing politics 
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as public affairs. From this viewpoint, politics is understood as an 
ethical activity concerned with creating a “just society”. Even if one 
regards institutions such as businesses, community groups, clubs, 
trade unions, and also evaluation, as “public”, this broader perspec-
tive still remains a restricted view of politics in that it does not, and 
should not, infringe upon personal affairs and institutions. This view 
is illustrated, for example, by the tendency of politicians to draw a 
clear distinction between their professional conduct and their per-
sonal or domestic behavior. By classifying, say, cheating on their 
partners or treating their children badly as personal matters, they 
are able to deny the political significance of such behavior on the 
grounds that it does not touch on their conduct of public affairs.

Critical thinkers, in particular feminists, have pointed out that this 
implies that politics still stops at the front door; it does not take 
place in the family, in domestic life, or in personal relationships, 
something these and other critical thinkers disagree with. This kind 
of critique takes us to the broadest view on politics that is also the 
most radical. Rather than confining politics to a particular sphere 
(the government, the state or the ‘public’ realm), this view sees 
politics at work in all social activities and in every corner of human 
existence. Politics takes place at every level of social interaction; it 
can be found within families and among small groups of friends just 
as much as among nations and on the global stage. What makes 
politics a distinctive activity, distinguishable from any other form of 
social behavior, is that politics at its broadest, concerns the produc-
tion, distribution and use of resources in the course of social exist-
ence. Politics is power: the ability to achieve a desired outcome, 
through whatever means. The essential ingredient is the existence 
of scarcity: the simple fact that, while human needs and desires are 
infinite, the resources available to satisfy them are always limited. 
Politics can therefore be seen as a struggle over scarce resources, 
and power can be seen as the means, through which this struggle 
is conducted, says Heywood.

Conflict and consensus

From the discussion thus far, it is clear that politics is inextricably 
linked to the phenomena of conflict and consensus. On the one 
hand, the existence of rival opinions, different wants, competing 
needs and opposing interests guarantees disagreement about the 
rules under which people live. On the other hand, people recognize 
that, in order to influence these rules or ensure that they are upheld, 
they must work with others. Hauge, Harrop, and Breslin (1992), for 
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example, point out that politics does not always involve conflict. 
They argue that one reason for studying politics is to search out the 
conditions under which groups can achieve their goals peacefully 
and effectively. From this view, politics is a constructive and practi-
cal subject and one emphasizes its compromising and consensual 
aspects. Politics relates not so much to the arena within which poli-
tics is conducted as to the way in which decisions are made. Politics 
is more seen as a particular means of resolving conflict, that is, by 
compromise, conciliation and negotiation, rather than through force 
and naked power. This is why Crick (1962) portrayed politics as that 
solution to the problem of order that chooses conciliation before 
violence and coercion. Crick, who is one of the leading exponents 
of this view, argues that when social groups and interests possess 
power, they must be conciliated; they cannot merely be crushed. 
This view on politics is also based on resolute faith in the efficacy 
of debate and dialogue. In other words, the disagreements that 
exist can be resolved without resort to intimidation and violence. 
Politics is no utopian solution (compromise means that concessions 
are made by all sides, leaving no one perfectly satisfied), but it is 
undoubtedly preferable to the alternatives: bloodshed and brutality. 
In this sense, politics can be seen as a civilized and civilizing force. 
People should be encouraged to respect politics as an activity, and 
should be prepared to engage in the political life of their own com-
munity. 

Evaluation researchers’ views on  
the evaluation and politics links

In the light of these definitions of evaluation and politics, evaluation 
can be part of the big political process (that is, evaluation in politics) 
and an aspect of the relationship between the actors involved in the 
evaluation process (that is, politics in evaluation). Even if evaluation 
in politics and politics in evaluation are not the most widely dis-
cussed issues in the evaluation literature (compared with, for exam-
ple, models, methods and utilization), several evaluation research-
ers have dealt with the subject. The discussion below provides 
some notable examples that are illustrative rather than exhaustive 
of this discussion. 

In the early years, Cronbach and his colleagues (1980) viewed 
evaluation as essentially a political activity through its influence on 
political decisions and policy formulation. More recently, one who 
extensively has discussed the matter is Weiss (1973, 1991). She 
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points out at least three ways in how evaluation and politic are 
linked. First, the policies and programs with which evaluation deals 
are themselves the products of political decisions. Second, because 
evaluation is undertaken in order to feed into decision making, its 
reports enter the political arena, where evaluation provides informa-
tion. Third, evaluation itself has a political stance. Evaluation, by its 
very nature, makes implicit political statements, such as those chal-
lenging the legitimacy of certain program goals or implementation 
strategies. In this case, evaluation serves as critical inquiry.

The different kinds of information needs in the policy cycle are links 
that Chelimsky (1987, 1989) underlines in the relationship between 
politics and evaluation. She argues that evaluators must recognize 
and accept that politics is involved in evaluation and try to under-
stand the dynamics of the policy cycle and the political process into 
which the evaluation is fed. The policy cycle consist of agenda set-
ting, problem definition, policy design, program implementation, 
policy or program impact, and termination. At all stages, there is an 
information need where program evaluation can serve general audi-
ences and individual public decision-makers. They may need infor-
mation from evaluation for three very broad kinds of purposes.

•	 for policy formation – for example, to assess and/or justify the 
need for a new program; 

•	 for policy execution – for example, to ensure that a program is 
implemented in the most cost / effective way; and

•	 for accountability in public decision making – for example, to 
determine the effectiveness of an operation program and the 
need for its continuation, modification, or termination. (Chelimsky, 
1989, p 75) 

Palumbo (1989) also notes that politics plays an important role in 
evaluation design, process and utilization of results. He comments 
on the claims that evaluators should not simply be advocates or col-
laborators of the program managers but of the program and policy 
itself, as well as of the clients and consumers of the program. 

… evaluators may be the only way that the poor, students, 
offenders, welfare recipients, or mentally ill can influence the 
policy. These “stakeholders” often are not included in the 
formulation and implementation of the evaluation. It is in this 
way that evaluators can represent the public interest rather than 
specific power holder interest. (p. 38) 
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Being an advocate for, or at least having an ambition to give, unpriv-
ileged stakeholders a voice in the evaluation is one way that evalua-
tors incorporates politics into their works.

Micro- and macro-levels

Greene (2003) shows how evaluation and politics are interwoven 
from micro- and macro-levels. She starts with the question of what 
the war in Iraq in the spring of 2003 had to do with evaluation. Her 
answer is that, in a discussion of evaluation and politics, world events 
such as war and peace, weapons and diplomacy, oppression and 
freedom are of central importance. Then she describes how macro 
politics and micro politics are combined when she meets people in 
her evaluation work who express concern for relatives in the war; 
this reality then has effects on the evaluation activities and even how 
the evaluators’ questions (unrelated to the war) are answered. In 
this way, macro events like the war in Iraq affect the micro work the 
evaluator does both in conducting the evaluation and reporting the 
results. This example shows that the evaluator must consider what 
occurs at both the macro political and micro political levels.

House (2003) provides one more example of this perspective, illus-
trating how the micro-level view of the role of evaluation in poli-
tics has implications on the micro-level choice of an evaluator. He 
frames a future scenario where evaluation is a tool at the disposal 
of the powers in force. House describes how evaluators who stand 
for a perspective that is critical of society will have greater difficulty 
winning government contracts. Instead, it is the evaluators who are 
willing to tow the party line who will be hired. Thus, in a sophisti-
cated way, politically-correct evaluators are selected by a process of 
reverse discrimination whereby one does not blacklist people (which 
would risk a public debate) but instead “white lists” those one 
knows are favorable in terms of competence and appropriateness.

How does evaluation influence politics?

The focus so far has been on evaluation writers’ perspectives on 
politics’ influence on evaluation. How can evaluation influence poli-
tics? This question can be answered from several perspectives. 
First, from a positivist, rational or social engineer’s perspective, 
evaluation fulfils a rational feedback function within the political 
system and a steering control function. Evaluation provides the 
‘rational’ and ‘unbiased’ data that the system needs to determine 
whether it is on course. Second, from a cultural perspective, evalu-
ation can be understood as one answer to the fundamental need to 
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be able to associate an organization with meaning and rationality. 
Evaluations can also fulfill a symbolic or ritual function and can be 
an answer to the trust that has declined in society today. Those in 
power and public organizations can use evaluations to recreate legit-
imacy for a program or operation, according to Hanberger (2003). 
He mentions that an evaluation can fulfill an enlightening (Weiss, 
1977), a conceptual (Peltz, 1978) or a learning function (Preskill and 
Torres 2000). In addition, evaluations can be used in media debate 
or in direct meetings with interest parties where the results from 
the evaluation and possible lines of action are discussed. Such an 
evaluation function can be described as stimulating public debate.

Stern (2005) distinguishes the following five purposes for evalua-
tion that give a view of how evaluation can have an impact on politi-
cal decisions for planning, learning, developing and termination of a 
program. 

o	 Planning/efficiency – ensuring that there is a justification 
for a policy / programme and that resources are efficiently 
developed.

o	 Accountability – demonstrating how far a programme has 
achieved its objectives and how well it has used its resources.

o	 Implementation – improving the performance of programmes 
and the effectiveness of how they are delivered and managed.

o	 Knowledge production – increasing our understanding of what 
works in what circumstances and how different measures 
and interventions can be made more effective.

o	 Institutional and community strengthening – improving and 
developing capacity among programme participants and their 
networks and institutions. (Stern, 2005, p. xxvii)

In summary, some evaluation writers have noted that evaluation and 
politics can be interpreted from a narrow perspective, as the art of 
government where evaluation is seen first and foremost as a tech-
nical instrument to get information and basic data to the decisions 
making process. Other commentators take a broader perspective 
that expands the concept of politics to the public arena and thereby 
to different social institutions, including evaluation. Political- and 
value-laden aspects are therefore part of evaluation. Finally, in the 
broadest interpretation of politics, some evaluation writers argue 
that all aspects of social life, in both the public and private spheres, 
are inherently political. From this perspective, not only is evaluation 
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as an institution and undertaking political, but the individual evalu-
ator’s values, background, gender and the like also become part of 
the explicit and implicit operation of politics in evaluation. 

Three positions on how evaluation  
and politics are related

The examples above show that more and more evaluators are 
accepting the reality of connections between evaluation and politics. 
What remains unclear is the inherent nature of these connections 
and, based on this, the range of possibilities for and the limitations 
of the evaluation-politics relationship. In this section, we propose 
and describe a framework to clarify the nature of the connections 
between evaluation and politics. We also explore the implications 
of the three different positions that comprise the framework, both 
for the conduct of evaluation and for the evaluation profession. 

The connection between evaluation and politics can be framed 
in three different ways. These ways, which can be characterized 
as ‘positions’ or ‘perspectives,’ different along two dimensions: 
whether it is possible operationally to separate evaluation and poli-
tics, and whether it is desirable conceptually to separate evaluation 
and politics. In this framework, we have adopted the conception 
that the two main components of evaluation are providing informa-
tion (the epistemological component) and providing judgement (the 
value component). 

Table 1: Three positions on the inherent connections 
between evaluation and politics

Three Positions

Possible  
to separate 
evaluation  

and politics?

Desirable  
to separate 
evaluation  

and politics?

First position Yes Yes

Second position Yes, in providing 
information;  
Not entirely when 
providing judgements

Yes, in providing 
information

Third position No No
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The first position holds that it is both possible and desirable, opera-
tionally and conceptually, to separate evaluation and politics. The 
second position maintains that it is possible and desirable to sepa-
rate evaluation and politics operationally when providing informa-
tion but not entirely possible to do so when providing judgments, 
nor it is conceptually desirable. The third position is that it is neither 
possible nor desirable, operationally or conceptually, to separate 
politics and evaluation.2 

It is important to acknowledge that the three positions are general 
characterizations and that individual evaluators do not neatly fit into 
only one position, especially if we consider those with long histo-
ries of evaluation work of many sorts and in different contexts. We 
have made the boundaries more distinct than they are in the com-
plex, pragmatic undertaking that is evaluation. We have done this 
to highlight the primary differences in the view of the relationship 
between evaluation and politics among the three positions. 

First position – The value-neutral evaluator

The viewpoint from the first position is that politics and evalua-
tion can and should be kept operationally and conceptually apart. 
The evaluator works independently to provide an objective, neutral 
assessment of the program, project or policy; the politician then 
receives this assessment and does with it what he or she decides. 
This view suits the definition of politics as the art of rational govern-
ment, where the evaluator is an objective, impartial civil servant. 
The information function of evaluation should be under the control 
of the evaluator and be his/her primary activity. The judgment func-
tion, based on the information, should be under the control of oth-
ers, including politicians, program planners and implementers, and 
the electorate. In this view, evaluation is “social research.”

According to Schwandt (2003), some of those who hold this type 
of position look at politics as something incomplete and faulty 
which needs to be held in check to prevent it from poisoning the 
good relations between people. The cure for these faults is objec-

2	 From a logical standpoint, there is a fourth position: that it is not possible to 
separate evaluation and politics (either the information or the judgment aspects) 
but that it would be desirable to do so (in both aspects). Because this is not a 
realistic possibility to guide evaluation work, we have not considered it here. There 
are some, however, who might argue that serious consideration should be given 
to this position, because, if it can be shown to be highly desirable, the evaluation 
community might begin to set in place policies and procedures to bring about the 
separation. The latter assumes, of course, that the ’evaluation community’ could 
and would speak with one voice on this matter. As the three positions described 
here show, this is unlikely to occur. 
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tive, impartial, rational and professional officials who are above 
the temptation to promote their own or selected others’ interests, 
who maintain the public’s interests and assert general principles of 
justice that treats everybody equally. As House and Howe (1999) 
have noted, this relationship between politics and evaluation neatly 
fits the representative liberal model of democratic theory (Ferree, 
Gamson, Gerhards, & Rucht, 2002) in which disinterested, apolitical 
experts inform public decision making in a detached (i.e., emotion- 
and value-free) manner, thereby enhancing both the rationality as 
well as the civility of the debate about a suitable course of action in 
the free marketplace of ideas. 

Against this picture of how politics can become a threat to objectiv-
ity, impartiality and rationality, the question to ask is how the evalu-
ator can protect him or herself from political influences. One way 
to separate evaluation from politics is to emphasize its autonomy 
in relation to political institutions and to powerful interests in soci-
ety. Closely connected to this is the idea that power is a source of 
corruption which evaluation must be insulated against if it is to be 
conducted effectively. 

How can these political influences be minimized? In his winning 
response to the 1988 AEA President’s Problem (Patton, 1988) 
around the question of evaluation and politics, Robin Turpin (1989) 
focuses on ways to minimize the political influences in evaluation. 
Specifically, politics can influence (p 55): 

•	 the selection of the evaluator or evaluation team 

•	 chances of funding 

•	 the selectivity of information given to the evaluator

•	 the general approach or scope of the evaluation project

•	 the methods used

•	 the subject or subject pool selection

•	 the instruments used or developed

•	 data analyses

•	 the interpretation of data

•	 final recommendations

•	 information that is disseminated
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To “produce good, solid, objective research” (p 55) Turpin suggests 
that the evaluator should take the following precautions to avoid 
or minimize political influences (which we have rewritten in minor 
ways).

•	 Uncover who wants the evaluation and the motivation behind 
it 

•	 Uncover all sides of the story by talking to the people involved 
(not just those officially involved)

•	 Develop peer review procedures (even for internal, non-
funded or routine evaluations)

•	 Make use of expert panels and/or outside consultants in the 
whole evaluation process

•	 Use established scales and instruments whenever possible, 
and

•	 Include in the report a ‘limitations’ section that discusses 
possible political influences and details critical decisions

Although Turpin also notes that politics can have positive effects on 
evaluation by opening doors to cooperation and information, even 
these positive effects can extract a cost, often in the form of subtle 
pressure on the evaluator. “Politics has a nasty habit of sneaking 
into all aspects of evaluation”, Turpin comments. 

The recurring idea that is emphasized is the evaluator as a con-
scious actor, on guard against undesirable influence and attempts 
to hinder the evaluation from its task of critical evaluate. The ideal 
is a professional, disconnected actor, who completes his or her 
assignment without regard to the more or less explicit desires of 
the powers that be. 

Second position – the value-sensitive evaluator

In the second position on the connection of evaluation and politics, 
it is accepted that evaluation takes place in a political environment 
and that evaluation and politics therefore cannot entirely be sepa-
rated, specifically in the judging component of evaluation. In the 
operational, information-finding aspects, however, the evaluator can 
and should stay separate from the political component. For exam-
ple, Chelimsky (1987) points out the need for evaluators to place 
themselves in the political context that constitutes the program 
evaluation and suggests that evaluators must understand the politi-
cal system in which evaluation operates and the information needs 
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of those policy actors who utilize evaluations. She says that evalu-
ators must devote much time to negotiating, discussing, briefing, 
accuracy-checking, prioritizing, and presenting. At the same time, 
the evaluator takes a professional role for the conduct of the evalua-
tor that is non-political in the narrow definition of politics. 

This second position emphasizes the evaluator’s role as a profes-
sional expert, but it includes two distinctively different ideas on how 
politics and expertise can be conceptualized. The first idea has a 
market perspective and reduces the evaluation-politics relation to a 
technical task, where the profession is defined by the measurement 
of quality and efficiency. This is in line with the narrow definition of 
politics as governance that was presented above. The other idea rep-
resents a value-committed perspective on the relation that concerns 
a professional role that makes the evaluation more democratic. This 
is more in line with the definition of politics as a public sphere.

Evaluation and politics as a market

From a market perspective, politics is reformulated to be primarily a 
matter of practical problem solving (Amy, 1984). This technocratic 
view of politics has come to prominence as part of the worldwide 
spread of neo-liberal discourse. Politics is replaced by rational 
consumer choice. Here, evaluation becomes a means for quality 
assurance that measures the performance (efficiency) of practices 
against indicators of success in achieving the targets. The profes-
sion of evaluation is reduced to technical expertise to measure qual-
ity and performances through prefabricated schemas and formula. 
The current emphasis in some counties in the education and health 
arenas for indicators-based performance management also fits 
within this characterization. 

The movement is known as New Public Management (NPM) and 
represents a solution to problems in the public sector based on the 
introduction of management ideas from the private sector. Power 
(1997) describes what is characteristic of the movement: 

Broadly speaking the NPM consists of a cluster of ideas from the 
conceptual framework of private sector administrative practice. 
It emphasizes cost control, financial transparency, the autonomi-
zation of organisational sub-units, the decentralization or man-
agement authority, the creation of market or quasi-market mech-
anism separating purchasing and providing functions and their 
linkage via contracts, and the enhancement of accountability to 
customers for quality of service via the creation of performance 
indicators. (p. 43)
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The citizens are transformed to consumers that make choices on a 
market of health care, education, social welfare etc. Evaluation is 
seen as a practice that can guide consumer’s choice. The view is 
that institutional structures for control and “accountability” should 
be strengthened and that evaluation in the first instance should be 
defined as a steering instrument for management. Through per-
formance management and measurement and the control of quality, 
politicians are in a position to demonstrate “value for money” to tax 
payers. Furthermore, NPM provides a rationale for reducing public 
sector spending through its support for private solutions rather than 
politically controlled activities.

Politics and the democratization of evaluation 

The other variant of the second position clearly admits that evalu-
ation and politics are not entirely possible to separate, especially 
when talking of politics in a broad definition that places it in the 
public sphere. Evaluation is an activity necessarily couched in a 
political context, and the evaluator must take responsibility for how 
the evaluation is done not only in regard to the technical aspects 
but also with attention to ethical aspects and democratic values. 
This does not mean that evaluation is totally integrated in politics 
because the evaluator has a distinctive role separated from poli-
tics, in the narrower sense of that term, as the provider of relevant, 
meaningful information. 

From this perspective, there is a responsibility for evaluators to 
make their own professional perspectives on the evaluation vis-
ible. The answer to how this could and should take place is given 
in different forms. Some forms include the evaluator being a facili-
tator, a critical friend, a dialogue partner, or an educator. In gen-
eral, the evaluator supports active involvement from stakeholders 
in the evaluation (Conner, 2005). Special attention is often directed 
to those who in lack of power to get their problems and questions 
observed in the evaluation. Here, evaluation is not reduced only to 
be a technical matter but includes attention to the democratization 
of the evaluation process, thereby potentially contributing to a larger 
democratization of the program and its context.

The democratization occurs in the central components in the evalu-
ation process. These components include deciding on the aims for 
the evaluation (control, development, enlightenment, learning, etc), 
determining the resources for the evaluation (economy, social and 
political), and selecting the evaluation questions and methods. Poli-
tics, values and power are also apparent in decisions about access 
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to information and where in the organization the evaluation is cen-
tered, as well as whether an internal or external evaluation is under-
taken. 

Some evaluation models can be connected to this view on evalua-
tion and politics. One of the first researchers to formulate a demand 
for democratic evaluation was MacDonald (1973, 1977). In his ver-
sion of democratic evaluation, the starting point is the assumption 
that power is distributed among interest groups and that the evalua-
tor ought to serve the public’s right to know. One of the recent con-
tributions to the field of democratic evaluation is House and Howe’s 
(1999, 2000) deliberative democratic approach. In their view, evalu-
ation process must be based on the full and fair inclusion of all rele-
vant stakeholders and represent the views of socially disadvantaged 
groups. Therefore, House and Howe are keen to emphasize that 
the evaluator has a special responsibility to those stakeholders who 
might not normally be ‘heard’ (because they are relatively power-
less, invisible, unorganized, or for some other reason not likely to be 
included). To serve the interests of socially disadvantaged groups, 
the evaluator has to give them a voice in the evaluation. 

At the same time, House and Howe reserve the right of the evalu-
ator to make the final pronouncement of the merit, worth or value 
of the program under consideration. The idea of procedural justice 
– central to a theory of deliberative democracy – demands that all 
voices have had a fair hearing and are involved in deliberation. How-
ever, this does not mean that the evaluator necessarily takes the 
side of these less powerful voices. Advocating for the inclusion of 
those less heard from is not the same as endorsing their interests 
or points of view. Others, who also urge the evaluator to involve 
interest groups in an evaluation, designate the evaluator’s role as 
that of consultant for these interest groups (Fetterman, 1994; Pat-
ton, 1994, 1996). In this situation, the evaluator becomes a “facili-
tator” and throughout the evaluation adopts a neutral position 
with respect to the interests of different groups as they strive to 
empower themselves as individuals and as a group. 

There are several other models of participatory and collaborative 
evaluations that have strong emphasis on the aim to democratize 
not only the program context but also society as a whole. Cousins 
and Whitmore (1998) distinguish between practical and transforma-
tive evaluations. Practical participatory evaluation focuses on partic-
ipation in evaluation. The evaluator assumes responsibility for car-
rying out technical evaluation tasks, and stakeholders are involved 
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predominantly in the definition of the evaluation problem, scope-
setting activities, and, later, the interpretation of data emerging 
from the study. In transformative participatory evaluation, the aim 
has expanded. Here, one strives for more extensive engagement of 
stakeholders, for radical social change, and for clarifying values that 
inevitably shape evaluations. 

Third position – the value-critical evaluator

In comparison with the first and second positions on evaluation 
and politics, the third position does not see politics stopping at the 
private sphere but instead views politics as something integrated 
in our everyday life. Because of this, there can be no separation 
between evaluation and politics and therefore no neutral value or 
operational position taken by the evaluator. The position is asso-
ciated with a perspective that claims not only that human values 
are inseparable from descriptions of facts but also that science will 
benefit from admitting this. With reference to Taylor (1985), Geir 
(2004, p 197) says that 

…values are an intrinsic part of the interpretive process in two 
ways, individual and common. The interpreter chooses a theo-
retical framework or conceptual structure in which she under-
stands the phenomenon in question. These frameworks are pre-
models of understanding, initially opening some possible con-
nection and closing others. (p 197).

In this view, it is important for evaluators to formulate a theoretical 
framework for a broader understanding of the program or subject 
that is evaluated. Evaluation approaches that could be connected 
with this kind of ideas are characterised to be: 

intentionally and directly engage[d] with the politics and values 
of an evaluation context, in order to explicitly advance particu-
lar political interests and values, and often also, to effect some 
kind of socio-political change in the evaluation context itself. 
Examples of value-engaged evaluative stances include feminist, 
empowerment, and democratizing approaches to evaluation. 
Proponents of these approaches are characteristically informed 
by ideologically-oriented methodological traditions such as femi
nism and critical theory. (Greene, 2003).

It is important to note that the borderline between this third posi-
tion and the “democratic and participatory” variant of the second 
position is by no means clear-cut. Among those who argue for the 
desirability of separating some parts of evaluation and politics, as 
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those in the second position do, are evaluators who also embrace 
the value-laden quality of human action and thus also of knowledge 
about human action. What differs between the second and third 
positions is the relative importance given to the values of social 
change and transformation. 

A broad view on politics and evaluation

From the third position, politics is not viewed as something negative. 
It is conceptualized in considerably broader terms than only a ques-
tion of asserting one’s own interests and exercising power. Politics is 
defined as an activity through which we live together and regulate or 
adapt our goals and efforts. It is also conceptualized as critical reflec-
tions on the public good. The basic idea is that it is via citizenship 
– through people deciding together how they will act and then fol-
lowing through with it – that an individual can achieve his or her full 
potential. Politics is concerned with taking a stance, being touched 
and engaged by something, defining right and wrong, good and evil, 
and acting on one’s convictions. With these viewpoints, politics is 
inherently human, with roots in morals and values (Schuman, 1977). 

With morals and values brought into the picture, a number of new 
critical questions arise concerning who conducts evaluation and for 
whom, which evaluative questions will be raised, and what judg-
ment criteria will be employed. The stand the evaluator takes on 
these questions determines the judgment he or she presents. This 
kind of idea plays a central role in the understanding of how the 
relations between evaluation and politics are conceptualized. Pol-
itics like citizen activity requires both an intellectual and physical 
arena, a public forum in which people can come together and plan 
for action. The space provided in voting halls is insufficient; politics 
requires involvement between elections. One alternative is to go to 
the streets and demonstrate; others are public enterprises where 
people meet, for example in pre-schools, schools, and in associa-
tions where one has an active interest. Another example of an arena 
for citizen involvement is evaluation conducted openly with the par-
ticipation of various interested parties. 

Dahler-Larsen (2003) is an evaluation researcher who places the 
question of evaluation politics on this broader societal level or ”res 
publica”. He views evaluation as a creative force in our understan-
ding of society. He looks at evaluation as a coopearative and struc-
turing force in our understanding of society. Evaluation is defined as 
a practice that describes other practices and that forms our impres-
sions of these by naming the efforts, goals, criteria, standards, 
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and the like. In this way, evaluation gives prior interpretation of the 
public efforts and the values that comprise them. Based on Beck’s 
(1994) term, Dahler-Larson notes that we live in a “reflexive moder-
nity” where confidence in progress decreases in concert with the 
increasing time spent grappling with the problems that these cre-
ate. According to Beck, the security that has until now been associ-
ated with the modern projects’ progress has been weakened in the 
new “reflexive modernity”. Instead, “reflexivity” reigns in a double 
sense. First, the reflexivity is a throwing-back of side effects onto 
society itself (environmental problems, highway congestion, coordi-
nation problems, iatrogenic illnesses, etc.). Second, the reflexivity 
is an increased moral, ethical and political concern for the handling 
of these side-effects. One such “side-effect” is reactions to public 
policies from users and other stakeholders.

These changes in how one looks at the ontological and epistemo-
logical foundations for evaluation, and on society in the perspective 
of new reflexive modernity, have also changed the political frame-
work for evaluation. Society is not the only thing that has become 
more complex. Evaluations have been given many different func-
tions as well. These functions include some traditional ones, such 
as the use of evaluation as an instrument for national and local gov-
ernments to exercise control and as an instrument for society and 
citizens to receive information and knowledge. A newer function for 
evaluation includes its use as an instrument for interested parties 
and organizations to observe and influence. 

Evaluation, however, does not simply disseminate results; it also 
provides a deeper, better understanding of the evaluated object. 

Through linguistic designations of “the evaluand”, “the points 
of measurement”, “criteria”, “standards”, evaluation discourse 
draws attention to certain phenomena and orientations. Hereby 
evaluation is an interpretation of what the public effort is alto-
gether and in wherein its value consists. (Dahler-Larsen, 2003)

From this point of view, evaluation informs about the merits and 
value of a program but also has a broader perspective. This type of 
evaluation informs about a larger framework, with reference to roles 
and relations. Evaluations become a meta-communication about the 
character of people and their relations, which in turn are an arrange-
ment of politics in its deep meaning. This does not mean that evalu-
ations always have this impact on our conceptions of the world and 
ourselves. How strong the impact is depends on a number of con-
textual factors such as organization, culture and structure. 
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Summary

In our discussion on the subject of evaluation and politics, we have 
assumed that evaluation is not an isolated island but instead an 
enterprise in a political context. This context means that there are 
multiple actors and institutions with power and interests to influ-
ence the evaluation, from the choices of criteria, standards and 
methods, as well as the choice of an evaluator. 

We have described three views on the relationship between evalu-
ation and politics. The first position sees politics as driven to pro-
tect its own interests and as harmful to evaluation. In this view, 
politics is at best a fickle partner, driven by many influences other 
than information, and at worst an unsavory one. Evaluation can and 
should be kept apart from it. If an evaluator has to deal with poli-
tics, the evaluator must be careful not to be too engaged and not to 
scrutinize the political influences to decide how to behave. Instead, 
the evaluator uses professional standards and guidelines to produce 
objective information, so that if and when the possibility to use it 
arises, the information is available. 

In the second view, in one interpretation, politics is replaced by the 
idea of the market with rational consumers making choice based on 
evidence. Here, the political is paradoxically transformed into an out-
wardly apolitical phenomenon – a style of formalized accountability 
that becomes the new ethical and political principle of governance 
(Power, 1997). The role of evaluation in this view is to provide profes-
sional technical help to measure quality and to produce quality-assur-
ance. A different interpretation of the second position is to acknowl-
edge the inseparable connections between evaluation and politics in 
the area of value- or judgment-making and therefore to democratize 
the evaluation process at critical stages (for example, deciding on the 
evaluation questions), with special attention to those whose voice 
may not be easily heard in the public arena. At the same time, how-
ever, evaluation is kept separate from politics in the implementation 
of the evaluation, to avoid biases in the information produced. 

The third position views evaluation and politics are inseparable, 
both in the conceptual and operational aspects. Here, the evaluator 
accepts that evaluation and politics are connected in many intricate 
ways and acts accordingly. The evaluator acknowledges and states 
his or her own ethical and moral standpoints so these are trans-
parent during the evaluation process. Actions such as these place 
evaluation and evaluators in a more prominent role shaping society 
and its politics.
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Discussion and implications

Each of the three positions (and sub-positions) can be criticized on 
different aspects. One could question the claims held in the first 
position that evaluation can be independent from external power. 
Those who criticize the idea of evaluation’s autonomy from external 
power believe that evaluation easily can become a part of, and work 
for, the ideological state apparatus in society. Another criticism of 
the first position focuses on the idea that evaluation is a value-free 
practice of objective research. Social science has prided itself on 
being value-free for many decades. However, Scriven (2003/04) 
notes that this view of social science research is changing as social 
science becomes more involved with serious social problems, inter-
ventions and issues. To be successful in this new arena, social sci-
ence will have to incorporate evaluation or evaluative elements, he 
says. A final criticism of the first position is that it is difficult to 
separate the judgment-making component of evaluation from poli-
tics, both on an individual level and on a societal level. Hammersley 
(1995) presents several arguments why values cannot be insulated 
from research. One of his arguments notes that, because informa-
tion and knowledge are always produced within a perspective or 
framework, the knowledge one prioritizes is also dependent on cir-
cumstances in the socio-political context. Another of his arguments 
focuses on how the researcher’s or evaluator’s own personal and 
positional realities (ethnic, gender, economic and the like) play an 
important role in shaping priorities and interests that can affect an 
evaluation.

Criticism could also be directed at the second position, with eval-
uation and politics related conceptually in judgment-making but 
separated in information-making. The market-oriented variant of 
this position expects that central values will be based on the needs 
of the market and expressed by the multiple actors representing 
different interests. However, only a subset of actors is effectively 
involved, and the particular subset will shape the normative con-
tent of an evaluation, determining the boundaries of the “knowl-
edge base, the scope, and potentially the outcomes of evaluation” 
(Dabinett & Richardson, 1999, p. 233). The indicators-based per-
formance management focus that is central in the market oriented 
perspective also carries risks. Four of these risks are that indica-
tors may not measure what they are intended to; that unwarranted 
attributions of causality for outcomes made be made to indicators; 
that performance information may be used for purposes for which 
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it was not intended; and that goal displacement may occur if incen-
tives divert effort from attaining program objectives to meeting 
the requirements of measuring and reporting (Davies, 1999). Per-
formance measurement systems also decouple accountability from 
ownership and responsibility, thus assigning to accountability a role 
in regulation and control and inhibiting shared responsibility among 
stakeholder-citizens. They “also let the evaluator off the hook, by 
heavily obscuring their authorship and thereby muting their respon-
sibility” (Greene, 1999, p. 170). 

Some criticize the other variant of the second position, focused on 
democratic approaches to evaluation, because it tends to be con-
nected to the macro politics of society, in that evaluation is expressly 
positioned as an instrument of democracy and as an advocate for 
democratic ideals and for change. The explicit ideological stance 
and political positioning are democratic and the express point of 
evaluation in these approaches is to render an assessment and judg
ment of evaluation quality that inherently incorporates democratic 
standards of judgment and thus serves to advance democratic ide-
als and values. Above, we mentioned several evaluation research-
ers that represent these ideas. One more example of this is Mark, 
Henry and Julnes (2000) who clearly put evaluation in a political 
discourse of democratic decision-making and also reject the fact-
value dichotomy. At the same time, Greene and Walker (2001) note 
that these authors have 

…positioned evaluators and the knowledge they generate 
apart form the politicized fray of democratic decision-making. 
From this position, evaluators can use a mix of methods within 
selected inquiry modes to impartially make sense of the qual-
ity of, and the diverse values that accompany, a given social 
program or policy and then offer that assisted sense-making to 
those in democratic institutions for their deliberations (p 371).

Against this position, Greene and Walker argue for an alternative 
view that 

does not separate the practice of evaluation from socio-political 
practices and institutions to which it is designed to contribute 
or in which it is embedded…Evaluators should not be absolved 
from the moral and ethical responsibility for the practice choices 
we make and the knowledge claims we generate. If we wish to 
claim that a particular social program or policy can indeed con-
tribute to social betterment, we must be responsible for that 
claim-both as a warranted representation of human experience 
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and as a defensible valuing of what is “good” and “right” about 
that experience. (Greene & Walker, 2001, p 371).

What Greene and Walker criticize is the idea of a detached “profes-
sional” evaluator that is central in the concept of evaluation and pol-
itics held by those working in the democratic variant of the second 
position. Those working from this perspective also need to address 
and resolve the problem of identifying and securing comprehen-
sive, representative stakeholder involvement. Furthermore, one 
could ask how the representatives of groups, sectors or interests 
are to be chosen, and how the differences in power among stake-
holder groups influence their roles in the evaluation. These ques-
tions highlight the dilemma facing the evaluator when he/she tries 
to strengthen powerless stakeholders. One could also ask about 
the value position that motivates such a decision, and about the 
influence such an “empower-the-powerless” standpoint is likely to 
have on confidence in the evaluation among other more traditional, 
empowered groups (Karlsson 1996, 2001).

Finally, the third position, that evaluation and politics are insepara-
ble in all ways, has some limitations and raises some questions, 
as is the case with the other two positions. The ethical and moral 
standpoint that demands a better world, a more equal society and a 
fight against any discrimination leaves no private zone where less-
than-enthusiastic support for these ideas can be hidden. Here, the 
evaluator cannot, so to say, hide behind a professional role if one 
chooses not to take a stand on these issues. One could ask if this 
broad and expanded role for evaluation makes the evaluator more 
of an intellectual discussant on general political, ethical and moral 
issues and less of a professional narrowly examining a program in 
accordance with more specific goals and chosen criteria. Are eval-
uators trained and skilled to play such a broad, prominent role in 
societal discussions, and, even if they are, can they reasonably and 
responsibly fulfill such a broad role? In this more prominent role, 
what assurances are there that the reasons for the evaluator’s value 
stance are transparent? How can we know, for example, the extent 
to which an evaluator’s views are motivated by his/her general per-
sonal values rather than by specific factors related to the evalua-
tion? Also, are there safeguards in place that will allow the evaluator 
to share his/her viewpoints without silencing the views of others 
who could participate, including those who are often voiceless in 
the political process? Rather than being the spokesperson for oth-
ers’ views, maybe the evaluator should work to let them speak for 
themselves. 
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An interpretation of evaluation from this broad moral perspective 
could be that all who work with people in different situations, espe-
cially when one has power over others’ live, health, education, or 
security, have the responsibility to reflect actively and systematically 
about one’s own behavior and to be self critical. Here, we can talk 
about an “evaluator role” that is integrated in every responsible pro-
fession, including physicians, teachers, social workers, lawyers and 
others. This view raises the question of whether there is space for a 
profession that exclusively deals with evaluation, not as an alterna-
tive but as a complement to all other professionals and to their own 
evaluations and critical reflections on what they are doing. 

Implications

What we can learn from our review of the relationship between eval-
uation and politics is how the relationship between the two is much 
more complex and difficult to grasp that thought in earlier decades 
(the 70s, 80s and 90s). Today, we must take a more nuanced view 
of the evaluator, not simply considering him or her to be a neutral, 
independent, objective methodologist who presents facts. This 
older, traditional image can be contrasted with an image from the 
other extreme that places evaluators (and evaluations) in a political 
powder keg where various interests and values meet and clash. The 
better image is probably one in the middle of this spectrum: a pro-
fessional, skilled, well-trained evaluator working in a context with 
explicit or implicit political, cultural and personal implications, all of 
which can potentially exert some influence in the decisions about 
evaluation questions, methods and results. It is clear that, for bet-
ter or worse, evaluation and politics are partners. The decisions an 
evaluator makes are affected not only by issues of science but also 
by politics and ethics. 

What can evaluators do to maximize the benefits of the link between 
evaluation and politics and minimize its risks? One piece of advice is 
for the evaluator to watch for the diverse supports and unexpected 
opportunities that exist in a large, complex context. Another sug-
gestion is that the evaluator be clear about the special skills and 
perspectives or ‘value added’ that he or she brings to the situation, 
in relation to the other participants. These are the anchors around 
which the evaluator should build. Another suggestion is to have a 
supportive base in the evaluation profession, an evaluation network 
or some other professional group. This provides another type of 
anchor and perspective, when pressures build that the evaluator is 
not fully in control of. 
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Although these suggestions mostly focus on the individual evaluator, 
we also think that there is a need to scrutinize more critically what 
purpose evaluations can serve. In the wake of increasing uncertainty 
about how public enterprises can be steered, controlled and devel-
oped through democratic decisions, expectations increase about 
evaluations’ ability to solve these steering problems. This has led to 
evaluation enterprises being viewed as a self-evident requirement 
at all levels of society. Management and personnel are expected to 
spend more time finding out about how their efforts are perceived 
by users and other people who are affected. As a consequence of 
these increased evaluation efforts, there has been an expansion 
of administrative systems to handle the information that comes 
in, which in turn requires more resources. We would argue for an 
alternative to this expansion of evaluation into a large bureaucratic 
system, in favor of a shift toward more reflective, critical-focused 
evaluation as part of every practitioner’s work toward a democratic, 
humanistic ideal that gives marginalized groups a voice. 
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MONITORING AND EVALUATION, AND 
THE KNOWLEDGE FUNCTION1

by David Parker, Deputy Director,  
UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre 

Summary

This paper attempts to situate monitoring and evaluation in the 
wider context of knowledge management, as an element of organi-
zational learning and performance strengthening. It focuses on 
the case of UNICEF, within the UN system, which may be seen as 
representative of that of many other agencies working in the field 
of human and social development. It begins with a brief overview 
of the knowledge function, and examines the experience of moni-
toring and evaluation, pointing to strengths as well as gaps in the 
context of UNICEF. 2 An example is then presented of a monitoring 
system linked to research and policy development in the region of 
Central and Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independ-
ent States. In closing, several suggestions are made for the future.

1	 The general presentation in this paper rests largely on a variety of unpublished, 
internal documents which in turn synthesise and apply a wider formal literature on 
monitoring and evaluation and on knowledge systems. A number of these other 
works are referenced in other papers in this collection, to which the reader is 
referred. The principles presented here and their particular application to UNICEF 
have emerged through a series of internal discussions, with key contributions by 
L.N. Balaji, Sam Bickel, Howard Dale, Richard Morgan, Ross Smith and Ian Thorpe, 
and by Susan Bissell and Marta Santos Pais of the Innocenti Research Centre (IRC). 
Eva Jespersen and IRC colleagues kindly provided inputs to the discussion of the 
MONEE Project, including comments on a draft version of that section. All errors 
and omissions remain those of the author. The views expressed in this paper do not 
necessarily reflect the perspectives or opinions of UNICEF.

2	 Fuller treatments of the field of monitoring and evaluation are found in a wide formal 
literature as well as organization-specific documentation, including that referenced 
in other articles in this collection. See, for example, the UNICEF Monitoring and 
Evaluation Handbook, “Making a Difference?”, and the UNICEF Evaluation Strategy, 
addressing both monitoring and evaluation. A key development  has been the 
evaluation standards, promoted internationally by professional organizations as well 
as by agencies including UNICEF; see, for example, Russon, C. and Russon, G., 
eds., (2005).
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Introduction

Monitoring and evaluation have long played a dual role in organi-
zational systems, contributing critically both to knowledge genera-
tion and learning, and as tools of performance management and the 
promotion of accountability. Within UNICEF, a review of the evalu-
ation function since the organization’s inception, carried out over 
two decades ago, noted that “… Monitoring and evaluation in the 
history of UNICEF have been applied to a broad array of purposes 
with different emphases at different times, different methods and 
varying auspices...” 

These purposes were noted as including:

•	 Monitoring programme inputs

•	 Evaluating programme outputs

•	 Monitoring fiscal management

•	 Monitoring programme management

•	 Helping to strengthen national capacity for data collection, 
monitoring and evaluation

•	 Undertaking data collection and statistical analysis

•	 Monitoring progress in relation to global themes.3

This same combination of aims, actions and responsibilities has 
generally been observed since that time in the definition and organi-
zation of monitoring and evaluation function, at headquarters and 
in the field. At the global level responsibilities for monitoring and 
evaluation tends to be located in several different offices, including 
a dedicated office for evaluation, addressing in different respects 
the data management, learning and performance assessment func-
tions. In the field it is more customary for monitoring and evaluation 
to be situated within a single office, often linked to the planning 
role. This diversity in organizational positioning creates particular 
challenges to define appropriate technical standards, communica-
tion channels and working methods to contribute most effectively 
to the organizational knowledge function.

Achieving an optimum balance between these roles represents an 
ongoing challenge. In particular, given the critical importance of 
the performance-oriented function of monitoring and evaluation, 

3	 Stein, H.D., (1986), A Chronicle of Evaluation a UNICEF, 1948-1984. 
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this dimension is often well-resourced and strategically positioned 
within organizations. At the same time, the knowledge-related 
value-added of monitoring and evaluation is often not fully incorpo-
rated into knowledge systems, limiting the benefit that an organi-
zation takes from the knowledge that is generated through these 
means.

The knowledge function4

The overall aims of a knowledge system for children include:

•	 Generating and refining knowledge for the improvement of 
children’s lives;

•	 Contributing to improved policies and practices in favour of 
children at the local, regional and national levels;

•	 Improving the authority and evidence base to advocate for change 
and leverage resources for children;

•	 Learning from experience for more effective programmes;

•	 Stimulating networking and dialogue among academics and 
experts, decision makers and practitioners working on children’s 
issues, at the international as well as national levels.

The knowledge function is thus concerned with the acquisition, 
organization, production, communication and use of knowledge 
within organizations and beyond their boundaries. Within this, 
knowledge management refers to the management activities sup-
porting all of these steps, which seek to enhance the organization, 
integration, sharing and delivery of knowledge.5

4	 The discussion in this section is drawn in large measure from the literature reviews 
and syntheses of reflections contained in the following unpublished UNICEF papers: 
Smith, R., (2006), Improving Knowledge Management in UNICEF – a concept note ; 
UNICEF, (2006), Towards an organizational strategy for knowledge acquisition 
and organizational learning: Annotated outline, and M. Santos Pais, (2007), Global 
knowledge leadership for children, Innocenti Research Centre.

5	 Smith,R., (2006), Improving Knowledge Management in UNICEF – a concept note.
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The cyclical nature of the knowledge function is depicted in the fol-
lowing diagram:6

The Knowledge Function

Application and 
use of knowledge Strategic planning and 

knowledge frameworks

Reports and other 
knowledge products Knowledge organization 

and storage

Information/knowledge 
acquisition

Knowledge communication 
and exchange

Briefly to review this framework, a first requirement is for strate-
gic knowledge planning to identify knowledge gaps and emerg-
ing issues, to prioritize areas in which knowledge is required to be 
generated or obtained, and to establish frameworks for organizing 
the knowledge. This step is usually based on reviews of existing 
knowledge and past experience, alongside a scanning of the envi-
ronment (over both the short and the long terms), in order to deter-
mine priorities. Estimated costs of filling knowledge gaps must 
also be taken into account. Most development organizations have 
means for review and planning of monitoring and evaluation activi-
ties, because of the resource implications and the long lead times 
that are needed. Ideally such plans for monitoring and evaluation 
form part of an overall knowledge assessment, integrating monitor-
ing and evaluation inputs with those from research, policy analysis 
and other knowledge domains. 

6	 Adapted from Santos Pais, M., (2007), Global knowledge leadership for children., 
Innocenti Research Centre.
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Some current priorities in the knowledge agenda for children, to 
which monitoring and evaluation both contribute, include:

•	 Understanding the child’s environment and factors within it 
affecting child outcomes;

•	 Assessing the impacts of policies on children;

•	 Capturing the perspectives of children themselves;

•	 Understanding factors promoting or constraining social and 
behavioural change;

•	 Measuring the impacts of technological innovations and 
programmatic strategies.

In implementing strategic knowledge plans the principal require-
ment is for a systematic means of knowledge acquisition, draw-
ing from existing sources as well as generating new knowledge. 
monitoring and evaluation typically plays a major role in acquisition 
in both these respects, gathering information from a potentially 
wide range of statistical sources in the area of monitoring, as well 
as creating new knowledge through surveys, analysis, reviews and 
field-based evaluations. In the area of monitoring, organizations 
must typically be of a critical mass to serve as reliable and credible 
generators of new knowledge, including for the availability (staff or 
outsourced) of the requisite survey resources and statistical capac-
ity. A large share of monitoring and evaluation activities are carried 
out in partnership with academic and policy institutions.

The organization and storage of information is a crucial man-
agement step, to make knowledge accessible for sharing and for 
analysis. Information, particularly quantitative information, collected 
through monitoring systems and evaluation exercises is frequently 
organized within databases and document management systems, 
for internal use as well as, increasingly, external access. It is some-
what less frequent for data and evaluation findings, especially of a 
qualitative type, to be integrated within knowledge bases and linked 
with information from other sources.

The generation of knowledge products or outputs takes place 
in differing ways, but normally involves the production of different 
types of reports, most of which, in development organizations, rely 
on monitoring and evaluation data to a large degree. Such products 
include situation assessments; periodic performance reports; publi-
cations of good practices and lessons learned; and, various reports 
and working papers. Here as well, a challenge exists to integrate 
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reports on evaluations with information from other sources. Quality 
assurance mechanisms (such as consultation and advisory group 
processes, peer review of studies and use of external publication 
channels), are essential for validation and to maintain credibility. 

The communication and exchange of knowledge forms a core 
knowledge function. It is often taken for granted, but there is now 
increasing attention in many organizations to the importance of a 
pro-active knowledge communication strategy, and communication 
plans for different types of knowledge products, involving print as 
well as electronic media. Audience-specific strategies are frequently 
needed, particularly to ensure the desired dissemination of monitor-
ing and evaluation-based knowledge to audiences outside the moni-
toring and evaluation community. The networks of academic, pol-
icy and implementing institutions involved in acquiring knowledge 
become critical to the process of communicating knowledge.

Finally, specific effort is needed to promoting the application and 
use of knowledge by different audiences. Building on the proc-
esses of packaging and communication in the preceding phases, 
information from monitoring systems often serves crucial refer-
ence, academic and management support functions. Knowledge 
from evaluations often needs to be specifically tailored for opera-
tional use, e.g., in relation to programme development, scaling up 
of pilot activities, and adaptation of programme models. Knowledge 
from both of these sources is widely used in policy advocacy, to 
argue for improved strategies, laws and resourcing. In all cases, 
such knowledge has a further use for capacity building, internally 
and with partners. 

Assessment of the experience of dissemination and use of knowl-
edge forms a key input to the adjustment of strategies as the cycle is 
repeated. A minimal approach to feedback is a review of referencing 
or citations of reports and articles in the academic and policy areas 
and in the media. More in-depth, focused studies may also be carried 
out on the actual utilization of knowledge and its impacts in program-
ming and policy development. Monitoring and evaluation functions 
may be the subject of specific reviews within organizations.

The MONEE Project: a case study

A monitoring initiative oriented to research and the wider knowl-
edge function is the regional “MONEE” Project - Monitoring Public 
Policies and Social Conditions in the Central and Eastern Europe and 
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the Commonwealth of Independent States (CEE/CIS). It was begun 
in 1992 as a means to monitor the human impact of the political, 
economic and social transition that has occurred following the fall 
of the Soviet Union, and the political and economic changes intro-
duced in countries throughout the region. The project is managed 
by the UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, working in cooperation 
with the UNICEF Regional Office for the CEE/CIS. It includes a net-
work of designated focal points from the national statistical offices 
(NSOs), in the region (some 29 as of 2007), that contribute data 
and material for the Centre’s research and for the public-access 
TransMONEE database.7

The aim of the project has been to track and analyze the situation of 
children and families, across the region as a whole and for individual 
countries and sub-regions.

Work to develop the project commenced shortly after the transi-
tion began with the break-up of the Soviet Union, and as a result 
it has been able to generate a consistent, longitudinal base of data 
that has supported a varied programme of research and analysis. 
UNICEF country offices have been active partners in the process, 
contributing perspective, expertise and updated information. The 
core data collected through the project has been from administra-
tive sources, organized by the NSOs. This has had the strengths 
of comprehensiveness in relation to the generally wide coverage 
of administrative services; professional commitment on the part of 
the participating statistical offices; regular updating; and, broadly 
consistent definitions and methods applied across the region. 
Limitations are also those pertaining to administrative data more 
widely: restricted coverage of some topics and population groups; 
challenges to validate information against population-based survey 
information; biases introduced by definitions and methodologies; 
and, reliance in reporting on national structures which have them-
selves undergone significant changes during the period. 

7	 The history and experience of the MONEE Project are documented in a number of 
sources, most comprehensively in Fajth, G., (2000), Regional Monitoring of Child and 
Family Well-Being: UNICEF’s MONEE Project in CEE and the CIS in a Comparative 
Perspective, Innocenti Working Paper No. 72, UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, 
Florence. See also background documentation provided in the 2006 Social Monitor. 
Regularly updated information is available in the relevant section of the IRC website, 
www.unicef-irc.org/research. A review of the experience of the project is currently 
under preparation (Marnie, Sheila, ed., forthcoming 2008), Fifteen Years of the 
MONEE Project (working title), UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, Florence.
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A range of products have been generated by the project since its 
inception, including:

•	 Eight Regional Monitoring Reports produced between 1993 and 
2001, each addressing a specific theme.

•	 Innocenti Social Monitors produced in 2002, 2003, 2004 and 2006, 
succeeding the previous series. The two most recent editions 
have examined the theme of child poverty, complementing other 
analysis of this issue carried out by UNICEF and other agencies.8

•	 In-depth studies on specific topics, for example, on children with 
disabilities in 2005.9

•	 “Country Analytical Reports” produced by the national statistical 
offices on particular themes each year (e.g., children with 
disabilities in 2002, supporting the special report on this topic).

•	 Innocenti Working Papers and other background documents 
supporting the major publications above.

•	 Books and publications in professional journals.

•	 The annually updated TransMONEE regional database, for which 
the major components have been made publicly available via CD-
ROM and the IRC website.

•	 Examination of selected issues in a series of “features” from the 
database, separately published in cooperation with the UNICEF 
Regional Office for CEE/CIS.10

The TransMONEE database incorporates a wide range of variables 
which are directly or indirectly relevant to children, on an annual 
basis from 1989 to the most recent year. It was designed originally 
around an analytical framework to assess the impacts of socio-eco-
nomic change; over time it has been expanded to capture a wider 
range of data specific to children. There are currently over 800 
distinct lines of data, organized within eight major categories: (a) 
demographics; (b) health; (c) education; (d) labour market; (e) social 
security (retirement; disability, survivorship and occupational injury); 
(f) family support and child protection; (g) income distribution; and 
(h) macroeconomics. These data are linked with, and supplemented 

8	 UNICEF, (2006), Understanding child poverty in South-Eastern Europe and the CIS., 
Innocenti Social Monitor 2006. UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, Florence.

9	 UNICEF, (2005), Children and Disability in Transition., UNICEF Innocenti Research 
Centre, Florence.

10	 UNICEF, (2006), TransMONEE 2005. Innocenti Research Centre, Florence. A 2006/7 
edition is forthcoming.
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in analyses by, information from other sources including surveys and 
the databases of other agencies such as the World Bank.

The database is designed to collect data at the national level. Sub-
national data were also collected for the Social Monitor 2006. 
Advances have been made in the content of the database over the 
years, often linked to the production of Country Analytical Reports. 
A major recent initiative, for example, has been to expand the scope 
of the database in the area of social protection.

The network responsible for the TransMONEE database and the 
research conducted under the MONEE project includes country 
statistical experts, national and international policy and academics, 
UNICEF staff at the country, regional and headquarters level, and, 
indirectly, staff of other international agencies. The core dynamic is 
the interaction and capacity building which brings together social 
sector statisticians from different countries in the region, in dialogue 
with the database manager located at UNICEF Innocenti Research 
Centre (IRC). The dialogue addresses the availability, definitions 
and consistency of the data provided, and supports the production 
of country reports. The presence of a dedicated database man-
ager, drawn from the network, allows the project to release public 
access data generally within a year of receiving them. Regular use 
of the data for research purposes at IRC, and the close interaction 
between researchers and the database manager, further contrib-
utes to the quality of the data. Researchers can detect inconsisten-
cies, examine differences vis a vis information from other datasets, 
identify areas where new data can be sought and support use of 
the data by academic researchers. This process in turn supports 
updating of the database template. 

The MONEE project has thus been able to develop a strong assem-
bly of data and evidence-based analysis extending over a number 
of years. On balance, it has been considered successful and influ-
ential, highlighting the progress as well as the risks to children and 
families experienced in the CEE/CIS region, over a period of gener-
ally strong economic performance, political development and inte-
gration into the global economy and society. In this respect it has 
Results have included:11 

•	 Contributions to policy discussions on core issues of child poverty 
and child well-being in the region, keeping children visible in 
policy debates.

11	 These outputs and impacts are examined in detail in Marnie, S., ed., (forthcoming 
2008), Fifteen Years of the MONEE Project, UNICEF IRC, Florence.
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•	 Provision of new information on issues affecting children which 
were often, at the time of publication, under-researched and 
increasing in significance such as HIV/AIDS, migration, and inter-
country adoption.

•	 Inputs to analysis of the situation of children at country and 
regional level, including through public use of the database.

•	 Contributions to regional policy reviews and events such as the 
biennial series of Europe-wide conferences as follow-up to the 
UN Special Session on Children, which have been held in Berlin, 
Sarajevo and Palencia, Spain, respectively.

•	 Inputs to methodological development, for example in the case 
of differences observed between official statistics and survey 
estimates of infant mortality.

•	 Inputs to UNICEF programming in the region. This use however, 
has been limited by the regional as opposed to country focus of 
the MONEE project, and the length of the time frame required 
for research.

•	 Outside UNICEF, data and products of the project have been 
used in reviews, studies and sector reports of the World Bank 
and other agencies; by academics; and by countries themselves 
for strengthening their own statistical systems. 

Through its support of analysis and, of national statistical offices, the 
MONEE project has played a role in the growth of resources and tech-
nical capacity devoted to social development and children’s issues in 
the region, in countries themselves and on the part of UNICEF and 
other cooperating organizations. The Innocenti Social Monitors, for 
example, may be seen as having contributed, within the region, to 
the attention being given to the issue of children living in poverty, 
including to a policy emphasis on this issue through the UNICEF 
regional office. The 2004 report addressed “Economic growth and 
child poverty”, while the theme of the 2006 report was “Understand-
ing child poverty in South-Eastern Europe and the CIS”. Within the 
region UNICEF is now undertaking a series of more in-depth coun-
try-level studies on child poverty and measures to address it. 

A related initiative in recent years concerns the integration and 
streamlining of the TransMONEE database with other data frame-
works. As described above, the database was developed as a 
means to monitor the situation of children using information from 
national administrative statistics. As additional information became 
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available from surveys and a variety of other sources, involving a 
range of different partners, the challenge emerged of bringing 
these data together and reconciling information on common topics. 
A major step in this regard has been to bring the TransMONEE data-
base into the regional DevInfo framework, as implemented by the 
UNICEF Regional Office for CEE/CIS. This is discussed in other arti-
cles in this collection. This effort has had further benefits, for exam-
ple, of enabling the TransMONEE data to be linked more clearly to 
the Millennium Development Goals (see www.regionalmdg.org), 
and facilitating the inclusion of sub-national data. 

With regard to the elements of the knowledge function identified 
above, the MONEE Project may be seen to reflect the following 
major strengths and limitations:

1.	 Strategic significance has been maintained through regular 
consultation and planning with key stakeholders at the national 
and international levels, within and outside UNICEF.

2.	 The project has developed an effective means for the acquisition 
of particular types of information, namely annual, national-level 
data collected through national statistical offices over the past 15 
years. Information has been collected from additional sources to 
supplement the core database, in the context of specific research 
needs.

3.	 The organization and storage of information was, for much of its 
life, carried out through means specific to the project, particularly 
through the publicly available TransMONEE database. More 
recently the use of additional storage mechanisms, such as 
DevInfo, has proved useful for even wider access (see www.
moneeinfo.org).

4.	 The project has generated several different series of products of 
high quality. Reports are tailored to different audiences including 
policymakers, academics, development organizations and the 
media.

5.	 There has been a continuous focus on the communication 
and exchange of knowledge through the project, with national 
correspondents, within UNICEF and externally.

6.	 Evidence suggests that there has been good use of project 
findings at the international level, and to some extent the national 
level, in the policy arena as well as academically.
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Some key factors in this positive experience include:

•	 Continuity in the monitoring framework utilized, the analytical 
processes and in the network of correspondents;

•	 Flexibility in adapting to changing conditions within the region 
and to shifting policy priorities in relation to children;

•	 Technical credibility maintained through quality assurance of 
data, peer review of reports and formal publication processes;

•	 Focus has been maintained on capacity building for monitoring and 
analysis within the region as well as on knowledge generation;

•	 In view of the limited financial resources available, the project 
has moved forward on the basis of partnerships, internally 
within UNICEF and with national statistical offices and other 
organizations.

Linking knowledge and action 

Ensuring that knowledge required is available, and that it is then 
applied to solving problems, has become an increasing focus of 
many organizations working in the development field. In the health 
sector, for example, both ‘supply’ and ‘demand’ factors may be 
seen to influence this dynamic. Recent growth in political mobiliza-
tion and funding, including from philanthropic sources, coupled with 
technical developments in such areas as vaccines and laboratory 
testing, have substantially increased the potential stock of knowl-
edge applicable to health services in the developing world. Such 
knowledge may derive from a range of sources including basic 
laboratory research, population surveys and monitoring, interven-
tion field trials and programme evaluations. This supply-side growth 
has been accompanied by increased demands for knowledge: by 
national partners, as well as funders and implementing agencies. 
Organizations in a position to promote and broker knowledge in 
these different dimensions are substantially increasing their sup-
port for systems to generate, strategically present and, disseminate 
knowledge as a core component of their development activities.12

12	 See, for example, UNICEF, (2006), Medium Term Strategic Plan, 2006-2009, 
and case studies such as Kerkhoff L. van., and Szlezak, N., (2006), Linking local 
knowledge with global action: Examining the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis 
and Malaria through a knowledge system lens, and Weber, J., (2004), An Evaluation 
of USAID’s Evaluation Function, unpublished report, Bureau for Program and Policy 
Coordination. Prominent among many web-based resources disseminating reports of 
monitoring and evaluation work within overall knowledge systems for development 
work are the Development Gateway portal (www.developmentgateway.org) and 
the ID21 service (www.id21.org).
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In this context, several directions may be identified for enhanc-
ing the usefulness of knowledge from monitoring and evaluation 
sources within organizational knowledge systems:13 

1. Adopting procedures for critical review and quality assess-
ment so that users of monitoring and evaluation knowledge can 
readily determine:

•	 relevance of information to different issue areas;

•	 soundness of the underlying programme or experience from 
which information is derived;

•	 validity or applicability of lessons or conclusions drawn;

•	 accessibility of the underlying data and reference materials.

2. Increased use of pilot approaches to raise validity and credibil-
ity of knowledge generated through monitoring and evaluation. Pilot 
projects, intended to test the effectiveness and efficiency of a pro-
posed intervention strategy or programme model, typically involve 
a higher than usual standard of monitoring and evaluation includ-
ing baseline measurement, periodic assessments, use of control 
or comparison groups, and structured variations in the intervention 
model. The potential yield is considerably richer and more reliable 
knowledge than from regular development projects. Intervention 
models must of course be realistically designed, and adaptable to 
different settings. An important recent example has been the pilot-
ing of interventions for Accelerated Child Survival and Development 
(ACSD), focusing on West Africa.

3. Strengthened platforms for the organization, presentation and 
communication of knowledge including from monitoring and eval-
uation sources. Electronic media in particular offer opportunities, 
which are by no means fully exploited, for organizing information 
into relevant categories, and packaging and communicating it for 
different types of audiences. Information in the monitoring and 
evaluation area is increasingly well catalogued and made available 
to wider audiences. However, opportunities remain to integrate this 
knowledge, particularly that of a qualitative nature, with informa-
tion from other sources and to promote meta-analysis of datasets 
and evaluation findings. New formats for sharing and learning from 

13	 Further discussion of these issues is found in the sources cited in note 4 above; 
see in particular UNICEF, (2006), Towards an organizational strategy for knowledge 
acquisition and organizational learning: Annotated outline.
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knowledge continue to be developed and refined, calling for invest-
ment in their testing and use.14

4. Finally, in the context of increased volume of development knowl-
edge and expanded channels for its communication, knowledge 
impact evaluation is needed in order to better understand the 
effectiveness of the diffusion of knowledge, and of its use within 
and outside organizations.

Recognizing the critical roles played by monitoring and evaluation, 
these and related initiatives will contribute to a fuller realization of 
their strategic potential within organizational knowledge systems 
for the benefit of human development. 
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HELPING COUNTRIES BUILD 
GOVERNMENT monitoring and 
evaluation SYSTEMS: WORLD BANK 
CONTRIBUTION TO EVIDENCE-BASED 
POLICY MAKING

by Keith Mackay1, Coordinator, Evaluation Capacity Development,  
Independent Evaluation Group, World Bank

More and more governments are working to improve their perform-
ance by creating monitoring and evaluation systems to measure, and 
to help them understand, their performance. These efforts rest on 
the simple proposition that it is better to have more information than 
less, in order to support and help guide policy making and manage-
ment, and to underpin accountability relationships. Thus monitoring 
and evaluation information can improve the quality of government 
decisions and the effectiveness of government. A stronger version 
of this proposition is that monitoring and evaluation is necessary to 
achieve evidence-based policy making, evidence-based manage-
ment, and evidence-based accountability (Mackay, 2007).

Policy making, especially budget decision making and national plan-
ning, focus on government priorities among competing demands 
from citizens and groups in society. Monitoring and evaluation infor-
mation can support government’s deliberations by providing evi-
dence about the most cost-effective types of government activity, 
such as different types of employment programmes, health inter-
ventions, or conditional cash transfer payments.

Monitoring and evaluation also helps government ministries and 
agencies manage activities at the sector, programme, and project 
levels. This includes government service delivery and the manage-
ment of staff. Monitoring and evaluation identifies the most effi-
cient use of available resources. It can, for example, be used to 
identify implementation difficulties. Performance indicators can 
be used to make cost and performance comparisons (perform-
ance benchmarking) among different administrative units, regions, 
and districts. Comparisons can also be made over time which help 
identify good, bad, and promising practices, and this can prompt a 

1	 The helpful comments of Marco Segone on an earlier draft are gratefully 
acknowledged.
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search for the reasons for this performance. Evaluations or reviews 
are used to identify these reasons. This is the learning function of 
monitoring and evaluation.

Finally, monitoring and evaluation enhances transparency and sup-
ports accountability relationships by revealing the extent to which 
government has attained its desired objectives. Monitoring and 
evaluation provides the essential evidence necessary to underpin 
strong accountability relationships, such as the accountability of 
government to the Parliament or Congress, to civil society, and to 
donors. Monitoring and evaluation also supports the accountability 
relationships within government, such as between sector ministries 
and central ministries, among agencies and sector ministries, and 
between ministers, managers, and staff.

The context

There are many reasons for the increasing efforts of governments 
to strengthen or create monitoring and evaluation systems, includ-
ing: 

•	 Fiscal pressures; 

•	 Ever-rising expectations from ordinary citizens that governments 
should provide more services and at a higher quality; 

•	 Accountability pressures from citizens and parliaments 
that governments should publicly report and explain their 
performance; 

•	 The demonstration effect of developed countries: members of 
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development: 
which already place considerable emphasis on monitoring and 
evaluation and monitoring and evaluation systems; 

•	 The encouragement of donors to place higher emphasis on 
measuring and managing for results: the results agenda ;2 and

•	 Pressures on donors to demonstrate the results of their own 
large volumes of aid spending. 

2	 http://www.mfdr.org/
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World Bank support for Poverty  
Reduction Strategies

The World Bank and other donors are now devoting considerable 
efforts to help countries measure their performance. This support is 
focused on poorer countries, in particular, those preparing poverty-
reduction strategies as part of debt-relief initiatives. These countries 
are working to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
and other policy objectives. The policy making dimension of these 
strategies places a premium on being able to measure the extent 
of country success in poverty-reduction efforts. This in turn usually 
entails a focus on performance indicators which measure progress 
vis-à-vis the MDGs and other development priorities (Independent 
Evaluation Group, 2002). 

Donor support often focuses on the capacities of national statistical 
offices and their statistical systems. In practice this has included 
assistance such as conducting population censuses and household 
surveys. Most of these poor countries in Africa and other regions 
have however, found it rather difficult to strengthen their monitoring 
systems, both in terms of data production and especially in terms of 
data utilization (World Bank and International Monetary Fund, 2004; 
Bedi and others, 2006).

Poverty reduction strategies usually focus on the amount of budget 
and donor resources spent on national development priorities and 
country progress against the MDGs. These two issues are certainly 
important, but what is absent from this focus is what Booth and 
Lucas (2001a, 2001b) have termed the “missing middle”: perform-
ance indicators on the intervening steps in the results chain, involv-
ing government activities, outputs and services provided and their 
outcomes; and in-depth evaluative evidence linking government 
actions to actual results on the ground. 

This missing middle relates to the government’s own performance 
in terms of the results of government spending. That is, the outputs, 
outcomes and impacts of the government itself. MDGs provide a 
bottom-line measure of country performance but do not reveal the 
contributions of the government compared with donors, the private 
sector and civil society groups such as NGOs. Due to lack of funds, 
skills and demand, poorer countries tend to rely on donors to con-
duct evaluations and reviews. 

The move towards greater use of programmatic donor lending 
to governments offers one way to facilitate joint monitoring and 
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evaluation work by governments and donors. It reduces the scope 
of project-specific monitoring and evaluation and thus the scope 
for fragmented donor monitoring and evaluation. In Uganda, for 
example, the World Bank and other donors provide programmatic 
budget support to the government (Hauge, 2003). Such support 
is becoming increasingly common in African and other debt-relief 
countries. This type of lending requires a focus on “big picture” 
results or outcomes of development assistance. It also requires a 
greater reliance on country systems for national statistics and for 
monitoring and evaluation of government programmes. 

World Bank support for government  
monitoring and evaluation systems

Major donors such as the World Bank have a substantial tool-kit of 
assistance to help countries in their efforts to create or strengthen 
their government monitoring and evaluation systems. This includes 
loans; grants; technical assistance including training; resource 
materials on good practice; and, support for communities of prac-
tice concerned with monitoring and evaluation and results. 

In the Latin American region alone, the World Bank is currently 
working with over 12 governments to help them strengthen their 
monitoring and evaluation systems. This region appears to be at the 
forefront within the developing world. A particular reason for this 
appears to be the leading example of advanced countries such as 
Chile, Colombia and Mexico, which already possess strong national 
or sectoral monitoring and evaluation systems (May and others, 
2006). Even these leading countries are making efforts to further 
strengthen their systems, both on the technical side, in terms of 
the quality of performance information and of evaluations, and in 
particular, on the demand side in terms of achieving more intensive 
utilization of the monitoring and evaluation information produced by 
their systems. 

World Bank support includes loans to strengthen a government’s 
public sector management or to strengthen the work of sector min-
istries. Some of these are designed to build a whole-of-government 
monitoring and evaluation system, focusing on performance indica-
tors, rapid evaluations and impact evaluations. Some have a some-
what narrower, sectoral focus. Many also support the conduct of 
rigorous impact evaluations as one component of sectoral activi-
ties, particularly in the health, education and social security sectors. 
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A separate type of Bank loan also supports the strengthening of 
national statistical systems. 

The World Bank has funded a small number of grants for govern-
ments working to strengthen their monitoring and evaluation sys-
tems. Demand for these grants is high, and competition for them is 
keen. The amount of these grants varies, but is often in the range 
of $0.3m to $0.5m. They fund activities such as diagnoses of a 
country’s existing monitoring and evaluation systems, provision of 
monitoring and evaluation training and seminars to raise aware-
ness among senior officials and, sometimes, the conduct of indi-
vidual evaluations. Some grants fund statistical capacity-building 
initiatives. A diverse range of countries have benefited from these 
grants in recent years, such as Brazil, China, Guatemala, Mexico, 
the Philippines, Uganda and a number of other African countries. In 
Eastern Europe and Central Asia the countries which have received 
these grants include Georgia, Kyrgyz Republic, Poland, Turkey and 
Uzbekistan. 

Monitoring and evaluation training is also provided by the World 
Bank. This training includes one-week introductory courses in moni-
toring and evaluation, and advanced workshops in impact evalua-
tion offered by the World Bank Institute. The Bank’s Independent 
Evaluation Group also offers its highly-successful 4-week residen-
tial course, the International Programme for Development Evalu-
ation Training (IPDET) each summer,3 as well as week-long intro-
ductory courses in monitoring and evaluation.4 The summer course 
has had 1,300 participants since it was first offered in 2001, and 
IPDET alumni are members of a community of practice which stays 
in touch via an email list-serve. 

The World Bank has published a wide range of material on how 
to build government monitoring and evaluation systems, including 
country case studies and diagnoses; conference proceedings on 
this topic; examples of influential evaluations; handbooks on eval-
uation and performance indicators; and, other guidance material 
(many of these are listed by Mackay, 2007). 

One final area of Bank support is in the growing number of 
communities of practice. The Bank, and especially the Independent 
Evaluation Group, has provided financial and other support to 
a global evaluation association (the International Development 

3	 http://www.ipdet.org/

4	 http://www.ipdet.org/
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Evaluation Association, IDEAS), regional evaluation associations 
such as the African Evaluation Association (AfrEA) and the Latin 
America and Caribbean network (ReLAC), and to national evaluation 
associations in Kenya and Uganda, among others. World Bank 
support has been provided jointly with donors such as UNICEF; 
the African Development Bank; the Development Bank of Southern 
Africa; and, with bilateral donors such as the Netherlands, Norway 
and the United Kingdom. In partnership with the Inter-American 
Development Bank, the World Bank has supported the creation 
of a community of practice among senior officials and evaluation 
offices in Latin America. Annual conferences are being held for this 
community (see May and others, 2006). 

Collaborative work with other donors

Of course, the World Bank works closely with other development 
partners, as exemplified by the Managing for Results initiative. 
The 2002 Monterrey conference was a major milestone. Here, the 
international community agreed that it was important to provide 
more funding for development, but that more money alone was not 
enough. Donors and partner countries wanted to be sure that aid is 
being used effectively; they also wanted to be able to demonstrate 
the results of that aid. This has led to three subsequent international 
roundtables: in Marrakech (2004); Paris (2005); and, Hanoi (2007), 
on managing for development results. It has also led to explicit 
commitments to support country efforts in this area. These com-
mitments center around specific actions to increase country own-
ership, harmonization, alignment, managing for results, and mutual 
accountability for the use of aid.5 This work has also led to the prep-
aration of a large volume of resource material in this area, encap-
sulated in the Sourcebook on Emerging Good Practice in Managing 
for Development Results.6 This sourcebook provides a number of 
country case studies of government monitoring and evaluation sys-
tems (at the national, sector, programme and project levels), and of 
monitoring and evaluation in civil society and the private sector. 

World Bank lessons from experience

Many lessons can be drawn from the Bank’s efforts to help gov-
ernments build monitoring and evaluation systems to support bet-

5	 See http://www.aidharmonization.org/ 

6	 http://www.mfdr.org/Sourcebook/2-2ndEdition.html 
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ter government (see Mackay, 2007 for a much fuller discussion of 
these issues). The foremost lesson is that substantive demand 
from the government is a prerequisite to successful institu-
tionalization. That is, an monitoring and evaluation system must 
produce monitoring information and evaluation findings which are 
judged valuable by key stakeholders, that are used to improve gov-
ernment performance, and that respond to a sufficient demand for 
the monitoring and evaluation function to ensure its funding and its 
sustainability for the foreseeable future. For many countries, the 
reality is an absence of real demand for monitoring and evaluation 
information, and this can seem to be an insuperable barrier. How-
ever, this is not the case. There are steps that can be taken to raise 
awareness about the potential benefits to be derived from moni-
toring and evaluation, and thus to strengthen demand. And in par-
ticular, there are incentives which a government can put in place to 
conduct monitoring and evaluation and to use monitoring informa-
tion and evaluation findings. 

These incentives fall into three broad categories: carrots, sticks and 
sermons (Mackay, 2007). Examples of carrots include: conduct-
ing “How Are We Doing?” team meetings to brainstorm ways to 
achieve objectives and improve performance; awards or prizes to 
executives who succeed in managing for results; and, staff incen-
tives such as recruitment or promotion to those who are able to 
demonstrate that they use monitoring and evaluation information 
in their jobs. Sticks include publicly highlighting bad performance 
as revealed by monitoring and evaluation information, thus embar-
rassing poor performers; setting performance (“stretch”) targets; 
and requiring managers who fail to meet their targets to prepare 
“exception reports”. Sermons include strong, repeated statements 
from senior managers or ministers supporting monitoring and eval-
uation; awareness-raising seminars; and, the highlighting of exam-
ples of influential evaluations.

An additional dimension to the demand side is having a power-
ful champion. That is, a powerful minister or senior official who is 
able to lead the push to institutionalize monitoring and evaluation, 
to persuade colleagues about its priority, and to devote significant 
resources to create a whole-of-government monitoring and evalua-
tion system. Such a champion would usually require close support 
from a capable ministry that can design, develop, and manage an 
monitoring and evaluation system. In some countries this has been 
the finance ministry; in others, the president’s office has taken the 
lead.
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A second key lesson is to avoid the common danger of over-
engineering a monitoring and evaluation system. This has hap-
pened by having an excessive number of performance indicators, 
or by having multiple and uncoordinated monitoring and evaluation 
systems (e.g. Uganda). Excessive data collection is not only a waste 
of scarce monitoring resources; it also can lead to a situation where 
data providers have little incentive to provide accurate data because 
they know the information will not be used. Clearly, it is necessary 
to build reliable ministry data systems to provide the raw data on 
which government-wide monitoring and evaluation systems often 
depend. An audit of data systems and a diagnosis of data capacities 
can be helpful in this situation. 

National statistical offices have the capacity to play an important 
role here, because of their expertise in conducting surveys and cen-
suses, and in data management. Unfortunately, there do not appear 
to be many examples of national statistical offices in developing 
countries helping sector ministries and agencies to strengthen their 
administrative data systems, to collect better data on programme 
delivery, or on beneficiary satisfaction with government services, or 
to help them use this information in evaluating programme perform-
ance. 

Over-engineering an monitoring and evaluation system would reflect 
a supply-driven view of monitoring and evaluation. This views moni-
toring and evaluation information as having inherent value such that 
it should be collected for its own sake. However a cogent argument 
can be made that the real measure of “success” of an monitoring 
and evaluation system is not whether it is producing reliable moni-
toring information and evaluation findings. Rather, it is the extent 
of utilization of this information. Monitoring and evaluation practi-
tioners thus need to avoid a mindset where they regard monitoring 
and evaluation information as being inherently valuable. It is hard to 
persuade a skeptical finance ministry that it should continue to fund 
an monitoring and evaluation system whose outputs are not being 
utilized. 

A third lesson is that the structural arrangements of a moni-
toring and evaluation system are important. These include 
arrangements for data verification and auditing. They also include 
whether evaluations are to be conducted internally within govern-
ment, or contracted out to academia and consultants; however, 
there can be a tension between ministry ownership of evaluation 
findings, and the need for evaluations to be objective and credible. 
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Related to this is the role of central ministries and of sectoral min-
istries and agencies in monitoring and evaluation. An overly-central-
ized approach can dissuade sector ministries from making use of 
monitoring and evaluation information which has been mandated by 
central ministries such as the finance or planning ministries. 

A fourth major lesson is the importance of conducting a diagno-
sis of existing monitoring and evaluation functions. It is impor-
tant to understand the strengths and weaknesses of the monitor-
ing and evaluation currently being conducted, on both the demand 
and supply sides. Such diagnoses are themselves a form of evalu-
ation, and they are useful not just for the information and insights 
they provide, but also because they can be a vehicle for raising the 
shared awareness of stakeholders in government, civil society, and 
the donor community about the importance of monitoring and eval-
uation and the need to build a new system or strengthen existing 
systems. 

A diagnosis also provides a baseline against which future efforts to 
institutionalize monitoring and evaluation can be compared. Most 
countries which have built well-performing monitoring and evalu-
ation systems have had to develop them in a flexible, opportunis-
tic manner, as new opportunities (such as civil service reforms or 
the introduction of performance budgeting) have emerged, and as 
roadblocks have developed (such as the departure of a key moni-
toring and evaluation champion). Moreover, countries which have 
successfully built monitoring and evaluation systems (such as Chile, 
Colombia, Australia and the United States, among others), have 
found that it is a long-haul effort requiring patience and persistence. 
It takes time to create or strengthen data systems; to train or recruit 
qualified staff; to plan, manage and conduct evaluations; to build 
systems for sharing monitoring and evaluation information among 
ministries; and to train staff to use monitoring and evaluation infor-
mation in their day-to-day work. 

This experience provides a strong argument for the regular monitor-
ing and evaluation of the monitoring and evaluation system itself, 
with the unsurprising objective of finding out what is working well, 
what is not, and why. Such evaluations provide the opportunity to 
review both the demand and the supply sides of the equation and 
to clarify the actual extent of utilization of monitoring and evalua-
tion information, as well as the particular ways in which it is being 
used.
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Conclusions

More and more governments in developing countries are coming 
to understand that sound systems for monitoring and evaluation 
can help them improve their performance. There are a small but 
growing number of governments which have succeeded in building 
monitoring and evaluation systems in support of evidence-based 
policy making, evidence-based management, and evidence-based 
accountability. The World Bank and other international donors view 
this as a priority area, and stand ready to help developing countries 
strengthen their work in this area.
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TEN STEP TO A RESULTS BASED 
MONITORING AND EVALUATION 
SYSTEM

by Jody Zall Kusek, Chief, Global HIV/AIDS  
Monitoring and Evaluation Group, World Bank1  

and Ray Rist, Advisor, Public Sector Management2, World Bank

Summary 

An effective state is essential to achieving sustainable socioeco-
nomic development. With the advent of globalization, there are 
significant pressures on governments and organizations around 
the world to be more responsive to the demands of internal and 
external stakeholders for good governance; accountability and 
transparency; greater development effectiveness; and, delivery of 
tangible results. Among the stakeholders interested in ensuring 
that funds used achieve the desired results are governments; parlia-
ments; citizens; the private sector; non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs); civil society; international organizations; and, donors. As 
the demands for greater accountability have increased there is an 
attendant need for enhanced results-based monitoring and evalua-
tion of policies, programmes and projects.

Monitoring and evaluation is a powerful public management tool 
that can be used to improve the way governments and organiza-
tions achieve results. Just as governments need financial, human 
resource, and audit systems, governments also need good perform-
ance feedback systems.

Over recent years, there has been an evolution in the field of moni-
toring and evaluation involving a movement away from traditional 
implementation-based approaches toward new results-based 
approaches. The latter help to answer the “so what” question. 
In other worlds, governments and organizations may success-
fully implement programmes or policies but the key question is, 
have these programmes or policies produced the actual, intended 

1	 The views expressed here are solely those of this author and no endorsement by the 
World Bank Group is intended or should be inferred. 

2	 Ray C. Rist is an independent advisor to governments and organizations throughout 
the world.
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results? Have government and organizations delivered on prom-
ises made to their stakeholders? For example, it is not enough to 
simply implement health programmes and assume that success-
ful implementation is equivalent to actual improvements in public 
health. One must also examine what outcomes and impacts were 
achieved. The introduction of a results-based monitoring and evalu-
ation system takes decision-makers one step further in assessing 
whether and how goals are being achieved over time. These sys-
tems help to answer the all important “so what” questions, and 
respond to stakeholders growing demands for results.

This paper provides a summary of the book Ten Steps to a Results–
Based Monitoring and Evaluation System by Jody Zall Kusek and 
Ray C. Rist. This book, published in 2004 is currently in its fourth 
printing and has been translated into five languages. It is being used 
in government offices, NGO’s, and universities across the world, to 
introduce concepts and principles of results based monitoring and 
evaluation. We, the authors, have agreed to summarize its contents 
to support this UNICEF document on the role of monitoring and 
evaluation in evidence-based policy making. 

The Ten Steps model addresses the challenge of how governments 
in general, but those in developing countries in particular, can begin 
to build results-based monitoring and evaluation systems so as to 
provide credible and trustworthy information for their own use and 
to share with their citizens. The reality is that putting in place even 
a rudimentary system of monitoring, evaluating, and reporting on 
government performance is not easy in the best of circumstances. 
The obstacles for developing countries are greater and more formi-
dable, even as they build experience in constructing more traditional 
monitoring and evaluation systems. These more traditional systems 
typically are used to assess the progress and track the implementa-
tion of government projects, programmes, and policies. 

It should also be acknowledged that it is not a new phenomenon for 
governments to monitor and evaluate their own performance. For 
this reason, a theoretical distinction needs to be drawn between 
traditional monitoring and evaluation and results-based monitor-
ing and evaluation. Traditional monitoring and evaluation focuses 
on the monitoring and evaluation of inputs, activities, and outputs, 
i.e., project or programme implementation. Governments have over 
time tracked their expenditures and revenues, staffing levels and 
resources, programme and project activities, numbers of partici-
pants, goods and services produced, etc. Indeed, traditional efforts 
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at monitoring and evaluation have been a function of many govern-
ments for many decades or longer. In fact, there is evidence that 
the ancient Egyptians (3000 BC) regularly employed traditional 
monitoring as they tracked their government’s outputs in grain and 
livestock production. (Egyptian Museum, Cairo, Egypt)

Results-based monitoring and evaluation, however, combines the 
traditional approach of monitoring implementation with the assess-
ment of results (Mayne and Zapico-Goni, 1997.) It is this linking 
of both implementation progress with progress in achieving the 
desired objectives or goals (results) of government policies and pro-
grammes that make results-based monitoring and evaluation most 
useful as a tool for public management. Implementing this type of 
monitoring and evaluation system allows the organization to modify 
and make adjustments to its theories of change and logic models as 
well as its implementation processes in order to more directly sup-
port the achievement of desired objectives and outcomes 

Why build a results-based monitoring and 
evaluation system anyway?

A results-based monitoring and evaluation system can help policy-
makers answer the fundamental questions of whether promises 
were kept and outcomes achieved. If governments are promising 
to achieve improvements in policy areas such as in health care or 
education, there needs to be some means of demonstrating that 
such improvements have or have not occurred, i.e., there is a need 
for measurement. However, the issue is not measurement per se. 
There is a general need both to document and demonstrate govern-
ment’s own performance to its stakeholders as well as to use the 
performance information to continuously improve. As Binnendijk 
(1999) observed:

One key use is for transparent reporting to external stakeholder 
audiences, on performance and results achieved. In many cases, 
government-wide legislation or executive orders have recently 
mandated such reporting. Moreover, such reporting can be 
useful in competition for funds by convincing a skeptical public 
or legislature that the agency’s programmes produce significant 
results and provide “value for money.” Annual performance 
reports are often directed to ministers, parliament, stakeholders, 
customers, and the general public.
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Performance or results information should also be used for inter-
nal purposes, such as for management decision-making and iden-
tifying areas of improvement. This requires that results information 
be integrated into key management systems and processes of the 
organization; such as in policy formulation, in project/programme 
planning and management, and in budget allocation processes.

If information on results achieved is  
the key, then where does it come from?

Results information can come, essentially, from two sources: a 
monitoring system and an evaluation system. Both are needed, but 
they are not the same. The distinction between monitoring and eval-
uation is made here both for conceptual and practical purposes. 

Monitoring can be viewed as periodically measuring progress 
toward explicit short, intermediate, and long-term results. It also 
can provide feedback on the progress made (or not), to decision-
makers who can use the information in various ways to improve the 
effectiveness of government.

Monitoring involves measurement: what is measured is the progress 
towards achieving an objective or outcome (result). However, the 
outcome can not be measured directly. It must first be translated 
into a set of indicators that, when regularly measured, will provide 
information whether or not the outcome is being achieved. For 
example: If country X selects the outcome of improving the health 
of children by reducing childhood morbidity by 30% over the next 
five years, it must now identify a set of indicators that translate 
childhood morbidity into more specific measurements. Indicators 
that can help assess the changes in childhood morbidity might 
include: 1) the incidence of diseases, such as malaria; 2) the level 
of maternal health; and 3) the degree to which children have access 
to iodine in water supplies. Measuring a disaggregated set of indi-
cators provides important information as to how well government 
programmes and policies are working to support the overall out-
come. If, for example, malaria incident rates are found to be rising, 
this indicator can be further disaggregated to measure how many 
children are sleeping under impregnated bed nets. The government 
can use this information to step up programmes aimed to educate 
parents about the importance of keeping children safe from mos-
quito exposure while they are sleeping. 
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Understanding the importance of information about whether one’s 
government is keeping promises made or achieving results that are 
important for various users is a central reason for building a moni-
toring system in the first place. Key users in many societies who are 
often left out of the information flow are citizens, NGO groups, and 
the private sector. The point being that monitoring data have both 
internal (governmental) and external uses (societal). It is important 
to note here that information obtained from a monitoring system 
only reveals information about what is being measured at that time. 
It can, however, be compared against both past performance and 
some planned level of present or anticipated performance. Moni-
toring data do not reveal why that level of performance occurred 
or provide the likely causality to changes in performance from one 
reporting period to another. This information comes from an evalu-
ation system.

An evaluation system serves as a complimentary but distinct func-
tion to that of a monitoring system within a results management 
framework. Building an evaluation system allows for a more in-
depth study of why results (outcomes and impacts) were achieved, 
or not; can bring in other data sources, in addition to those indica-
tors already in use; can address factors which are too difficult or 
too expensive to continuously monitor; and, perhaps most impor-
tant, can tackle the issue of why and how the trends being tracked 
with monitoring data are moving in the directions they are. Such 
data, on impacts and causal attribution, are not to be taken lightly 
and can play an important role in an organization making strategic 
resource allocations. Some performance issues, such as long-term 
impacts, attribution, cost-effectiveness, and sustainability, are bet-
ter addressed by evaluation than by routine performance monitor-
ing reports.

An additional point to make in this regard is that an monitoring 
and evaluation system can be designed for, and applicable to, the 
project level, the programme level, the sector level, and the country 
level. The specific indicators may necessarily be different (as the 
stakeholders’ needs for information will also be different at each 
level), the complexity of collecting the data will be different, the 
political sensitivity on collecting the data may change, and the uses 
of the information may change from one level to another. 

In the end, it is the creation of a system that is aligned from one 
level to the others that is most critical. In this way information can 
flow up and down in a governmental system rather than it being 
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collected at only one level or another, stored and used at that level, 
but never shared across levels. Blocking the information from being 
shared ensures that the linkages between policies, programmes, 
and projects stay disconnected and uncoordinated. At each level, 
performance information is necessary and there should be the 
means to collect it. While different levels will have different require-
ments which need to be understood and respected, the creation 
of an monitoring and evaluation system requires interdependency, 
alignment, and coordination across levels.

The ten steps to building a performance 
based monitoring and evaluation system

There is no consensus on how many steps necessarily go into build-
ing an monitoring and evaluation system. Holzer (1999) proposes 
seven steps; an American NGO (The United Way, 1996) proposes 
eight steps; and Sharp (2001) proposes a model with four areas for 
measuring performance to provide the data for monitoring and eval-
uation. We have described elsewhere (Kusek and Rist, 2004) a ten-
step approach that we have been using in working with a number of 
developing countries as they each design and construct their moni-
toring and evaluation system. We have opted for ten steps (rather 
than fewer) for the reason that it is important when building such 
a system to provide sufficient differentiation among tasks. There 
are so many challenges in building such a system that reducing the 
ambiguity as to the sequence and activities required at each step 
can only help.

It is not the intent here to discuss in detail the ten steps, as a more 
thorough discussion of this is done within the book, itself. Suffice 
it to also say that while we have labelled each of the following as 
a “step,” we are not implying that there is a rigid sequencing here 
that allows for no concurrent activities. There are a number of areas 
where there is the need for concurrent activity that can span over 
steps and over time. The selection of the word “steps” is more to 
suggest a focus on discrete components in building an monitoring 
and evaluation system, some of which are sequential and essen-
tial before you move on to others. (Indeed, the last section of this 
paper will return to Step One for a more detailed discussion on how 
one begins this process.)
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Step One: Conducting a readiness assessment is the means of 
determining the capacity and willingness of the government and its 
development partners to construct a results-based monitoring and 
evaluation system. This assessment addresses such issues as the 
presence or absence of champions in the government, the barriers 
to building a system, who will own the system, and who will be the 
resistors to the system.

Step Two: Agreeing on outcomes to monitor and evaluate 
addresses the key requirement of developing strategic outcomes 
that then focus and drive the resource allocation and activities of the 
government and its development partners. These outcomes should 
be derived from the strategic priorities (goals) of the country.

Step Three: developing key indicators to monitor outcomes 
is the means of assessing the degree to which the outcomes are 
being achieved. Indicator development is a core activity in building 
an monitoring and evaluation system and drives all subsequent data 
collection, analysis, and reporting. Both the political and methodo-
logical issues in creating credible and appropriate indicators are not 
to be underestimated.

Step Four: Gathering baseline data on indicators stresses that 
the measurement of progress (or not) towards outcomes begins 
with the description and measurement of initial conditions being 
addressed by the outcomes. Collecting baseline data means, essen-
tially, to take the first measurements of the indicators.

Step Five: Planning for improvements: setting realistic tar-
gets recognizes that most outcomes are long term, complex, and 
not quickly achieved. Thus there is a need to establish interim tar-
gets that specify how much progress towards an outcome is to 
be achieved, in what time frame, and with what level of resource 
allocation. Measuring results against these targets can involve both 
direct and proxy indicators as well as the use of both quantitative 
and qualitative data.

Step Six: Monitoring for results becomes the administrative 
and institutional task of establishing data collection, analysis, and 
reporting guidelines; designating who will be responsible for which 
activities; establishing means of quality control; establishing time-
lines and costs; working through the roles and responsibilities of the 
government, the other development partners, and civil society; and 
establishing guidelines on the transparency and dissemination of the 
information and analysis. It is stressed that the construction of an 
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monitoring and evaluation system needs to clearly address the chal-
lenges of ownership, management, maintenance, and credibility.

Step Seven: Evaluative information to support decision-
making focuses on the contributions that evaluation studies and 
analyses can make throughout this process to assessing results 
and movement towards outcomes. Analysis of programme theory, 
evaluability assessments, process evaluations, outcome and impact 
evaluations, and evaluation syntheses are but five of the strategies 
discussed that can be employed in evaluating a results-based moni-
toring and evaluation system.

Step Eight: Analyzing and reporting findings is a crucial step in 
this process, as it determines what findings are reported to whom, 
in what format, and at what intervals. This step has to address the 
existing capacity for producing such information as it focuses on 
the methodological dimensions of accumulating, assessing, and 
preparing analyses and reports.

Step Nine: Using the findings emphasizes that the crux of the 
system is not in simply generating results-based information, but in 
getting that information to the appropriate users in the system in a 
timely fashion so that they can take it into account (as they choose) 
in the management of the government or organization. This step 
also addresses the roles of the development partners and civil soci-
ety in using the information to strengthen accountability, transpar-
ency, and resource allocation procedures.

Step Ten: Sustaining the monitoring and evaluation System 
within Government recognizes the long term process involved in 
ensuring longevity and utility. There are six key criteria that are seen 
to be crucial to the construction of a sustainable system: demand, 
structure, trustworthy and credible information, accountability, 
incentives, and capacity. Each of these dimensions needs contin-
ued attention over time to ensure the viability of the system.

As noted earlier, there is no orthodoxy that the building of an mon-
itoring and evaluation system has to be done according to these 
ten steps. One can posit strategies which are more detailed in the 
number of steps as well as those with fewer numbers (four of which 
we cited earlier.) The issue is one of ensuring that key strategies 
and activities are recognized, clustered together in a logical manner, 
and then done in an appropriate sequence.
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Transition and developing countries  
have notable challenges

The challenges for transition and developing countries in following 
our “Ten-Step” model or any other model are many. First, in Step 
Two, it is assumed that governments are likely to undertake a proc-
ess whereby there will be an agreement on national or sector-wide 
outcomes. Although developed countries typically undertake a stra-
tegic (usually 5-10 years) or a medium-term (3-5 years) plan to guide 
their government priorities, developing countries can find it diffi-
cult to do so. This difficulty may stem from a lack of political will, a 
weak central agency (such as the Ministry of Planning or Ministry of 
Finance, or a lack of capacity in planning and analysis. Thus, we con-
tinue to emphasize in Step Six that it is important to make sure that 
traditional implementation focused monitoring and evaluation gets 
done. That is, tracking budget and resource expenditures, making 
sure that funded activities and programmes actually occur, and that 
promised outputs (number of wells dug, miles of road constructed, 
youth completing a vocational programme, etc.) all exist. The Peo-
ple’s Republic of China represents an interesting example where 
efforts are being made in this area, especially with their large infra-
structure projects (Rist, 2000.) There is no way to move to a results 
based monitoring and evaluation system without the foundation of a 
basic traditional monitoring and evaluation system.

To paraphrase from Louis Caroll’s Alice in Wonderland: “It is hard to 
know where to go if you do not know where you are.” Thus, in Step 
Four, we describe how the absence of information on the current 
conditions (baselines) directly hinders policy and resource planning 
of how best to address something, because it is only weakly doc-
umented. The statistical systems in developed countries can give 
rather precise figures on the numbers of children in rural areas, the 
number of new HIV/AIDS cases in the past twelve months, or the 
number of disabled adults. However, in developing countries, such 
information may or may not be available and with widely varying 
degrees of precision. 

Moreover, many developing countries lack the skill-base residing in 
government agencies to make collection and use of baseline infor-
mation possible. One significant hurdle to overcome is the likely 
certainty that few developing countries will have significant capac-
ity in the workforce to develop, support, and sustain these systems. 
Typically, few government officials will have been trained in mod-
ern data collection and monitoring methods. Further, still fewer will 
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have been trained in how to interpret different modalities of data 
analysis. The challenge for development agencies, for international 
NGOs interested in governance issues, and for in-country universi-
ties and research institutes is to provide the needed technical sup-
port and training given the rapid turnover in staff, the competing 
priorities, and the need to rebuild political support and commitment 
as each new political administration comes into office.

This challenge has been particularly noted in many of the most-
heavily-indebted countries for whom borrowing from the interna-
tional community is crucial and for whom subsequent relief from 
this debt essential. The World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), do allow for debt relief if these countries can demon-
strate a serious commitment towards reform, particularly reforms 
to promote poverty reduction as outlined in the Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Papers (PRSPs). One condition for granting debt relief is a 
demonstrated ability of the country to adequately monitor, evaluate, 
and report on the reforms proposed. 

A second challenge for developing countries is that the govern-
ments themselves are often only loosely inter-connected, lack 
strong administrative cultures, and function without the discipline 
of transparent financial systems. This results in those in govern-
ment being uncertain of actual levels of resource allocation, and, 
of whether the allocation goes where it is intended, and, when it 
arrives, if it is used as intended to achieve the desired results. Meas-
uring if governments have achieved desired results in such an envi-
ronment can become an approximation at best. In some countries, 
for example, the budget process is one where final budget approval 
into law does not occur until mid-way through, or near the end of, 
the budget year. Agencies can thus spend well into the budget year 
without an actual approved budget. This makes it very difficult to 
introduce a fiscal discipline that includes any concern whether pro-
grammes are achieving their intended results. 

Third, and based on the two above noted constraints, the construc-
tion of a results-based system is hindered when there is no means 
to link results achieved to a public expenditure framework or strat-
egy. Keeping results information separate from the resource alloca-
tion process ensures that budget allocation decisions do not con-
sider past results achieved (or not) by line agencies. Linking the 
budget process to the knowledge coming from the monitoring and 
evaluation system begins the process of allocating resources to 
strategic objectives and targets. If no such link is made, then the 
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budget process can be supporting project and programme failures 
just as readily as it is funding those that are successful. 

A number of countries still operate with two budget systems, one 
for recurring expenses and one for capital expenses. Egypt is one 
such country. The Ministry of Planning has primary responsibility 
for the capital budget and the Ministry of Finance has responsibil-
ity for the recurrent budget. In Egypt, the Minister of Finance is 
very interested in using the budget process to catalyze the govern-
ment to focus on improving the performance of the government’s 
programmes and policies. He hopes that implementing a perform-
ance-base monitoring and evaluation system will help achieve this. 
However, with the current situation of two budget systems, he 
faces a difficult challenge unless he and the Minister of Planning 
can together ensure that both budgets are used to achieve the Gov-
ernment of Egypt’s objectives.

Back to the beginning: first things first

We turn now in this last section to the very beginning of building an 
monitoring and evaluation system, that is, conducting a readiness 
assessment. This first step is often overlooked by system design-
ers and we believe merits special emphasis here. Understanding 
the complexities and subtleties of the country or sector context is 
critical to the ultimate success or failure in introducing and using an 
monitoring and evaluation system. (cf. Kusek and Rist, 2001.)

Furthermore, the needs of the end users are often only partly 
understood by those ready to start the system building process. 
For all the good intentions to advance the use of monitoring and 
evaluation information in the public sector, there has been, from our 
point of view, too little attention given to organizational, political, 
and cultural factors. 

The obvious question is “why?” The answer lies in the lack of suf-
ficient attention to understanding the influence of these organi-
zational, political, and cultural factors on whether the country is 
“ready” to move to one that is intent on measuring the performance 
of government programmes and policies. Thus we believe that the 
first step in the design of a results-based monitoring and evaluation 
system should be to determine the “readiness’ of a government to 
design and use such a system. If one reads through the literature 
on building such a system, regardless of the number of steps, the 
presumption time and again is that, like a runner getting ready to 
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begin a race, the designer comes up to the starting line, hears the 
gun, and starts building the system.

Why is it important to begin with a readiness assessment?3 
Our experience in conducting readiness assessments prior to assist-
ing in the building of an monitoring and evaluation system points to 
one fundamental fact: conducting the readiness assessment is like 
constructing the foundation for a building. It is below ground, not 
seen, but critical. 

A readiness assessment allows those building an monitoring and 
evaluation system to assess a wide range of contextual factors 
before any design work. The published literature in this area is rather 
sparse, but there are several key sources available that stress the 
importance of studying current organizational capacity in design-
ing an monitoring and evaluation system (Boyle and Lemaire, 1999; 
Guerrero, 1999; and Mayne, 1997). In this same arena, there are 
also several diagnostic guides or checklists related to the construc-
tion of a strategy for evaluation capacity development (Mackay, 
1999). These guides and checklists are often, appropriately, rather 
technical in nature as they have to provide information on the qual-
ity and quantity of available statistical data, on capacity for data 
analysis and reporting, and on the capacity of the government to 
generate new data collection procedures. These guides do tend to 
focus more on the nature of the “supply” of information and data 
than on the “demand” side. Assessing such supply-side capacity is 
a necessary part of the design process, but not enough.

The key question we continually stress in this regard is “Why collect 
the information in the first place?”4 Supplying information should 
be the response to a need, not an end it itself. Thus the demand for 
information to monitor and evaluate public policy and programmes 

3	 The use of the term “readiness assessment” here is deliberately used in contrast 
to the term “needs assessment.” We are of the view that it is no longer a 
question of whether a government ought to collect and report information on its 
own performance (i.e., does it need such information), but rather whether it has 
sufficient institutional capacity and political will to do so (is it ready to initiate such 
a system?).

4	 We are also here framing the issue differently than that of proposing an “evaluability 
assessment” (cf. Smith, 1989; Wholey, 1987.) The issue here is not to see if the 
logic and specification of a project or program is sufficiently clear that an evaluation 
design could be constructed prior to the initiation of the project or program, but to 
inquire as to whether the particular level or levels of government are in a position 
to begin collecting, analyzing, and reporting on performance-based monitoring and 
evaluation data in a continuous fashion so as to inform the decision-making process. 
In this sense, the emphasis here is less on the program theory of a policy or program 
than on the operational capacity of a government to initiate such a new function.
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comes as the answer to whether desired outcomes and results 
are, or are not, being achieved. Building an monitoring and evalua-
tion system that provides such information is a profoundly political 
event. It is not just a set of technical procedures. Thus there are a 
number of other factors which must also be studied in building the 
foundation of a sustainable monitoring and evaluation system. 

Addressing the following seven questions is, from our experience, 
critical in ensuring that the key organizational, political, and social 
dimensions are directly addressed before any monitoring and evalu-
ation system construction begins:

1) What is driving the need for a monitoring and evaluation 
system within the public sector? Where the demand for such 
a system originates, and why, are essential factors in creating a 
successful and sustainable system. There are internal political 
and organizational pressures as well as potential external factors 
for building an monitoring and evaluation system. These pressures 
need to be acknowledged and addressed if the response is to be 
appropriate to the demand. Internal demand can come from efforts 
to push reform in the public sector, for instance, fighting corruption, 
strengthening the role of the parliament, and expanding the author-
ity of the Auditor General. It can also come internally from political 
parties in opposition to the sitting government.

External pressures can come from the international aid community, 
which has been pressing for stronger tracking of the consequences 
and impacts of its development interventions. They also come, for 
example, from such international organizations as the European 
Union and the criteria it is setting for the accession countries or from 
Transparency International, a global NGO that addresses issues of 
public sector corruption (cf. Furubo, Rist, and Snadahl, 2002). Still 
other pressures can come from the new rules of the game which 
are emerging with globalization, where financial capital and the pri-
vate sector want a stable investment climate, the rule of law, and 
the protection of their property and patents before they will com-
mit to investing in a country. The role that external organizations 
can play in generating pressures for a country to move towards an 
monitoring and evaluation system should not be under-estimated.

2) Who is driving the need for a monitoring and evaluation sys-
tem within the organization? Champions in government are criti-
cal to the success and stability of an monitoring and evaluation sys-
tem. A champion highly placed in the government can give a strong 
voice to the need for better informed decision-making, and can help 
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diffuse the attacks of the counter-reformers who have vested inter-
ests in not seeing such a system constructed. But if the champion 
is away from the center of policy making and has little influence 
with key decision-makers, it will be so much more difficult for an 
monitoring and evaluation system in these circumstances to take 
hold. Box 1 below provides a summary of the readiness assess-
ment undertaken in Egypt and the location of a champion (Minister 
of Finance) to carry the effort forward.

It should also be noted that while the presence of a champion is so 
important, it is also important to work towards the institutionaliza-
tion of the monitoring and evaluation system with legislation, regu-
lation, or decree. The need in the end is to not have a system that 
is personalized or based on charisma, but on the structured require-
ments in the government to produce quality information.

Box 1: The case of Egypt: slow, systematic moves toward  
monitoring and evaluation

One of the most important components of assessing a country’s readiness to introduce re-
sults-based monitoring and evaluation is whether a champion can be found who is willing 
to take on ownership of the system. Conducting a readiness assessment uncovered signifi-
cant interest in Egypt on the part of many senior government officials for moving toward 
a climate of assessing whether or not results were being achieved, or not. The President 
himself has called for better information to support economic decision-making.

The Minister of Finance was found to be a key champion for the government of Egypt’s 
move to a results focus. This Minister was well versed in the international experience of 
other countries, such as Malaysia and OECD member countries. The minister undersco-
red the importance of giving increased attention to improving the management of public 
expenditures by moving forward with a set of pilots to demonstrate how results-based 
monitoring and evaluation could be used to better manage budgetary allocations. The 
Minister of Finance will play a key leadership role in any effort to introduce results-based 
monitoring and evaluation in Egypt. 

A number of other senior officials were identified who could play important roles. The First 
Lady of Egypt, who chairs the National Council for Women, is developing a system to mo-
nitor and evaluate efforts across many ministries to enhance the status and condition of 
women. However, for an monitoring and evaluation effort to be successful and sustainable, 
there must be a “buy-in” (or a sense of ownership) from line ministers who are responsible 
for resource expenditures and overseeing the implementation of specific programmes. The 
team found interest in monitoring and evaluation for results on the part of several line mi-
nisters, including the Minister of Electricity and Energy, and the Minister of Health. 
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The readiness assessment also revealed a high level of capacity in Egypt to support the 
move toward a results-based strategy. A number of individuals with evaluation training 
were identified at the University of Cairo, the American University of Cairo, and private 
research organizations. In addition, the Central Agency for Public Mobilization and 
Statistics, and the Cabinet Information Decision Support Center have key roles in collec-
ting, analyzing, and disseminating data to be used by both government and non-govern-
ment researchers and policy-makers.

A key criterion for a successful shift toward results is the development of a well-communi-
cated and executable strategy. The diagnostic identified a fragmented strategy for moving 
the effort forward. A set of pilots had tentatively been identified, yet there were few, if any, 
criteria for establishing these as performance pilots. Nor was there a management struc-
ture set up within the government to effectively manage the overall effort. The Minister of 
Finance, however, had begun to define an approach that, if implemented, would provide 
the necessary leadership to move the effort forward. The minister was definite in his 
desire to move slowly and to nurture the pilots, learning along the way.

The results of this readiness assessment suggest that the government of Egypt is prepa-
red to take ownership of the effort and to systematically and slowly begin to introduce 
the concepts of results management. Visible capacity exists that can be drawn upon to 
sustain the effort. Significantly, there is obvious political support to provide the necessary 
leadership. (The complete Egypt Readiness Assessment can be found in annex II of the 
Ten Steps Book).

3) What is motivating the champion? To build an monitoring and 
evaluation system is to take a real political risk. Producing informa-
tion in a government on performance and strengthening the basis 
for accountability are not neutral activities. So, consequently, the 
question has to be posed as to the political benefits to the cham-
pion and to his/her institution in order to be willing to take these 
risks. One cluster of benefits can come from responding to the pres-
sures. Doing something is better than doing nothing and so letting 
the pressures mount still further. Another set of benefits can come 
from being perceived as a reformer in the government. Being seen 
as a reformer could be a source of political capital. Third, there are 
benefits in being on the right side of the issue with the international 
aid community. The calls for reform, for accountability, and demon-
strated evidence of impacts are all being made by the aid commu-
nity. Showing responsiveness to these pressures is not without its 
benefits. Finally, the champion may be one who is instilled with a 
sense of public responsibility and who considers that taking on this 
challenge is important and not something they can walk away from.
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4) Who will own the system? Who will benefit? How much 
information is really required? For an monitoring and evaluation 
system to be used, it should be accessible, understandable, and rel-
evant. These criteria drive a need for a careful readiness assessment 
prior to designing the system. This assessment would consider 
ownership of, benefits to, and utility for the relevant stakeholders. 
Further, while these issues are on the demand side, there is a whole 
spectrum of issues on the supply side to be addressed as well. 
These are: capacity to collect and analyze data; capacity to produce 
reports; capacity to manage and maintain the monitoring and evalua-
tion system; capacity to use the information that is produced; etc. 

The implications for those who will design the system are that com-
plexity and over designing are constant dangers. There will also be 
constant erosion in the system that has to be addressed and stake-
holders may want to pull the system in too many different directions 
at once. In addition, little in the political arena will stay the same for 
long. Such an assessment will also provide important information 
and baseline data against which necessary capacity building activi-
ties can be built into the system. Having said all this, there is still the 
absolute requirement to collect no more information than is essen-
tial. We have found time and again that monitoring and evaluation 
systems are designed which are immediately in overload. Too many 
data are being collected too often, and with not enough thought on 
how or whether they will be used.

5) How will the system directly support better resource alloca-
tion and the achievement of programme goals? Monitoring and 
evaluation is not an end unto itself. Monitoring and evaluation it is a 
tool to promote modern management practices and better account-
ability. The idea in creating such a system is to support innovation, 
reform, and better governance. This is done by producing useful 
information that is also transparent, trustworthy, and relevant. It is 
also our view that treating the creation of an monitoring and evalua-
tion system as a discrete event, unconnected to other public sector 
and public administration reform efforts, or to efforts at creating a 
medium term public expenditure framework, or to restructuring of 
the administrative culture of the government, is not sustainable. In 
fact, it is quite the contrary. Linking the creation of the monitoring 
and evaluation system to precisely such initiatives creates interde-
pendencies and reinforcements that are seemingly crucial to the 
sustainability of the system. The issue for the readiness assess-
ment is whether such linkages are both structurally and politically 
possible.
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6) How will the organization, the champions, and the staff all 
react to negative or potentially detrimental information gen-
erated by the monitoring and evaluation system? It is hard for 
an monitoring and evaluation system to function in an organization 
or political climate where there is a great deal of fear and corrup-
tion. In such conditions, it is inevitable that an monitoring and evalu-
ation system will at some point produce (even if infrequently) data 
that can be embarrassing, politically sensitive, or detrimental to 
those who exercise power. The information can also be detrimental 
to units and individuals in the organization that have produced the 
information. Going after the messenger is not an unknown event in 
organizations. If it is clear from the readiness assessment that only 
politically popular and “correct” information will be allowed to come 
from the system, then the system is compromised from the begin-
ning. It will not be seen to be credible by those who are outside the 
system or by others inside the system. Rather, it will be understood 
to be a hollow exercise.

In such a setting, building the system carefully, beginning slowly, 
and trying to find units which will risk the generation of potentially 
detrimental information about their own performance is perhaps 
the best that can be achieved.

Consequently, it is good to understand the barriers and obstacles 
within the organization, whether these are cultural, structural, politi-
cal, or individual. Not all barriers can be addressed simultaneously 
in the design of the system. However, not recognizing their pres-
ence, not picking the most critical and strategic ones to tackle first, 
and not taking some initiative to address them is to ensure a level 
of resistance greater, longer, and more tenacious than would have 
been necessary otherwise.

7) How will the monitoring and evaluation system link, even 
in a rudimentary fashion, the project outcomes to the pro-
gramme outcomes and to sector and national outcomes? It is 
a key task of the readiness assessment to identify opportunities 
for, and barriers against, linking information in a vertical and aligned 
fashion inside the government. In an ideal situation, the project level 
performance data would feed into, and be linked to, assessment 
of programmes, which, in turn, would be linked to assessments of 
sectoral, regional, and eventually national outcomes and targets. 
Results-based information at any level that is not linked vertically 
to the information needs at the next level is not useful beyond the 
restricted information needs at that same level. Choking-off the 
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flow of information between levels is to ensure that performance-
based decisions cannot be made where one level informs decisions 
at the next. It is also relevant in this context to ascertain if there is 
a commitment, in the collection and analysis of data, to ensure that 
there are no levels where data are collected, but not used or shared 
with persons at that same level. Stated differently, can the system 
address the need at every level to be both producers and consum-
ers of results-based information.

The objective is to build a system that allows relevant questions to 
be asked and answered at the appropriate levels. Such a system 
should be able to take components of information from any level to 
meet the information needs at the same or any other level, Breaks 
in that system (much as a chain where links are missing) renders 
the entire initiative less useful.

Postscript

Building an monitoring and evaluation system is easier said than 
done. Otherwise, we would see these systems as an integral part of 
good public management practices in governments and there would 
not be the need to consider this issue. But the reality is otherwise. 
There are few such systems (in whole or in part) fully integrated 
into the public management strategies of developed countries, and 
still fewer in developing countries. And it is not that governments 
are not trying, many are. It is just that creating such a system takes 
time, resources, stability in the political environment, and champi-
ons who do not become faint of heart.

This takes us to the significant challenge of sustainability. Indeed, 
governments willing to use results-based information to assist in 
the governance of the political system and frame public policies 
give evidence of some level of democracy and openness. But even 
in these countries, there is often a reluctance to measure and moni-
tor for fear that the process will present bad news to the leadership 
and other stakeholders. Presenting one’s performance shortfalls to 
others is not typical bureaucratic behavior. Thus the efforts to build 
such a system should recognize the inherent and real political limita-
tions. These efforts should start with a simple approach, work with 
stakeholders (to help them recognize it is their right to be regularly 
informed on the performance of their government), and continue 
to stress time and again that information can help improve policy 
making and public management. The achievement of these modest 
goals should then be a reason for longer term optimism.
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ENHANCING THE UTILIZATION OF 
EVALUATIONS FOR EVIDENCE-BASED 
Policy making1

by Michael Bamberger,  
Former Senior Evaluator, World Bank

Concerns about under-utilization  
of evaluations

There is widespread concern that, despite the significant resources 
devoted to programme evaluation and its importance in both indus-
trialized and developing countries, the utilization of evaluation find-
ings is disappointingly low (Patton, 1997, chapter 1). This holds true 
even for evaluations which are methodologically sound. In 1995, 
the U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO), conducted follow-up 
case studies on three major federal programme evaluations: the 
Comprehensive Child Development Programme, the Community 
Health Centers Programme, and, Title 1 Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act aimed at providing compensatory education services 
to low-income students and found that:

“Lack of information does not appear to be the main problem. 
Rather, the problem seems to be that available information is not 
organized and communicated effectively. Much of the available 
information did not reach the [appropriate Senate] Committee, 
or reached it in a form that was too highly aggregated to be use-
ful or that was difficult to digest.” (GAO, 1995, p. 39). 

The GAO’s report helped to explain why “the recent literature is 
unanimous in announcing the general failure of evaluation to affect 
decision-making in a significant way” (Wholey, 1970, p. 46), and 
confirmed that “producing data is one thing, getting it used is quite 

1	 This chapter draws upon the following publications: Operations Evaluation 
Department 2004 (Michael Bamberger editor) Influential Evaluations; Operations 
Evaluation Department 2005 (Michael Bamberger Influential Evaluations: Detailed 
Case Studies); Bamberger, Rugh and Mabry 2006 RealWorld Evaluation Chapter 8; 
and on several workshops organized by Michael Bamberger on Evaluation Utilization 
for the Independent Program Evaluation Network, Tbilisi 2006; the World Bank 
Independent Evaluation Group, Washington DC 2006; and the International Program 
for Development Evaluation Training Ottawa 2006, 2007.



121

Enhancing the utilization of evaluations for evidence-based policy making

another” (House, 1972, p. 412)2. Evaluators are also concerned 
about the related issue of misuse of evaluation findings. House 
(1990), observed, “Results from poorly conceived studies have 
frequently been given wide publicity, and findings from good stud-
ies have been improperly used” (p. 26). In some cases the mis-
use might be intentional, but in other cases it results from a lack of 
understanding of how to interpret, and use, evaluation findings. 

Regarding evaluations of development programmes, the World 
Bank Independent Evaluation Group (IEG)3 recently concluded that 
“for all development agencies, monitoring and evaluation remains 
the weakest link in the risk management chain.” (SIDA 1999). The 
Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA), in a recent 
assessment of its evaluation practices was disappointed to find 
that most stakeholders never even saw the findings and that few 
of those who did found nothing very new or useful. SIDA concluded 
that “for the majority of stakeholders the evaluation could just 
as well have been left undone.” A former Director General of the 
World Bank Operations Evaluation Department observed that, the 
“prerequisite of credibility is missing in the evaluation systems 
used by most governments, companies and development agencies” 
(Picciotto, 2002, p. 14).

Defining evaluation utilization

When assessing evaluation utilization it is important to define 
clearly what is being assessed and measured. For example, are we 
assessing:

•	 Evaluation use : how evaluation findings and recommendations 
are used by policy-makers, managers and others.

•	 Evaluation influence : how the evaluation has influenced deci-
sions and actions.

•	 The consequences of the evaluation : how the process of conduc-
ting the evaluation, as well as the findings and recommendations, 
affected the agencies involved, the policy dialogue and the target 
populations. It is becoming realized that the decision to conduct 
an evaluation, and the choice of evaluation methodology, can in 

2	 Several of the examples and citations in this paragraph are taken from Patton, 1997, 
chapter 1.

3	 At the time the two Influential Evaluations reports were published, the Department 
was called the Operations Evaluation Department (OED) but the name has now 
been changed to the Independent Evaluation Group (IOG).



Bridging the gap 
The role of monitoring and evaluation in Evidence-based policy making

122

themselves have important consequences. For example, the de-
cision to use randomized control trials, or strong quasi-experi-
mental designs, can affect the programme being evaluated. For 
example, the use of randomization means that selected benefi-
ciaries will include both poorer and better-off families from the 
target population. However, if beneficiaries were selected by the 
implementing agency, it is possible that preference would have 
been given to the poorest families.

Outcomes and impacts can also be assessed at different levels:

•	 changes at the level of the individual (e.g. changes in knowledge, 
attitudes or behavior);

•	 changes in organizational behavior;

•	 changes in how programmes are designed or implemented, or 
in the mechanisms used to draw lessons from programme expe-
rience;

•	 changes in policies and in planning procedures at the national, 
sector or programme level.

Measurement issues

There are a number of measurement issues which must be 
addressed in the assessment of evaluation use, influence or con-
sequences: 

•	 The time horizon over which outcomes and impacts are measured : 
due to pressures from policy-makers and funding agencies, the 
evaluator will often be required to make an assessment of outco-
mes and impacts at a relatively early stage in the programme im-
plementation cycle. This will often result in the conclusion that the 
intended outcomes and impacts have not been achieved when in 
fact it was still too early to be able to measure them. This problem 
can be addressed if an evaluability assessment is conducted prior 
to the launch of the evaluation4. In this case the assessment could 
show that outcomes and/or impacts could not be measured at the 
point of time if the evaluation were to be conducted then. The eva-
luation terms of reference should then be revised either to permit 
the evaluation to be conducted at a later stage or to limit what is 
to be assessed (e.g. estimating outputs and preliminary outcomes 
but not the main outcomes or impacts).

4	 The purpose of an evaluability assessment is to determine whether the intended 
objectives of an evaluation can be achieved with the available resources and data 
and within the specified evaluation time horizon. 
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•	 Intensity of effects : Many evaluations have only a small impact 
or influence which may be of very little practical importance. 
Consequently it is often important to assess the intensity of the 
evaluation’s contribution.

•	 Reporting bias : many policy-makers, planning or implementing 
agencies may not be willing to acknowledge that they have been 
influenced by the evaluation findings and recommendations. The 
complaint is often heard from policy-makers that funding agen-
cies often claim credit for the choice of policies which were being 
planned by the government before the evaluation was completed. 
This makes it even more difficult to estimate the influence of the 
evaluation when clients do not acknowledge its contribution.

•	 Attribution : policy-makers and planners receive advice from 
many different sources. This means that determining the extent 
to which the observed changes in policies or programme design 
can be attributed to the effects of the evaluation is difficult. The 
changes could equally be attributed to one of the many other 
sources of information and recommendations to which policy-
makers are exposed.

Reasons why evaluations are  
under-utilized

Lack of a feeling of ownership, or lack of commitment to an evalu-
ation may be an inevitable result in cases where many stakehold-
ers are not consulted about the objectives or design of the evalu-
ation; are not involved in implementation and, have no opportunity 
to comment on the findings. In many developing countries, access 
and use is further limited because relatively few reports are trans-
lated into the national language of the country studied. Even fewer 
are available in the local languages spoken by many stakeholders. 
Civil society frequently shows its frustration at the lack of involve-
ment in the evaluation process. 

The main reasons why evaluation findings are under-utilized are:

•	 Lack of ownership: Clients and stakeholders often feel that the 
evaluation has been designed by funding agencies and so is ad-
dressing questions of interest to these agencies rather than the 
concerns and priorities of the client. In some cases stakeholders 
feel that they do not have the right to make suggestions on the 
evaluation design or content or that any suggestions will often be 
ignored.
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•	 Bad timing : The findings are often not available when they are 
needed, making them largely irrelevant by the time they are 
available. At the other end of the project cycle, evaluators often 
wish to discuss baseline studies and evaluation design at the 
start of the project which is often when programme manage-
ment is still struggling to launch the project and when it is far 
too early for them to have any interest in thinking about what the 
results will be several years on.

•	 Lack of flexibility and responsiveness to the information needs 
of key stakeholders : Evaluations are normally conducted accor-
ding to their own design logic and frequently cannot respond to 
the immediate information needs and deadlines of the stakehol-
ders. 

•	 Wrong question and irrelevant findings : Many evaluations do not 
ask the questions of concern to stakeholders and mainly provide 
information on topics of little interest to them.

•	 Weak methodology : The complexities of attributing causality for 
complex programmes operating in a context with many other 
actors and exogenous factors, combined with time and budget 
pressures, and a lack of comparative data, frequently makes it 
impossible to produce very precise and conclusive evaluation fin-
dings.

•	 Many evaluations are expensive and make too many demands on 
overtaxed programme staff: Even many potential supporters of 
an evaluation may complain that the exercise requires more re-
sources in terms of funds, staff time and effort than they feel are 
justified in terms of the new insights the evaluation will produce

•	 Lack of local expertise to conduct, review and use evaluations : 
The lack of familiarity with evaluation methods on the part of 
client agencies and local consultants also limits the utilization of 
a potentially useful evaluation.

•	 Communication problems : Clients may not be kept informed of 
progress and initial findings, there may be language problems, or 
clients may not understand or like the evaluator’s presentation 
style (it may be too technical, too qualitative etc). In other cases 
the problem may be that the client does not wish to share reports 
with other stakeholders. Sometimes, in order to ensure “objecti-
vity” of the findings the evaluator may believe that the progress 
of the evaluation should not be discussed with the client.
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•	 Factors external to the evaluation : evaluations are conducted 
within government or civil society organizational structures. If 
these are not conducive to the evaluation this may affect imple-
mentation or utilization. For example: the country may not have 
an effective monitoring and evaluation system so that it is very 
difficult to collect data or disseminate findings, or the govern-
ment may not accept the funding agency’s “evaluation culture” 
(for example frank identification of problems and wide dissemi-
nation and open discussion of the evaluation findings) .

Assessing the influence of an evaluation 
(attribution analysis)

Figure 1 shows the approach to attribution analysis used to assess 
the influence of the evaluations included in the World Bank Opera-
tions Evaluation Department (OED, 2004, 2005), Influential Evalua-
tions publication. This study reviewed evaluations which had already 
been completed and was conducted on a limited budget. Therefore, 
it was only possible to conduct a sample survey of stakeholders in 
one of the eight cases and, extended telephone interviews in one 
other case. Most of the analysis was based on desk reviews, peer 
reviews, consultation with the evaluators and e-mail contact with 
stakeholders. The approach involved four steps:

1.	 Identify potential effects (outcomes, impacts, influences or 
consequences) of an evaluation. These may be identified by re-
viewing the terms of reference, reading the evaluation report or, 
consulting with stakeholders and the team who conducted the 
evaluation.

2.	 Consider whether there is a plausible case for assuming that 
some of the observed effects might be attributable to the eva-
luation

3.	 Define and implement a methodology for assessing whether the 
effects can in fact be attributed to the evaluation. 

4.	 Estimate the proportion of the effects that can reasonably be 
attributed to the evaluation.
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Triangulation

1. Identify potential effects 
(outcomes and impacts, 

influences or consequences)

2. Consider whether there is 
a plausible case for assuming 

that the evaluation might have 
contributed to the observed effects 

3. Define and implement a 
methodology for assessing 

whether the observed effects can 
be attributed to the evaluation. 

4. Estimate the proportion 
of the effects that can reasonably 

be attributed to the evaluation

Figure 1: A simple attribution analysis framework

Triangulation is used at all stages to compare the consistency of 
estimates obtained from different sources.

The Influential Evaluations report included the following simple and 
cost-effective methods for assessing attribution:

•	 Comparing user surveys at two points in time (Bangalore: Citizen 
Report Card evaluation ).

•	 Opinion survey of stakeholders (Bangalore: Citizen Report Card 
evaluation ).

•	 Testimonials from stakeholders on ways in which they were in-
fluenced by the evaluation (Indonesia: Village Water Supply and 
Sanitation Project and Bulgaria: Metallurgical Industry ). 

•	 Expert Assessment and peer review (India: Employment 
Assurance Scheme ).

•	 Following a paper trail (India: Employment Assurance Scheme ; 
Uganda: Improving the Delivery of Primary Education ).

•	 Logical deduction from secondary sources (Uganda: Improving 
the Delivery of Primary Education ).
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Examples of effective evaluation utilization

The cases cited in this section are taken from Influential Evaluations 
(World Bank OED 2004 and 2005). Lessons are also drawn from 
the author’s own experience

How are evaluations used?

Evaluations are used, or achieve their influence, in many different 
ways, not all of which were intended by the evaluator and/or the 
client. The following are some of the common ways in which evalu-
ations are used:

•	 Evaluation is never the only source of advice : clients receive in-
formation and advice from many different sources and the impact 
of an evaluation will often depend on how well it complements 
other sources of information.

•	 Political cover: providing political cover or support for difficult or 
politically sensitive decisions or actions. 

•	 The credibility of the evaluator: the credibility and perceived in-
dependence of the evaluator can be an important factor when 
politically sensitive or controversial decisions have to be taken.

•	 Identifying winners and losers : policy-oriented evaluations not 
only provide findings and advice but can also help identify po-
tential winners and losers and can suggest ways to mitigate 
negative consequences for losers. Whilst many evaluations em-
phasize the benefits of programmes or policies, for politicians 
and policy-makers, it is often equally important to address the 
concerns of influential groups who may suffer as a result of the 
programmes.

•	 Presenting the big picture : evaluations can help clients to see 
their programme within a broader perspective and to understand 
how the programme is affected by the economic, political and 
organizational context within which it operates. 

•	 Understanding the impact on vulnerable groups : implementing 
agencies and policy-makers tend to hear from and be influenced 
by the better-organized and better-off sectors of the target popu-
lation. An evaluation can make policy-makers aware of the spe-
cial issues, and of the lack of access often facing the vulnerable 
and less vocal groups. 

•	 Providing new knowledge or understanding : when agencies are 
receiving funding from new sources (for example the European 
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Union or a regional development bank), the evaluator may pro-
vide important new information on the policies and procedures 
of these agencies. In the case of the EU, for example, countries 
may be subjected to new environmental or social policies with 
which they may not be familiar. Similarly, when an agency is de-
veloping new kinds of programmes (for example, community dri-
ven development or post-conflict reconstruction), the evaluation 
team may provide guidance on unfamiliar programme design or 
implementation methodologies.

•	 Catalytic function : the planning and design of an evaluation, or 
the review and consultation process, may help bring together 
people or groups who previously had not worked together. The 
follow-up action plan may lead to the creation of working groups 
or consultative mechanisms which institutionalize contacts 
between these groups. 

Types of influence that evaluations  
can have

Table 1 uses the case studies in the Influential Evaluations publica-
tion to illustrate the many different types of influence that an evalu-
ation can have. In some cases clients use the evaluation to improve 
policy or programme design. In other cases it is used to provide 
political cover for taking difficult decisions. Sometimes the findings 
of an evaluation also provide objective and independent informa-
tion with which civil society can more effectively pressure govern-
ment agencies to improve service delivery. The evaluation process 
may also serve as a catalyst to bring together a broader range of 
stakeholders or to help create a commission or working group. The 
case study on the evaluation of large dams also points out that the 
process of conducting an evaluation may have consequences that 
were not anticipated or desired by the agency commissioning the 
evaluation. 
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Table 1: The types of effects evaluations can have:  
illustrated by the Influential Evaluations case studies

1.	 India: 
Employment 
Assurance Scheme

•	 Broad, interagency perspective helped identify duplications 
and potential cost-savings

•	 The position of the Evaluation Office permitted high level 
access to the Planning Commission

2.	 India: Citizen 
Report Cards

•	 Alerted public service agencies to problems of which they 
were not fully aware or had not considered important

•	 Provided objective, quantitative data that civil society could 
use to pressure agencies to improve services

3.	 Indonesia: Village 
Water Supply

•	 Made policy-makers aware of the importance of women’s 
participation and the benefits of participatory planning

4.	 Large Dams •	 Created political space for civil society by introducing new 
social and environmental criteria for assessing dams

•	 Launched a dialogue which facilitated the creation of the 
World Commission on Dams

•	 Discouraged risk-averse funding agencies from investing in 
large dams (even when there appeared to be a strong social 
and economic justification)

5.	 Pakistan:  
What-flour  
ration shops

•	 Provided political cover to government to take a politically 
sensitive decision to eliminate subsidies

•	 Showed how to mitigate negative consequences for 
influential “losers”

6.	 Uganda:  
Education  
Expenditures

•	 Developed methodology to document what everyone 
suspected (that approved funds were not reaching schools)

•	 Provided documentation to civil society to pressure for 
improvements

7.	 Bulgaria:  
Environmental 
Consequences of 
a Metallurgical 
Project

•	 Alerted borrowers and the regional development bank to 
new EU environmental legislation

•	 Showed the company how to avoid fines
•	 Showed the company how to advance the launch date for 

mineral production

8.	 China Forestry 
Policy

•	 Legitimized questioning of the logging ban (which had 
eliminated millions of jobs)

•	 Promoted more in-depth policy research on forestry
•	 Facilitated the creation of the Forestry Task Force.

Source: World Bank OED (2004), Influential Evaluations.
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Some of the discussions on the Influential Evaluation report pointed 
out that, in the majority of the case studies, the main effect of 
the evaluations was to point out things that had gone wrong and 
to show how clients and other stakeholders were able to take cor-
rective measures. However, many evaluations can show that a pro-
gramme is going well and can provide support for its continuation 
or expansion.5 In these cases however, it is often more difficult to 
demonstrate clearly the contribution of the evaluation since it is 
providing further support for a decision that an agency was already 
planning to take.

What difference did the evaluation make?

Table 2 uses the Influential Evaluations case studies to illustrate the 
differences an evaluation can make. The cases illustrate the differ-
ence made by the evaluations. These were: cost savings; forcing 
agencies to take actions; strengthening gender analysis and partici-
patory planning; broadening the evaluation criteria used to assess 
programmes; discouraging future investments by risk-averse fund-
ing agencies; increased efficiency of service delivery; and, facili-
tating the creation of important policy and planning taskforces or 
organizations.

Table 2: The differences evaluation can make:  
taken from the Influential Evaluations case studies

Differences made Evaluations

Major cost savings •	 India: Employment Assurance

•	 Bulgaria: Metallurgical Industry

•	 Pakistan: What-flour ration shops

Increased financial benefits •	 Uganda: Education Expenditures

•	 Bulgaria: Metallurgical Industry

Forced action •	 Bangalore: Citizen Report Cards

•	 Uganda: Education Expenditures

Strengthened gender and participatory 
planning

•	 Indonesia: Village Water Supply

5	 The evaluation of the Progresa (now called “Oportunidades” conditional cash 
transfer programme in Mexico is often cited as a case where a very positive 
evaluation was able to convince a new President to continue a programme started 
under a previous administration.)
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Introduced broader evaluation criteria 
but discouraged future investments

•	 Large Dams

Increased efficiency of service delivery •	 India: Employment Assurance

•	 Bangalore: Citizen Report Cards

•	 Indonesia: Village Water Supply

Facilitated creation of important policy 
and planning agencies

•	 Large Dams

•	 China: Forestry Policy

Source: World Bank, OED (2004) Inf luential Evaluations

Ways to strengthen evaluation utilization 

Creating ownership of the evaluation 

One of the key determinants of whether an evaluation will be use-
ful and, whether the findings will be used, is the extent to which 
clients and stakeholders are involved in all stages of the evalua-
tion process. Do the clients feel that they “own” the evaluation, 
or do they not really know what the evaluation will produce until 
they receive the final report? How many times have evaluators felt 
frustrated when the main reaction from the client to a well prepared 
report is, “This is not what we wanted or expected.” The approach 
used in the initial scoping phase of the evaluation is critical both for 
creating a sense of client ownership and also for understanding the 
client’s information needs (see Point B).

An effective way to enhance the sense of ownership (see Point F), 
is the use of formative evaluation strategies, which provide con-
stant feedback to key stakeholders on ways to use the initial evalua-
tion findings to strengthen project implementation. 

Effective communication strategies

Promoting a positive attitude toward evaluation findings often 
involves ensuring that clients face “no surprises” (World Bank, IEG 
2004). The client should be kept informed of the progress of the 
evaluation and of preliminary findings as they emerge. In particular, 
the client should be fully briefed on, and should have a chance to 
react to, the final conclusions and recommendations before they are 
presented or made available to others. Clients tend to react more 
defensively to negative findings if they are sprung on them in a for-
mal meeting with other agencies or, even worse, if they learn the 
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findings from the press or another agency. As always there is the 
need to involve clients while maintaining neutrality. This is particu-
larly the case where some negative or sensitive results are emerg-
ing which the client may wish to suppress. 

Deciding what to evaluate

 A successful evaluation will focus on a limited number of critical 
issues and hypotheses based on a clear understanding of the infor-
mation needs of clients and how the evaluation findings will be 
used. The following questions help define the evaluation focus and 
the required level of precision of the information and the analysis:

•	 What do the clients “need to know” and what would they simply 
“like to know”? This distinction is critical when deciding whether 
the data collection instruments can be simplified and information 
needs reduced.

•	 How will the evaluation findings be used? To defend the pro-
gramme from its critics? As an initial exploration of whether a 
new approach seems to work? To present statistically precise 
estimates of whether the programme has achieved quantitative 
goals? To estimate the cost-effectiveness of the programme 
compared to competing programmes? 

•	 How precise and rigorous do the findings need to be? As we 
have emphasized earlier, some digging may be required to de-
termine this. Sometimes the client will state that “a rigorous 
scientific evaluation” is required. The evaluator may assume this 
means that a large sample survey is needed to support a pre-test 
post-test evaluation design with a comparison group. However, 
the client may only mean that the report must be considered 
by parliament or the funding agency to have been professionally 
conducted.

Basing the evaluation on a programme theory  
(logic) model

A programme theory (logic) model developed in consultation with 
stakeholders is a good way to identify the key questions and hypoth-
eses which the evaluation should address. It is essential to ensure 
that clients and stakeholders and the evaluator are “on the same 
page” with respect to the understanding of the problem addressed 
by the programme. A common understanding is essential on what 
the objectives are; how it is expected to achieve these objectives; 
and, what criteria the clients will use to assess success. In some 
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cases it is necessary to formulate two or more different programme 
theory models to reflect the views of different stakeholder groups. 
This can be particularly important if the evaluation needs to recog-
nize the views of important critics of the programme. Even when 
conducting an evaluation under extreme time pressure it is essen-
tial to find time to involve clients in this process, so as to give them 
ownership and, so that they have a stake in the evaluation out-
comes. There is a great temptation for the evaluator to prepare a 
logic model describing what they understand the underlying theory 
to be, and then to present this to the client. Silence or unenthusias-
tic nods of the head are taken (often wrongly) to signal full under-
standing and agreement.

Understanding the political context 

It is important for the evaluator to understand as fully as possible 
the political context of the evaluation. Evaluations often address 
sensitive or even confidential issues so a great deal of discretion 
and tact is required. The following are some of the issues the evalu-
ator should try to understand:

•	 Who are the key stakeholders and what is their interest in the 
evaluation?

•	 Who are the main critics of the programme, what are their 
concerns/criticisms, and what would they like to happen? What 
kinds of evidence would they find most convincing? How can 
each of them influence the future direction of the programme (or 
even its continuance)?

•	 What are the main concerns of different stakeholders with res-
pect to the methodology? Are there sensitivities concerning the 
choice of quantitative or qualitative methods? How important are 
large sample surveys to the credibility of the evaluation?

In addition to the sensitivity of the questions, the relationship with 
the client on these issues must also be treated carefully. While it 
is important to gain the confidence of the client, it is essential for 
the evaluator to maintain objectivity and not to be seen as an ally of 
programme management against their critics.

Timing of the launch and completion of the evaluation

Many well designed evaluations fail to achieve their intended 
impacts either because they were completed too late (the critical 
decisions have already been made on future funding or programme 
directions), or, too early before the questions being addressed are 
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on the policy-makers’ radar screen. Many evaluations had little prac-
tical utility because they missed some critical deadlines or, failed to 
understand who were the key actors in the decision-making proc-
ess. A report delivered on March 4 may be of no practical use if the 
Ministry of Finance had already made decisions on future funding 
on March 3! Similarly, utility will be reduced if the findings did not 
reach some of the key decision-makers on time (or at all).

Defining the appropriate evaluation methodology

A successful evaluation must develop an approach that is both 
methodologically adequate to address the key questions and 
hypotheses and that is also understood by, and acceptable to cli-
ents. Many clients have strong preferences with respect to the use 
of quantitative, qualitative of mixed-method designs. They may also 
have strong opinions on the merits (or limitations) of randomized 
control trials and other strong quantitative evaluation designs. Con-
sequently one of the factors contributing to under-utilization of the 
evaluation may be client disagreement with, or lack of understand-
ing of, the methodology.

Most evaluations are conducted under less than ideal circum-
stances. Budgets are usually less than required for a rigorous evalua-
tion design, there are often time pressures to complete and present 
the evaluation findings, and important information (such as baseline 
data), is frequently not available or of dubious quality. An effective 
evaluation must adapt to these constraints. The constraints will be 
assessed by the evaluator but their importance and the client’s flex-
ibility (e.g. to delay submission of the report or obtain additional 
funds) must be discussed and agreed with the client. It will some-
times be found, for example, that the “deadline” for submitting the 
report is in fact only a deadline for the preparation of an informal 
status report. Similarly there may be some flexibility in the evalua-
tion budget. However, these constraints and priorities must be fully 
discussed in a strategy session with the client and the evaluator 
must never assume that, for example, “the client would not mind 
waiting a few more weeks to get a better report.”

Process analysis and formative evaluation strategies

“An evaluation intended to furnish information for guiding pro-
gramme improvement is called a formative evaluation (Scriven, 
1991), because its purpose is to help form or shape the programme 
to perform better” (Rossi, Lipsey and Freeman, 2004: 34). Even 
when the primary objective of an evaluation is to assess programme 
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outcomes and impacts, it is important to “open-up the black box” 
to study the process of programme implementation6. This is impor-
tant for the following reasons:

•	 To explain why certain expected outcomes have or have not been 
achieved.

•	 To explain why certain groups may have benefited from the pro-
gramme while others have not.

•	 To identify and assess the causes of outcomes and impacts. 
These may be planned or unanticipated, positive or negative.

•	 To provide a framework for assessing whether a programme 
that has not achieved its objectives is fundamentally sound and 
should be continued or expanded (with certain modifications) or 
whether the programme model has proved not to work, or at 
least, not in the contexts where it has been tried so far.

In addition to the above reasons, the analysis of the programme 
implementation process enables the evaluation to contribute to 
improving the performance of the ongoing programme (formative 
evaluation). This can be done in two ways. The first is for the eval-
uator to provide regular feedback and suggestions to programme 
management and other key stakeholders. The second way is to 
involve programme staff and other stakeholders in the evaluation so 
that they learn for themselves what is working and what is not. 

Many, but not all, formative evaluation strategies help promote eval-
uation utilization as stakeholders begin to use the findings, during 
the process of evaluation, long before even the draft final evaluation 
reports have been produced. Involving clients at this early stage 
also means that they are more likely to review the final reports and 
consider how to use the recommendations. 

Evaluation capacity building

While some evaluations are one-time activities which will prob-
ably not be repeated, others are likely to continue over a number 
of years, over different phases, or over subsequent programmes. 
In such instances, evaluation capacity-building (strengthening the 

6	 The issue of the “black box” (a term widely used in economic analysis) only concerns 
quantitative pre-test post-test evaluation designs where data is only collected at 
the start and the end of the project and the project implementation process is 
not studied. Many authors, including Stufflebeam’s CIPP; Greene’s participatory; 
Stake’s responsive; Patton’s utilization; Fetterman’s empowerment; Scriven’s goal-
free; House’s democratic approaches – do not treat implementation or process as a 
black box. 



Bridging the gap 
The role of monitoring and evaluation in Evidence-based policy making

136

capacity of stakeholders to commission, design, implement, inter-
pret and use evaluations), can be viewed both as enhancing the 
quality and utility of the ongoing evaluation and, as an investment to 
strengthen the use of findings. 

Evaluation capacity building includes both strengthening the techni-
cal capacity of evaluators to conduct evaluations and also the capac-
ity of clients and stakeholders to interpret and use the findings of 
the evaluation. Although evaluation capacity building is often lim-
ited to working alongside evaluation practitioners, one of the most 
important components is in fact, to strengthen the motivation and 
capacity of managers, planners, policy-makers, legislators, funding 
agencies and public opinion to commission, assess and/or use eval-
uations. When agencies do not use evaluation findings, one of the 
contributing factors is often a lack of evaluation capacity in one of 
the areas described above.

From the perspective of enhancing evaluation utilization the follow-
ing are some of the key activities to undertake with evaluation users 
(and also with the client commissioning the evaluation): 

•	 Involve key stakeholders and other potential users in the scoping 
and design phase. The construction of the programme theory 
model is an important opportunity for capacity building, provi-
ding an opportunity to discuss important concepts such as input, 
output and process indicators and the definition and measure-
ment of impacts. 

•	 Help users understand the logic of the evaluation design, and the 
trade-offs between the different possible designs, in terms of 
how the evaluation will be used.

•	 Invite interested stakeholders to participate in some of the eva-
luation training programmes or workshops which might be orga-
nized primarily for the evaluation practitioners.

•	 Try to involve all key user audiences in the periodic briefings on 
the progress of the evaluation.

•	 Involve users as resource persons when evaluations are organi-
zed with other agencies.

Communicating the findings of the evaluation

Many potentially useful evaluations have little impact because the 
findings are not communicated to potential users in a way which is 
useful or comprehensible to them. Even worse, the findings may 



137

Enhancing the utilization of evaluations for evidence-based policy making

never ever reached some intended users. Some guidelines for com-
municating evaluation findings to enhance utilization are:

•	 Clarify what each user wants to know and the amount of detail 
required. Do specific users want a long report with lots of tables 
and charts or a brief overview? Do they want many details on 
each project site, school, region, or just a summary of the gene-
ral findings?

•	 Understand how different users like to receive information. In a 
written report? In a group meeting with slides or PowerPoint? In 
an informal personal briefing? 

•	 Clarify if users want “hard facts” (statistics) or whether they pre-
fer photos and narratives. Do they want a global overview, or to 
understand how the programme affects individual people and 
communities?

•	 Be prepared to use different communication strategies for diffe-
rent users. One size usually does not fit all.

•	 Ensure presentations are pitched at the right level of detail or 
technicality. Do not overwhelm managers with statistical analy-
sis or detailed discussion of sample design, but do not insult pro-
fessional audiences by implying that they could not understand 
the technicalities.

•	 Ascertain what the preferred medium is for presenting the fin-
dings. A written report is not the only way to communicate fin-
dings. Other options include: oral presentations to groups, video, 
photographs, meetings with programme beneficiaries or visits 
to programme locations. Sometimes attending a meeting in the 
community in which residents talk about the programme can 
have much more impact than a written report. 

•	 Make sure the communication is in the right language(s) when 
conducting evaluation in multilingual communities or countries.

Developing a follow-up action plan

Many evaluations present detailed recommendations but have very 
little practical utility because the recommendations are never put 
into place, even though all groups might have expressed agreement. 
What is needed is an agreed action plan with specific, time-
bound actions, clear definition of responsibility, and procedures 
for monitoring compliance. Many government and international 
agencies have standard procedures to monitor the implementation 
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of evaluation recommendations. For example, the World Bank 
Independent Evaluation Group and many other agencies keep a log 
of all recommendations included in its evaluations, management 
response to these, and agreed actions. Periodic follow-ups to report 
on the status of the agreed actions also take place.

The definition of a follow-up action plan is an effective way to pro-
mote utilization of the evaluation findings. Some of the steps, as 
stressed above, include:

•	 A key strategy is to ensure client and stakeholder “buy-in” to 
the evaluation process so that there is willingness to review, 
and where there is agreement, to implement the evaluation fin-
dings. 

•	 The evaluation report must identify the key issues on which de-
cisions must be taken and follow-up actions agreed. However 
the external evaluator needs to be cautious about presenting 
specific recommendations so as not to discourage users from 
taking ownership of the action plan. In preparing the evaluation 
report the evaluator, in consultation with the clients, must decide 
whether it is better to:

o	 Present a list of issues but not propose specific actions;

o	 Present a number of follow-up options but not recommend 
which one is best;

o	 Present specific recommendations on follow-up actions. This 
may be appropriate when discussing technical issues (for 
example which financial management package is compatible 
with the computer systems used by the agency).

•	 The action plan must be developed by the interested organiza-
tions with the evaluator as a technical resource and possibly faci-
litator. It is sometimes better for the evaluator not to participate 
in the action planning meetings so as to give more feeling of 
ownership and freedom of action to the agencies themselves. 

•	 Often the evaluator can help develop measurable indicators and 
timetables to monitor progress. One of the evaluator’s key contri-
butions is to ensure that the action plan is actually developed 
before she or he leaves.
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Conclusion: Special challenges  
in enhancing the utilization of  
evidence-based evaluations

There is a growing demand for more rigorous, “evidenced-based” 
methodologies for assessing the effectiveness of development 
assistance. Patton (2005), defines “evidence-based” evaluation as 
the use of methods to ensure that the impact of the intervention 
“has been subjected to at least some empirical validity”. While most 
evaluators would probably agree that claims concerning the effec-
tiveness or impact of a programme should be supported by the best 
empirically verifiable evidence, the problem is that there are major 
disagreements as to what comprises the “best”, or even good evi-
dence. One school of evaluators has argued that randomized con-
trol trials (RCTs),7 are usually the best form of evidence. For exam-
ple, the U.S. Department of Education recommended, in 2005, that 
priority should be given in all educational evaluations to the use of 
RCTs8. The Poverty Action Lab9 at MIT offers international training 
programmes advocating the use of RCTs, and the Center for Glo-
bal Development advocates the increased use of RCTs and strong 
quasi-experimental designs10. Supporters of RCTs have coined the 
term the “gold standard” to refer to this approach.

The debate over whether RCTs are (i) the best way to evaluate 
impacts; (ii) one of several equally valid design options, or (iii) an 
inappropriate or even unethical way to assess the effectiveness of 

7	 The essential characteristic of a randomized control trial is that all individuals, 
households, communities or organizations who satisfy project eligibility criteria are 
randomly assigned to the project or control groups. This is often done through a 
public lottery to ensure a transparent selection process. The great methodological 
advantage of this approach is to eliminate the different kinds of selection bias that 
occur when participants are either self-selected or are selected by the project 
agency.

8	 For an example of this debate see http://www.eval.org/doestatement.htm which 
gives the response of the American Evaluation Association to the proposal by the 
US Department of Education to give priority to randomized control trials. This also 
includes links to the original document.

9	 See www.povertyaction.com for examples of randomized control trials and 
information on the Poverty Action Lab program.

10	 A strong quasi-experimental design (QED) uses a pre-test/post-test design with a 
project and comparison group. The difference is that with QEDs separate selection 
procedures are used for the project group (usually self-selection or selection by the 
implementing agency) and the comparison group. This presents the problem that 
there may be some systematic differences between the two groups (for example 
participants may be more motivated or have more years of education) and that what 
are assumed to be effects of the project may be due, at least in part, to these initial 
differences between the two groups.
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development programmes, has strongly divided the evaluation com-
munity11. On the positive side the insistence on more rigorous and 
independently verifiable standards of evidence for assessing project 
impacts has required many agencies to define more carefully what 
their programmes are intended to achieve and how their effective-
ness can be measured. The Center for Global Development’s May 
2006 report, When will we ever learn? Improving lives through 
impact evaluation ,12 has served to focus this debate by pointing 
out the economic and social costs of poorly designed evaluations 
leading to wrong conclusions on whether programmes are achiev-
ing their development objectives (and by implication whether they 
should be continued or terminated). This report has encouraged 
many development agencies to give greater priority to a more rigor-
ous assessment of the effectiveness of their development interven-
tions. At the same time critics have challenged the report’s conclu-
sion that experimental and strong quasi-experimental designs nor-
mally offer the most valid way to assess development impacts. 

This debate has created additional challenges for ensuring the uti-
lization of evaluations (in addition to all of the problems we have 
already discussed!). When technical debates among evaluation 
specialists are used to decide evaluation design, rather than con-
sultations with intended users, as to what methods would be most 
useful to answer their priority questions, some developing coun-
try agencies feel disempowered. The fact that many “summative” 
evaluation designs13 do not produce their findings until the project 
is completed, serves to reinforce that feeling of disempowerment. 
At that stage, the information is often of little practical use to man-
agers and policy-makers because it is too late to use it to correct 
problems during project implementation. In addition, decisions on 
the termination, continuation or expansion of the programme have 

11	 In a July 2006 presentation to the International Program for Development Evaluation 
Training (unpublished but available from the author) Michael Bamberger argued that 
while RCTs and strong quasi-experimental designs are potentially very powerful, 
experience to date suggests that strong evaluation designs have probably been 
used in less than 10 per cent of impact evaluations in developing countries and that 
RCTs have probably been used in significantly less than 5 per cent of evaluations.

12	 http://www.cgdev.org/content/publications/detail /7973

13	 A formative evaluation design is intended to provide constant feedback to program 
management to help detect problems and to find ways to improve project 
implementation and ensure accessibility to all sectors of the target population. In 
contrast, a summative evaluation is intended to estimate the effects (outcomes or 
impacts) of a project intervention and to determine to what extent the observed 
changes can be attributed to the project intervention. Very often a summative 
evaluation will not provide any feedback to managers and policy-makers until the 
end of project. 



141

Enhancing the utilization of evaluations for evidence-based policy making

often already been made. There are also issues concerning the con-
sequences of RCTs for the programme being evaluated. The need 
for a small number of precisely defined quantitative indicators of 
inputs, outputs and impacts, and for a standard treatment that does 
not vary over the life of the project, may limit the flexibility of a 
programme to adapt to changing circumstances. Such flexibility is 
essential in many development contexts. 

The debate over what constitutes a good evaluation design presents 
several challenges for evaluation utilization. 

Firstly, it is important to ensure that clients understand the debate 
and what is at issue. The evaluator must help them to understand 
that, despite what they may have been told by funding agencies or 
consultants, there is no consensus among evaluators (or develop-
ment agencies), on what constitutes the “best” evaluation design. 
Clients should be made aware of the fact that all evaluation designs 
have strengths and weaknesses; that different designs will be more 
appropriate in different circumstances; and, that mixed-method 
designs, combining both quantitative and qualitative methods, will 
almost always be more robust than single-method designs. The 
most appropriate design in a given circumstance depends on a 
number of considerations including: the purpose of the evaluation; 
the required level of precision; budget and time constraints; data 
availability; and, not least, the methodological preferences of the 
client and other key stakeholders. 

Secondly, it is essential to ensure that clients are fully involved in 
the decisions on evaluation design and that they feel ownership of 
the evaluation. 

Thirdly, one of the roles of the evaluator may sometimes be to pro-
vide guidance and perhaps moral support to clients who feel pres-
sured by funding agencies to use evaluation methodologies with 
which they do not feel comfortable; which they do not fully under-
stand; or, which they believe are not appropriate for their needs.

If the evaluator can address these challenges the debate over evi-
denced-based evaluation can result in a more active involvement 
of clients and stakeholders in the choice of the most appropriate 
evaluation design and, ultimately, in enhanced utilization of the eval-
uation findings.
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Country-Led Evaluation.  
Lessons Learned from Regions 

by Marie-Helene Adrien, President, IDEAS and  
Dennis Jobin, Vice President, IDEAS

Introduction1

Country-Led Evaluation (CLE) is a relatively new concept, and one 
that reflects the world’s growing recognition of the importance of a 
nation’s self-determination in its own development. 

In recent years, the field of development evaluation has evolved 
considerably. Contemporary discussions and events in the interna-
tional development arena have broadened the scope and design 
of evaluation, from an earlier, narrower focus on projects or pro-
grammes to broader assessments that encompass policy, policy 
coherence, and development outcomes. Consequently, newer 
evaluation methodologies now consider many factors including 
gender equity, social justice, environmental sustainability, and par-
ticipation. 

At the same time, there has been increasing pressure to make eval-
uation central to a country’s own development process and more 
relevant and meaningful to the people whose lives are affected by 
development interventions. The field of evaluation is being reshaped 
by the evolving context of international aid, and particularly, by 
the emerging recognition that effective development assistance 
requires that donor agencies “respect partner country leadership 
and help strengthen their capacity to exercise it.” 2 

Conventional forms of evaluation, typically mandated and funded 
by development agencies, are now being challenged by emerging 
independent forms of assessment which put the recipient country 
in the driver’s seat. The rationale for CLE is clear, but the question 
now is how to do it. What are the obstacles to Country-Led Evalua-
tion? What needs to be done to support it? 

1	 This paper reflects the positions of the two authors only.

2	 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, High Level Forum, Paris, February 28-29 
2005, p. 2
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IDEAS

Since its inauguration in 2002, the International Development Eval-
uation Association (IDEAS) has worked to make evaluation more 
relevant and useful. In keeping with its mission – “to improve and 
extend the practice of development evaluation by refining knowl-
edge, strengthening capacity, and expanding networks for devel-
opment evaluation, particularly in developing and transition coun-
tries” – IDEAS has focused on rethinking, reforming and reshaping 
development evaluation. In a concerted attempt to make evaluation 
more central to development and the eradication of human poverty, 
IDEAS has promoted the notion that rights and equality, justice 
and freedoms, peace and security are all legitimate dimensions of 
evaluation. It has focused on finding ways to make the outputs of 
evaluation more meaningful to the people whose lives are affected 
by projects, programmes, and broad policy interventions. This has 
involved thinking through standard methods and approaches, and 
encouraging new ones that make the practice of evaluation more 
rigorous and more participatory. This move to make evaluation more 
central has also meant grappling with the issues of ownership and 
governance of evaluation. 

In order to better understand these issues, IDEAS conducted two 
regional workshops on Country-Led Evaluation (CLE) – one in the 
Central and Eastern European Region (Prague, Czech Republic, 
June 2006), and one in the Africa region (Niamey, Niger, January 
2007). These workshops brought together representatives from 
government, academia, the private sector, and the NGO commu-
nity, who had something to share about Country-Led Evaluations. 

The specific aims of the regional conferences were to:

•	 obtain views on how participants define Country-Led Evaluation, 
and its design and purpose;

•	 provide a forum for sharing regional experiences to foster networ-
king and knowledge sharing;

•	 identify factors that enable or hinder CLE;

•	 identify lessons learned from country and regional experiences;

•	 encourage discussions of how to develop the capacities required 
for CLE. 

This paper provides some insights about what CLE is and its impor-
tance for development effectiveness, and summarizes the find-
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ings from the two CLE workshops. (For detailed reports from the 
workshops, please see CLE Report – Prague (IDEAS, 2006) and 
CLE Report – Niamey (IDEAS, 2007) on the IDEAS website: www.
ideas-int.org/)

Country-Led Evaluation 

While the OECD-DAC3 does not yet have an official definition of 
Country-Led Evaluation (CLE), several development agencies have 
come to define it as “evaluations in which the country leads the 
evaluation by determining which evaluations will be done, and is 
responsible for steering and managing them.”4 CLE fosters coun-
try ownership of the development process, and reflects a paradigm 
shift in the delivery of development aid which is illustrated in the 
table below. 

The Changing Paradigm of Development Aid 

Orientation Past Present Future

Management  
and control

Donor’s Audit Donor Led  
Evaluation

Country Led  
Evaluation

Focus Money Policy Institutions:  
good governance

Instruments Projects Programmes Partnerships

Unit of Account Inputs Outputs Results & Outcomes

Emphasis Donor driven Joint sponsorship 
-Swaps

Country ownership

Dominant  
discipline

Engineering

Education

Macro economic 
and finance

Multidisciplinary

Source: Jobin, Denis (Forthcoming) “A Transaction-Cost-Based Approach to Partnership Performance  
Evaluation” Evaluation: The International Journal of Theory, Research and Practice, U.K.

3	 The Organization for Economic Development and Cooperation’s Development 
Assistance Committee

4	 Country-Led Evaluations. A discussion note prepared by WB/OED, UNDP/EO  
and IOB. March 2003.
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Enabling factors and barriers to  
Country-Led Evaluation 

Introduction

Traditionally, most evaluations have been funded, and led, by devel-
opment agencies to meet their own requirements. Over time, how-
ever, it has become clear that this approach undermines recipi-
ent country ownership of development results and significantly 
increases the transaction costs of development partners. In con-
trast, country ownership of evaluation has been found to favour 
development effectiveness by increasing the use of evaluation 
information and the efficient use of evaluation resources. Along 
with ownership comes the need for recipient country accountability 
and responsibility, and the need to learn from experience in order 
to improve performance. The challenges of CLE are those of a true 
partnership: what conditions are required for recipient countries to 
take on this new role and, for development agencies to abandon 
their own monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems in favour of 
the systems of the developing country partner? In the following 
sections we explore some possible answers to these questions. 

Good governance 

Good governance is essential to the development of CLE. It has 
many characteristics. It is participatory, consensus-oriented, 
accountable, transparent, responsive, effective and efficient, equi-
table and inclusive, and follows the rule of law. It also has many 
benefits: it minimizes corruption, gives voice to the most vulner-
able, and ensures that the views of all are taken into account in 
decision-making. It is responsive to the present and future needs 
of society.5 

While some developing countries and countries in transition have 
seen the emergence of champions who have led government reforms 
toward good governance, others have been less successful.6

Clearly, development agencies’ aid strategies must accommodate 
the context and specific needs of the region or country where their 
development interventions take place. But in terms of CLE, trust is 
paramount. In order to support CLE, development agencies must 
feel confident that they can rely on the evaluation information that 

5	 See: http://www.unescap.org/pdd/prs/ProjectActivities/Ongoing/gg/governance.
asp 

6	 Se: http://www1.worldbank.org/publicsector/Reforming.pdf
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is generated by Country-Led Evaluations. Hence, the importance of 
good governance.

Monitoring and evaluation capacity 

While the ability to initiate, manage and fund evaluations at the 
national level is essential for genuine CLE, developing country part-
ners face a number of challenges in achieving this goal. Firstly, most 
countries do not have the financial resources to create or sustain an 
internal market for evaluations capable of nurturing a national moni-
toring and evaluation system. Secondly, most developing countries, 
challenged by weak coordination within and between national gov-
ernment departments and by the lack of consistency in monitor-
ing and evaluation approaches and methods, have not developed 
an adequate national framework for monitoring and evaluation. 
Thirdly, there is a dearth of human capacity, particularly in evalua-
tion skills and knowledge, and more training in evaluation methods 
and approaches is needed. Finally, most existing evaluation stand-
ards were developed by donor countries, and developing country 
partners need to develop national evaluation standards that reflect 
their own context and culture.

Providing developing country partners with opportunities to steer, 
manage and conduct evaluations (learning by doing ), appears to 
be an effective way to support capacity development. Such oppor-
tunities build national monitoring and evaluation capacity and also 
improve the quality of evaluation information. A first step on the 
road to true CLE might be the experience of joint evaluation. There 
have been cases reported where joint evaluations (conducted by 
development agencies and developing country partners), have 
strengthened the capacity of both partners and have provided bet-
ter quality and more useful information for decision making.7

A culture of evaluation

Whilst greater national government commitment to “managing for 
results” is essential to CLE, a range of other factors also help to 
create the environment for CLE. These include:

•	 an active civil society which demands government accountabi-
lity and advocates for transparency in the use of public funds 
and, which supports the development of evaluation capacities 
through public education;

7	 CLE Prague Report. Joint evaluations, UNICEF, Jean Quesnel, pg 15
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•	 evaluation champions who provide active leadership for CLE8;

•	 national evaluation associations; 

•	 building trust and a common vision between development par-
tners – through harmonization and alignment of development ef-
forts.

Participants in both IDEAS workshops noted that civil society and 
the private sector have important roles to play with regard to CLE. 
Indeed, the participation of both civil society and the private sec-
tor support the independence of evaluations and thus increase their 
credibility.

The emergence of national evaluation associations also seems a 
promising way of developing and supporting an evaluation culture.9 
National evaluation societies can play a central role in building the 
capacity of individual members through training, advocating for their 
professional interests, developing evaluation standards and norms, 
and providing opportunities for sharing knowledge and experience 
through networks.

Development agency commitment to country ownership

Recent agreements in the international development community 
show that development agencies are committed in principle to 
improving development effectiveness, and provide a significant 
incentive to support a shift toward greater country ownership of 
development processes, and hence CLE. Indeed, in March 2005, 
the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness reaffirmed international 
development agency commitments made in Rome in 2003 (Rome 
Declaration on Harmonization ). These are:

•	 Ownership: partner countries exercise effective leadership over 
their development policies and strategies and coordinate develo-
pment actions.

•	 Alignment: development agencies base their overall support on 
partner countries’ national development strategies, institutions 
and procedures.

8	 CLE Report - Niamey; p.10 cases in Egypt and Niger 

9	 CLE Prague Report, pg. 16
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•	 Harmonization: development agencies’ actions are more har-
monized, transparent and collectively effective.

•	 Managing for results: managing resources and improving deci-
sion-making for results.

•	 Mutual accountability: development agencies and partners are 
accountable for development results.

While these high level donor commitments and guiding principles 
would seem to support the notions of country ownership and devel-
opment initiatives which focus on results, tangible results remain 
elusive. 

Somewhat paradoxically, one key finding from the CLE workshops 
in both Africa and Eastern Europe is that the market for evaluation 
remains largely donor-driven. In a context in which limited national 
resources are available to conduct evaluations, development agen-
cies still have a significant role in deciding why, when and what to 
evaluate, largely because they control the funds for this. 

Nevertheless, development agencies can and are beginning to 
play a strategic role in fostering the development of CLE. In East-
ern Europe, for example, the European Union (EU) community 
has focused its aid strategy on building monitoring and evaluation 
capacity by: 

•	 establishing and/or strengthening evaluation units in member 
states’ departments responsible for managing European Union 
(EU) structural funds

•	 financing evaluation capacity building efforts under EU program-
mes

•	 providing guidance on evaluation manuals, working documents, 
guidelines for common understanding, etc.;

•	 facilitating evaluations at EU level;

•	 producing evaluation guides.10

10	 CLE Report – Prague, page 15, and http://www.ideas-int.org/Documents/Mairate_
paper.doc 
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Lessons learned in Eastern Europe and Africa

Eastern Europe Region

IDEAS first CLE workshop was held in the Czech Republic (Prague, 
June 19-20, 2006). The main lessons learned coming out of this 
workshop for Eastern Europe were: 

•	 Development cooperation must be a two-way partnership. While 
focusing on recipients’ needs, we cannot forget the motivations 
and interests of development agencies. We have to identify 
the mutual benefits of and the responsibilities for the CLE ap-
proach.

•	 Development agencies have an important role to play in fostering 
CLE, by creating or enhancing the demand for CLE, enforcing 
standards, and developing guidelines.

•	 In general, there is a weak evaluation culture in Eastern Europe, 
perhaps due to the political and historical institutional framework. 
The regional experiences shared at the workshop called for more 
networking, developing evaluation capacity, and a broad dialogue 
rather than a radical step towards a centralized evaluation sys-
tem.

•	 Due to the regional political background and its recent history, the 
role of civil society is of particular importance to CLE. Civil so-
ciety can serve as a bridge between a government, development 
agencies, and a “country” in its broadest meaning. Government 
and public institutions ought to be open to dialogue, disseminate 
the evaluation results and, make the processes more transpa-
rent, democratic and credible. 

•	 When considering capacity building for CLE in Eastern Europe, 
it is important for donors and development agencies to distin-
guish between countries in transition and developing countries. 
Although they face similar problems, their experience in evalua-
tion differs substantially. For instance:

o	 recent EU member states (such as the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Lithuania, Poland and Slovakia ) have had similar ex-
periences in the evaluation of EU structural fund projects and 
in the evaluation of their own Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) projects and programmes. As a result, they have more 
mature CLE capabilities;
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o	 EU accession countries (such as Bulgaria and Romania ) have 
made some progress in EU-driven CLE capacity building, al-
though they are at a less mature stage;

o	 other partner countries (such as Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, and Moldova), while not directly affected 
by the EU integration, have had some experience in building 
their evaluation capacities. 

In Eastern Europe, countries which are members of the European 
Union have more and better support for capacity building of CLE 
than non-member countries. 

Africa Region

The CLE workshop in Niamey, Niger (January 16, 2007), held under 
the umbrella of 4th AfrEA conference, invited participants from 
across the African continent to share their experiences with regard 
to CLE. The following points summarize the key lessons learned 
from the African experiences.

Developing a demand, a framework, and a culture  
for evaluation

•	 CLE will become a reality only when there is an internal demand 
for evaluation. Since the concept of CLE is based on the assump-
tion that beneficiary countries will take the lead in evaluation, the 
final objective must be to encourage the demand for evaluation 
by these countries. 

•	 CLE will become effective when evaluation is accepted and used 
like other administrative functions in project and programme ma-
nagement.

•	 The definition of an institutional framework for CLE is essential, 
with roles and responsibilities clearly identified. The culture for 
CLE will be stronger if this framework is supported by solid poli-
cies for planning, monitoring and evaluation.

•	 A significant element in the success of CLE will be the strategic 
shift from projects that are designed and controlled by develop-
ment agencies to longer-term programmes that are designed and 
carried out by nationals.

•	 Training civil servants in monitoring and evaluation (M&E) 
concepts and approaches, and providing follow-up support in 
their daily work, is necessary to reinforce a culture of evaluation.
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Participation

•	 The use of participatory approaches to evaluation enhances local 
ownership and utilization of the evaluation results. 

•	 It is imperative to ensure that key stakeholders (governments, 
development agencies, civil society, etc.), participate in national 
CLE processes and contribute to making them coherent and ef-
fective.

•	 The purpose and scope of a CLE should be negotiated between 
development agencies and local stakeholders early in the pro-
cess (at the initiation stage).

Planning and implementation for Country-Led Evaluation

•	 Development interventions should be aligned with national priori-
ties and integrated into a national monitoring and evaluation sys-
tem, thus avoiding the development of parallel efforts.

•	 For successful CLE, the local context must be considered during 
both the preparation and implementation phases of CLE.

•	 It is useful to plan pilot phases of CLE in a way which aids do-
cumentation of results and identifies lessons learned which can 
inform future CLE processes. 

•	 It is important to plan for monitoring and evaluation, as the infor-
mation generated is essential to good decision making. 

Conclusion

Country-Led Evaluation is a timely and reasonable idea which is 
supported by recent thinking, in the international development com-
munity, on how to improve the effectiveness of development aid. 

It is now widely recognized that development initiatives work bet-
ter when recipient countries identify their own priorities and the 
needs to be addressed, when they participate in the planning and 
execution of initiatives, and when development agencies and recipi-
ent countries are jointly accountable for the results. However, while 
development agencies have committed to support country own-
ership of development processes, there remain huge gaps in the 
capacity of most developing countries to take on the responsibility 
for such processes. 

Country-Led Evaluation can provide valuable information for improv-
ing the performance of development initiatives, and consequently 
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for improving the quality of life of those targeted by such initiatives. 
Like all other development processes, however, effective evaluation 
requires capacity, support and funding, at every level, from individ-
ual skills and knowledge, to departmental cultures for evaluation, 
to national frameworks for monitoring and evaluation, to regional 
networks for sharing knowledge and experience. Perhaps most 
important of all, it requires that stakeholders recognize the value of 
evaluation and demand it. Building this understanding and demand 
is one of IDEAS primary concerns. 

Part of the IDEAS’ mission is to advocate, share knowledge, and 
support networking for CLE. Therefore, we will continue to advo-
cate for the ongoing efforts made by countries and development 
agencies to develop evaluation capacities, and we will continue to 
share regional CLE experiences and knowledge through the IDEAS 
website and other fora such as our Biennial. Finally, we hope that 
by convening groups and individuals, at the regional level, we will 
foster networking that will help each country learn from the experi-
ence of others in Country-Led Evaluation.
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JOINT COUNTRY-LED EVALUATION 
OF THE POLICIES RELATED TO CHILD 
WELL-BEING WITHIN THE SOCIAL 
PROTECTION SECTOR IN BOSNIA  
AND HERZEGOVINA

by Azzedina Vukovic, Directorate for Economic Planning,  
Council of Ministers of Bosnia & Herzegovina 

and Debora McWhinney, Deputy Representative,  
UNICEF Bosnia & Herzegovina

Background

The Directorate for Economic Planning, DEP (previously the Eco-
nomic Policy and Planning Unit (EPPU), which was transformed into 
a core body of the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(BiH) in 2006, has shown its commitment to the Paris Declaration 
(PD) principles, particularly in working “to establish results-oriented 
reporting and assessment frameworks that monitor progress against 
key dimensions of the national and sector development strate-
gies” (Indicator 11). The EPPU/DEP oversaw the preparation of the 
Medium-Term Development Strategy (MTDS) and is responsible for 
monitoring its implementation and for evaluating results achieved.

UNICEF also works in accordance with similar PD principles, 
namely to “link country programming and resources to results and 
align them with effective partner country performance assessment 
frameworks”. UNICEF’s programme cycle is a highly consultative 
one that requires formalised discussions and approval from gov-
ernment in the preparation of each Country Programme (usually 5 
years in length), as well as on an annual basis. In addition, UNICEF 
works with all of its partners to evaluate the results achieved, mid-
way through the Country Programme Cycle, in the form of a Mid-
term Review (MTR). UNICEF BiH undertook, in 2007, an MTR with 
an increased focus on evaluating the results of work in the area of 
policy advocacy and partnerships for children’s rights. 

UNICEF’s Regional Office (RO) in Central and Eastern Europe/ Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CEE/CIS), has been supporting 
Country Offices and their partners in enhancing overall capacities 
for monitoring and evaluation. In 2006, the International Devel-
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opment Evaluation Association (IDEAS), contacted the UNICEF 
Regional Monitoring and Evaluation Advisor in search of a part-
nership to organize a Regional Workshop on Country-Led Evalua-
tions. In addition to financial and technical support, the UNICEF RO 
encouraged Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) to consider applying this 
methodology since the EPPU/DEP was due to begin preparation of 
a new Medium-Term Development Strategy in 2007 (to cover 2008 
– 2013), and UNICEF BiH planned a mid-term review. 

A senior member of EPPU/DEP, and key UNICEF programme staff, 
attended the IDEAS conference in June 2006. This initial capacity 
building exercise ensured not only that information on the specific 
methodological approach was transferred, but that EPPU/DEP and 
UNICEF were also provided with an opportunity to identify both 
separate and common priorities. It was during this conference that 
an initial agreement on the scope of a CLE in BiH was reached.

Early discussions took place around whether this CLE would con-
stitute an ‘ex-ante’ evaluation from the government’s perspective. 
These discussions took place during the preparation for the crea-
tion of a new Development Strategy for Period 2008-2013 and first 
Strategy of Social Inclusion. These documents would form the 
basis of the National Development Plan of BiH, which was one of 
the documents required in the process of EU integration. In 2004, 
EPPU/DEP created a mechanism to monitor the progress in imple-
mentation of MTDS measures. This mechanism focused on govern-
mental and parliamentary bodies at the level of the State and of the 
individual Entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina. An ‘ex-ante’ evalua-
tion was not carried out at that time primarily because the process 
of monitoring and evaluation was developing and there was insuffi-
cient capacity for such a task. Although the human resource capac-
ity within EPPU/DEP, and in other governmental institutions, was 
subsequently increased, the capacity to conduct a proper ‘ex-ante’ 
evaluation remained insufficient. As a result, EPPU/DEP considered 
this UNICEF-supported initiative as an important one since it pro-
vided an opportunity to initiate the development of a systematic 
process of ex-ante evaluation. Activities undertaken to date have 
involved a large number of representatives of various ministries and 
have shown that there is interest in developing the capacity for CLE 
and ex-ante evaluation. These activities have also pointed out that 
most participants were not familiar with either approach.

For its part, UNICEF discussed the approach internally and decided 
that the CLE should play an important role in informing the mid-
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term review, particularly with regard to future strategic positioning 
in the area of evidence-based policy making. 

Country-Led Evaluation is a relatively new phenomenon and increase 
the focus on participation, ownership and governance of the evalu-
ation function. UNICEF has been applying participatory approaches 
to policy development for a number of years and saw the Country-
Led Evaluation as a chance to support the strengthening of evalu-
ation capacity within the government, as well as to enhance the 
analysis of UNICEF-supported activities related to evidence-based 
policy making in the area of child well-being. As a result, it was 
proposed to term this a “joint” Country-Led Evaluation as a way of 
highlighting the partnership between UNICEF and EPPU/DEP with-
out detracting from the central role of government leadership and 
ownership of the process.

To ensure an independent and objective evaluation process and 
result, it was decided that an external team would be needed to 
guide the evaluation alongside EPPU/DEP and in consultation with 
UNICEF. Terms of reference (TORs) for the CLE were prepared 
jointly and the two-fold purpose of the evaluation was defined as 
follows:

A.	 To provide an ex-ante evaluation for the BiH EPPU to inform and 
structure the production of the strategic social sector documents 
in 2007, including: 

o	 recommendations to address the weaknesses of the system 
in reaching its developmental objectives; and,

o	 recommendations on policy development criteria, as well as 
indicators for monitoring and evaluation of social policy imple-
mentation process.

B.	 To inform UNICEF’s Mid Term Review and the evaluation of the 
UN Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF), and to as-
sess UNICEF’s contribution to the BiH social protection sector, 
including:

o	 Recommendations on UNICEF’s capacity to contribute to the 
development of evidence-based policies; and,

o	 Recommendations regarding the development of a more 
structured and coherent approach to policy development and 
implementation.
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In addition to these broad goals, the TORs included four main objec-
tives:

1.	 To evaluate the effectiveness, and ease of implementation, of 
selected child and family focused policies, as defined within the 
BiH Medium Term Development Strategy’s Social Protection 
Chapter. The evaluation would thus provide an ex-ante evaluation 
for use by the BiH EPPU to inform and structure the production 
of the strategic development documents in 2007;

2.	 To evaluate the effectiveness of elements of the UNICEF BiH 
policy support activities in contributing to development of evi-
dence-based, child-focused policies in the social protection sec-
tor;

3.	 To assess the implementation of Paris Declaration targets by na-
tional stakeholders and donors, including the establishment of 
country-led monitoring and evaluation systems; and,

4.	 To develop and document the CLE participatory methodology for 
BiH for i) its further application in the evaluation of development 
goals in BiH, and ii) to contribute to the development of CLEs 
within the international evaluation community. 

The detailed Terms of Reference were publicised as a request for 
bids in December 2006. Ten bids were received from both individu-
als and companies, and a short-list was agreed upon by all parties. 
The short-listed candidates/companies were asked to submit a more 
detailed proposal. These submissions were further reviewed and a 
company with considerable evaluation experience was selected.

BiH capacity to evaluate national  
development priorities

The Office for Monitoring and Implementation within EPPU/DEP 
was transformed into the Sector for Preparation of BiH Development 
Documents, Analysis of Social Inclusion and monitoring and 
evaluation. This created significant core capacity within the Council 
of Ministers for the development of evaluation processes. This 
sector will also be in charge of coordinating the preparation of a 
new National Development Strategy for 2008-2013, as well as the 
first Social Inclusion Strategy. Following the preparation of these 
documents, the sector will be responsible for monitoring the 
implementation of these strategies. The methodology for country-
led and ex-ante evaluations are therefore of crucial importance for 



Bridging the gap 
The role of monitoring and evaluation in Evidence-based policy making

158

the sector, as well as for implementation by other governmental 
bodies. 

A large number of local and international experts, representatives 
of relevant ministries at state and entity level, as well as from civil 
society organizations were involved in the process of developing 
the MTDS. As this was the first time that BiH had prepared such 
a comprehensive development document, some improvements 
were needed. In particular, prioritisation of various measures in the 
MTDS Action Plan was lacking. This weakness was realized very 
soon after implementation began and one of the most significant 
corrective measures identified was the need for capacity building in 
the area of evaluation of national development priorities. A number 
of training sessions were organized for EPPU/DEP personnel, as 
well as for members of the working groups which supported the 
monitoring and implementation of MTDS. 

This enhanced capacity led to improvements in the preparation of 
a revised MTDS document; better prioritization of measures; and, 
the definition of national priorities according to the three main goals 
of the MTDS. Support from the international community in this 
process was significant but, the number of international experts 
involved in the creation of the revised MTDS was significantly 
reduced in comparison to the creation of the original MTDS. This 
fact, as well as better prioritization of measures, showed that BiH 
had made important progress in the area of evaluation of national 
development priorities. 

In spite of this significant progress, BiH still has insufficient capac-
ity for evaluation processes at all levels of government. Strength-
ening these capacities must continue in order to achieve effective 
monitoring and evaluation of national developmental goals. 

The EPPU/DEP will disseminate the evaluation results widely 
among stakeholders in different Ministries and at different levels of 
government. This serves to raise awareness of the evaluation itself, 
the methodology used, and the leadership shown by EPPU/DEP 
in the area of evaluations. Further, the methodology for conduct-
ing ex-ante evaluations, which was developed during this process, 
will be applied to the process of preparing a new MTDS and Social 
Inclusion Strategy. 
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UNICEF support to monitoring and  
evaluating national development priorities

The joint CLE further strengthened the existing partnership between 
UNICEF and EPPU/DEP in the area of strengthening national evalu-
ation capacities. On-going, project-based collaboration was deep-
ened through UNICEF’s commitment to providing opportunities for 
DEP to enhance and increase its leadership and skills in the evalu-
ation of development goals. Whereas monitoring the implementa-
tion of development goals is extremely challenging in BiH, given the 
decentralised administrative structure and de-linked policy develop-
ment and implementation functions, this joint evaluation process 
provided DEP with an opportunity to exhibit further leadership on 
the evaluation of development goals. This is critical in general, but 
particularly so given that the process of preparing a new Medium 
Term Development Strategy (2008–2013) and Social Inclusion Strat-
egy began in 2007.

UNICEF’s commitment to consultative, participatory and trans-
parent approaches to programming was further enhanced by the 
choice of methodology and consultants which prioritized local own-
ership and experience. The combination of Reference Group meet-
ings; thematic workshops; individual interviews; and, a case study 
allowed for information gathering through a range of modalities. 
The thematic workshops proved particularly successful in engaging 
a range of actors in a dialogue on issues related to Objectives 1 and 
2 respectively.

Given that UNICEF BiH’s current Country Programme (2005-8) 
was designed according to a human rights-based approach, it was 
important to evaluate the relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, sus-
tainability and result of initiatives targeted at different, but inter-
related levels: policy, services and community. In order to maximise 
the impact of the evaluation of UNICEF’s contribution to the devel-
opment of evidence-based, child-focused policies using different 
approaches, UNICEF selected the following projects as targets for 
the evaluation in Objective 2: 

i.	 Data collection, research and policy analysis on children and 
women (Iodine Deficiency Disease Strategy Development).

ii.	 Inclusive basic services (Human Rights-based Approach to 
Child Protection).

iii.	 Community-based activities (Participation Action Research 
Groups).
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The detailed analysis of these three interventions will be used to 
directly inform the Mid-term Review (MTR) of UNICEF’s Country 
Programme (2005-8). The answers given to the following questions 
will also provide UNICEF with considerable information on which 
to base its decision-making regarding future strategic approaches, 
leadership areas and activities in the context of the MTR:

•	 How effective and relevant is the UNICEF research, data collec-
tion and child rights monitoring programme to the development 
and implementation of programmes and policies in the child pro-
tection sector in BiH?

•	 How effective are the partnerships and coordination mecha-
nisms established between community/service delivery/policy 
development (as defined in the structure of the UNICEF Country 
Programme), within UNICEF’s programme of support to the so-
cial protection of children? 

•	 How relevant are UNICEF’s policy support projects in relation to 
the national priorities, as well as to the international development 
agencies priorities?

•	 To what extent are the UNICEF-defined results harmonised with 
the nationally-defined results in the social protection/child pro-
tection field? 

•	 What is the relevance and efficiency of UNICEF’s policy support 
activities for direct duty-bearers and rights-holders in communi-
ties?

•	 What were the barriers to implementation of the UNICEF- 
supported policy measures at various levels? 

Answers to these questions provide a complex picture of the 
results of UNICEF’s efforts to promote national ownership, partici-
patory approaches and capacity development in the area of child 
well-being.

Main achievements

1.	 Enhanced accountability and responsibility on the part of 
the EPPU/DEP with regard to monitoring and evaluation for 
the MTDS, particularly in the area of child-related policies

As has been described, the CLE provided a strategic opportunity 
for EPPU/DEP to demonstrate increased leadership in the field of 
monitoring and evaluation of national development strategies. This 
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leadership role had already been defined given the work done in the 
past on the creation of the MTDS, however, leadership in the con-
text of BiH is rarely straightforward. The decentralised nature of the 
governmental structure means that while EPPU/DEP developed the 
MTDS in a participatory manner, they were not responsible for its 
implementation as this lay with lower levels of government. There-
fore, the importance of strengthening EPPU/DEP’s accountability 
and responsibility in monitoring and evaluation of national devel-
opmental policies in relation to other ministries and governmental 
bodies cannot be underestimated. 

The EPPU/DEP’s leadership in the CLE was strategic as that same 
year, 2007, they began the process of preparing a new MTDS, 
Social Inclusion Strategy and National Development Plan. Their abil-
ity to apply the lessons learned “by doing” in the joint CLE process 
would prove to be particularly valuable at this time. 

2.	 Inter-relatedness of objectives in the CLE serving multiple 
strategic intents. 

The terms of reference for the joint CLE were multi-faceted. Rather 
than simply evaluating the effectiveness, relevance, efficiency, 
sustainability and impact of one specific policy area, the decision 
was made to combine an examination of child and family-focused 
policies as defined by the MTDS with an evaluation of the effective-
ness of the contribution of certain UNICEF-supported interventions 
to evidence-based, child-focused policies as defined in the same 
document. This dual approach allowed for an evaluation of govern-
mental and UNICEF interventions both individually and, more impor-
tantly, the interaction between them. The focus on evidence-based 
policy making in the area of child well-being, allowed the highlight-
ing of functional and accountability gaps affecting implementation 
and monitoring by both the government and UNICEF. Strengths and 
weaknesses of the policy development and monitoring and evalu-
ation approach taken by both EPPU/DEP and UNICEF were also 
identified. 

Further objectives related to the implementation of Paris Declara-
tion targets by national stakeholders and donors, as well as the criti-
cal component of documenting the methodology used in the joint 
CLE for its further application in BiH. This is an innovative addition 
to existing studies, functional reviews and processes in the country. 
With EPPU/DEP leadership and strengthened capacity, similar proc-
esses could be carried out in the future.
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Lessons learned

The Joint CLE in Bosnia and Herzegovina was among the first expe-
rienced worldwide. For this reason, special attention was given to 
learning lessons during the process, and to document them. Three 
main lessons have emerged:

1.	 Ensure common understanding and buy-in regarding the 
role of the Reference Group (RG) at the earliest possible 
stage. 

A Reference Group was created with the objective of “ensuring 
the perspective of key stakeholders in social and development out-
comes in BiH are included in the evaluation design, analysis and 
recommendations.” The following Terms of Reference for the RG 
were created and disseminated to all members:

•	 The CLE RG is to meet at least twice during the CLE process:

o	 At the initial inception meeting the RG is to provide feedback 
on: the design and implementation of the CLE; the relevance 
of CLE within wider reform process and the Paris Declaration; 
potential use of CLE as a capacity development tool; and, on 
mobilization/advocacy potentials of the CLE.

o	 To give feedback on the draft evaluation report, proposed fol-
low-up actions, and dissemination and use. 

•	 Interested members of the RG will be contacted during the CLE 
process for individual consultations, feedback and information 
dissemination. 

•	 The CLE RG will propose a final dissemination plan and will provi-
de specific feedback on the future steps in CLE findings analysis 
and use.

•	 The CLE RG will serve as the forum to discuss ongoing social 
sector/social outcomes evaluations implemented by other ins-
titutions and agencies and will potentially act as RG for these 
evaluations under leadership of government institutions. 

In preparing for the first Reference Group meeting, insufficient 
time was given to informing the RG members of the CLE process 
and content. Further, the first RG meeting consisted of a number 
of presentations, many of which were quite abstract and overly 
emphasised the prominence of UNICEF-supported interventions. 
Also, EPPU/DEP saw the potential to use the Reference Group for 
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further capacity building in the area of evaluations. This element 
was introduced to the group before a clear understanding of the role 
of the group in this particular CLE process had been reached. These 
factors led to fairly negative reactions from many of the participants 
and fairly weak commitment to the Group as neither the information 
presented nor the purpose of the Group were clearly defined. 

Some of these issues were addressed in the meeting itself, such 
as clarifying that the main aim of the CLE was to evaluate govern-
mental policies in the area of child well-being, rather than to focus 
primarily on UNICEF (supported) activities. Information on the CLE 
was shared with RG members following the meeting, but the lack of 
clarity about roles continued until the end of the process. The tactic 
used by EPPU/DEP, UNICEF and the consultancy company was to 
clarify the process at each step, as well as to concentrate on the 
substantive information in order to gather feedback and comments. 
However, this also proved challenging as there were very few core 
RG members, since the individuals nominated by their Ministries 
for each of the three meetings were often different.

The Reference Group plays an important role in CLEs, not only in 
the process itself, but in the strengthening of national capacities in 
the area of evaluation. However, adequate preparation of the indi-
viduals to be members of the Group is critical, as is a clear expla-
nation and discussion of the purpose of the CLE prior to initiating 
presentations.

2.	 Ensure that roles and responsibilities of key stakeholders 
are clear and understood.

The joint CLE in BiH proved to be a complex one given the range of 
actors involved. Given the nascent evaluation capacity in the coun-
try, UNICEF and EPPU/DEP felt that it was important to engage a 
strong consultancy company with experience in this area to oversee 
the process, provide strong technical inputs and ensure independ-
ence/objectivity. 

A consultancy team was built, but suffered early on from varying 
levels of understanding of the task, differences of commitment and, 
ultimately, the resignation of one of the key members. The consul-
tancy company responded quickly and effectively to this event, but 
the definition of roles within the team remained unclear and some-
what contentious throughout the CLE process, particularly with the 
local consultants. UNICEF emphasised from the outset the need to 
hire strong local consultants and liaised with the consultancy com-



Bridging the gap 
The role of monitoring and evaluation in Evidence-based policy making

164

pany in this process. However, as individuals who knew UNICEF’s 
work were hired, contact often went through UNICEF, albeit infor-
mally, rather than through the consultancy company. UNICEF was 
required to play a negotiating role on a few occasions.

In addition to relationships within the consultancy team, there 
was also the additional challenge of the BiH administrative struc-
ture with respect to ensuring adequate and appropriate represen-
tation of individuals from various levels of government. Some key 
actors (e.g. Deputy Ministers of Social Welfare in both Entities) 
were asked to participate in the Reference Group and the three the-
matic workshops, and were asked for individual interviews. In other 
cases, representatives from Cantons, the Entities and Brcko District 
were invited along with NGOs, members of statistical institutes and 
research agencies, in order to gather experiences from the most 
relevant range of actors. 

The lesson learned is that it is critical to allow sufficient time for the 
development of the consultancy team; definition and clarification of 
roles; and, agreement on the form that the main elements of the 
CLE will take. The more time that the consultancy team can spend 
in country, the more smoothly this process will run.

3.	 Identify functional weaknesses at the outset and work  
to mitigate them.

The weaknesses inherent in the administrative system in BiH (e.g. 
high level of decentralisation and multiple layers of government; 
weak vertical communication; lack of data in some key areas; little 
connection between macro goals and local planning; limited imple-
mentation capacity; etc.) were on the one hand the subject of the 
evaluation (Objective 1) and also the cause of some key limitations. 

This challenge was overcome by utilising a variety of evaluation 
methods: thematic workshops; individual interviews; case studies; 
and, focus groups, with individuals working at various levels of gov-
ernment. The lack of data in certain areas made it impossible for 
firm conclusions to be made, but experiential evidence and testimo-
nials were used to the greatest extent possible.
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Conclusion

The EPPU/DEP and UNICEF are equally committed to support-
ing participatory policy development processes. The joint CLE 
has served to provide EPPU/DEP with further opportunities to 
strengthen their leadership and ownership of the evaluation func-
tion in the country, particularly as it relates to child well-being in the 
context of national development strategies. EPPU/DEP exhibited 
leadership in all stages of the process, from development of the 
TORs to suit their specific information and capacity development 
needs, to the adaptation of the role of the Reference Group and 
strategic decision-making. UNICEF was able to reaffirm its com-
mitment to the Paris Declaration principles by exhibiting its com-
mitment to country-led evaluation processes. The joint CLE also 
allowed UNICEF to enhance its strategic influence as an advocate 
for children’s rights in the policy context and to gain recommenda-
tions on ways to improve its programming for the remainder of its 
Country Programme Cycle. 

The CLE provided UNICEF with a rich source of information on the 
effectiveness of selected activities in contributing to the develop-
ment of evidence-based, child-focused policies in the social protec-
tion sector. This information will prove critical for the process of  
re-aligning the UNICEF Country Programme and for future leader-
ship areas.

The joint CLE in Bosnia and Herzegovina can be considered a suc-
cess given its adherence to the Paris Declaration principles of own-
ership; alignment; managing for results; and, mutual accountability. 
The evaluation capacity of the government has been enhanced, as 
has the ownership by the EPPU/DEP over this critical process.
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THE STRATEGIC INTENT OF DATA 
COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS.  
THE CASE OF MULTIPLE INDICATOR 
CLUSTER SURVEYS (MICS)

By Daniel Vadnais and Attila Hancioglu

MICS: A chronological overview

Population-based social surveys were originally implemented in the 
first half of the 20th century. In the area of demography and health, 
the first surveys focused on fertility and family planning issues. 
From the 1960s to the mid-1980s, three global household survey 
projects were implemented. These provide an international body of 
comparative information. The first was the Knowledge, Attitudes 
and Prevalence (KAP) survey on family planning. This was followed 
by the World Fertility Survey (WFS) and finally, the Contraceptive 
Prevalence Survey (CPS). Each survey overlapped with the previ-
ous one. Not until 1984, with the implementation of the Demo-
graphic and Health Survey (DHS) programme, were maternal and 
child health issues systematically added.

Household surveys have been used in situations where vital reg-
istration data of good quality (such as those on birth or death reg-
istration) are lacking. They are also used to give countries with no 
reliable or regular census data the necessary information they need 
for planning purposes, for setting up programmes and for imple-
menting policies for the well-being of their populations. With few 
exceptions, the technical assistance provided to countries, to carry 
out household surveys, has largely been funded and offered through 
international agencies. This has made it possible for countries fac-
ing financial problems; absence of infrastructure; lack of human 
technical capacity; wars; conflicts; or natural disasters, to continue 
to obtain necessary statistical information on a regular basis.

In 1990, participants in the World Summit for Children adopted a set 
of goals to promote the rights and welfare of children. At that time, 
it was recognized that many countries lacked the capacity to accu-
rately measure progress toward these goals. UNICEF responded by 
developing the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS). The MICS 
is an international household survey initiative designed to assist 
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countries in filling data gaps for monitoring human development 
in general and, in particular, the situation of children and women. 
Since 1995, MICS has been conducted every five years. Each round 
of surveys builds upon the last and offers new indicators, to moni-
tor current priorities, in addition to monitoring trends. During the 
third and latest round of MICS (referred to as MICS3) which began 
in 2005, UNICEF added several new indicators to track progress 
toward the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and other 
major international commitments. Almost half of the MDG indica-
tors are collected through MICS, making them one of the largest 
single sources of data for MDG monitoring. 

MICS3, carried out in more than 50 countries in 2005 and 2006, is 
generating data representative of close to one in four children (23 
percent) living in developing countries or almost two in five chil-
dren (38 percent) if India and China are excluded1. Since the initia-
tion of the programme, nearly 200 MICS have been implemented 
in approximately 100 countries. MICS is generally carried out in 
countries around the world where recent data from other household 
surveys, such as DHS, is not available. In fact, to prevent duplica-
tion of efforts and resources, UNICEF discourages countries from 
implementing MICS if other recent and comparable information on 
children and women already exists. MICS and DHS surveys use 
very similar methodologies for data collection and analysis, and 
are largely harmonized in terms of content. Currently, DHS surveys 
produce comparable information on close to three-quarters of the 
MICS indicators.

When combined, MICS and DHS surveys provide reliable and up-to-
date data for a majority of developing countries. A complete list of 
countries where MICS surveys have been implemented since 1995 
is given in the table below2.

1	 The number of children (aged below 18) living in MICS3 countries is about 
450,000,000 out of approximately 1,959,000,000 living in developing countries. If 
we exclude India and China, this number is 1,165,300,000. In percentage terms, this 
means that MICS3 has collected information on 22.8 percent of children living in 
developing countries (or 38.3 percent if we exclude India and China). This information 
comes from: The State of the World’s Children 2008. UNICEF, in press.

2	 For a detailed list of surveys carried out under the DHS programme since 1984, go 
to: http://www.measuredhs.com/aboutsurveys/
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MICS surveys: 1995-2007

Eastern and Southern Africa

Angola
Botswana
Burundi
Comoros
Ethiopia
Kenya
Lesotho
Madagascar

Malawi
Mozambique
Rwanda
Somalia
Swaziland
Tanzania
Zambia

Western and Central Africa*

Burkina Faso
Cameroon
Central African Republic
Chad
Côte d’Ivoire
Equatorial Guinea
Gabon
The Gambia
Ghana
Guinea

Guinea-Bissau 
Liberia
Mali
Mauritania 
Niger 
Nigeria
Sao Tome and Principe
Senegal
Sierra Leone
Togo

Central and Eastern Europe and Commonwealth  
of Independent States*

Albania
Azerbaijan
Belarus
Bosnia & Herzegovina
Croatia
Georgia
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Macedonia

Moldova
Montenegro
Serbia
Tajikistan
Turkey
Turkmenistan
Ukraine
Uzbekistan
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East Asia and the Pacific

China
Indonesia
Korea DPR
Lao PDR
Mongolia

Myanmar
Philippines
Thailand
Vanuatu
Vietnam

Latin America and the Caribbean

Belize
Bolivia
Cuba
Dominican Republic 
Ecuador
Guyana

Jamaica
Panama
Suriname
Trinidad & Tobago
Venezuela

Middle East and North Africa

Algeria
Djibouti
Egypt
Iran
Iraq
Lebanon
Libya
Morocco
Oman

Occupied Palestinian Territory
Palestinians in Lebanon
Palestinians in Syria
Sudan
Syria
Tunisia
Yemen

South Asia

Afghanistan
Bangladesh
India
Maldives

Nepal
Pakistan
Sri Lanka

*Zaire and Yugoslavia conducted a survey in the first round of MICS 

What does MICS offer?
MICS is the largest source of statistical information on children. It 
produces statistically sound, internationally comparable estimates 
of social indicators such as those required for monitoring the goals 
and targets of the Millennium Declaration; the World Fit for Chil-
dren Declaration and Plan of Action; the goals of the United Nations 
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General Assembly Special Session on HIV/AIDS; and, the African 
Summit on Malaria. Some important features which the MICS pro-
gramme has to offer are:

•	 Randomly selected and representative data at the national, 
urban/rural and sub-national level.

•	 Statistically sound data often unavailable through other data 
collection tools.

•	 Useful information on household living conditions.

•	 Disaggregated data by sex, education, wealth and residence 
useful to highlight geographic, economic and social disparities.

•	 Quality statistics emanating from individual interviews with 
women of reproductive ages, 15 to 49 years.

•	 Information on children under five collected from mothers or 
primary caretakers.

•	 Flexibility to suit country specific requirements (through the use 
of modules).

•	 Comparability of data over time and across countries as the 
methodology, sampling procedures and questionnaires used 
throughout the world are standardized.

The third round of MICS has added information on child protection 
issues not readily available in household surveys, such as those on 
child discipline, child labour, early childhood development, and child 
disability.

MICS data are widely used for international reporting requirements. 
They are also critically needed for policy advocacy at the national 
level to improve the lives of children and women. Country-specific 
data is added to www.childinfo.org as it becomes available.

Strengths and limitations of MICS 
The strengths and limitations of MICS have a direct impact on how 
they can be used to provide information for social policy planning 
and budgeting, and for monitoring and evaluating programmes and 
policies for children and mothers. MICS produces quality data that 
can be used as evidence by local, national and regional decision 
makers for the implementation of policies and programmes for tar-
geted population groups, such as women and children. The surveys 
are also very useful for monitoring and evaluating existing policies 
and programmes in order to highlight progress and challenges.
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In the absence of quality civil registration systems and/or reliable 
routine data collection tools, MICS provides countries with an ideal 
tool to collect much needed statistical information. Yet, several 
countries are faced with shortcomings due to a lack of funding, mis-
management or inadequate staffing. Personnel may be inadequately 
trained to meet global standards and requirements for the acquisi-
tion of quality data. In fact, many societies still do not have in place 
a dependable universal health management information system 
with a vital statistics structure. These factors often make popula-
tion-based studies the only means for collecting accurate data for 
the use of policy and decision-makers.

MICS is an invaluable resource as it:

•	 Helps track progress on government commitments to attain 
national and international goals.

•	 Can be used to assess the financial needs required for the 
provision of services such as building more schools, day care 
facilities, health clinics, youth centres, and the like.

•	 Can assist countries in filling data gaps for monitoring human 
development in general and the situation of children and women 
in particular.

•	 Offers data that can be used to calibrate or validate information 
from routine reporting systems granted these systems provide 
complete and reliable information.

•	 Is able to produce high quality, in-depth information on causes, 
correlations and consequences of a variety of social, demographic 
and health processes, since data collection is conducted with 
well-trained interviewers and with in-depth, well-structured 
questionnaires.

•	 Contributes to increasing a country’s institutional and human 
capacity to conduct household surveys, to analyse data and to 
disseminate statistical information.

Key limitations of the MICS are:

•	 It cannot be implemented in a quick turnaround. The first two 
rounds of MICS were quickly implemented and disseminated. 
With the adoption of more sophisticated survey tools and 
approaches in the third round, as well as more emphasis on 
standardization of survey reports and an intense review process, 
MICS now requires more than a year for the data to be properly 
analyzed and made publicly available.
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•	 It can be difficult to administer when a large number of modules 
are added to the core survey or when data has to be collected 
at a level below sub-national. These two decisions often end up 
significantly increasing the implementing costs.

•	 It is confined to populations living in households, thus excluding 
institutional and non-household populations (such as individuals 
living in elderly or orphan homes, street children, sex workers, 
children in detention, etc).

•	 It can be a relatively expensive data collection tool (per unit of 
observation) to put into place. MICS tends to be less costly 
than DHS as UNICEF can rely on its own regional and country 
presence, all over the world, to offer technical assistance and 
regular follow-up. 

In a recent article published in The Lancet, Boerma and Stansfield 
argue that “National surveys can be costly, and substantial invest-
ments have to be made to ensure data quality. Yet a comparative 
analysis of different sources of health data showed that house-
hold survey costs per capita are often lower than other health data 
sources. The main limitations of surveys include the inability to 
disaggregate at local level and to provide information at short time 
intervals. Household surveys also can be misused to obtain infor-
mation on topics for which there are no valid and reliable questions 
or tests”.3

In an effort to reduce the implementing costs of their surveys, 
MICS encourages countries to only select a limited number of the-
matic modules. 

Frequency of MICS surveys
Until now, MICS has typically been implemented at the country 
level every four to six years. Starting with the fourth round of MICS, 
UNICEF is now working on a plan to offer technical assistance 
every three years to countries interested in collecting data more 
frequently. This should increase the countries’ ability to capture 
rapid changes in key indicators related to child survival. It will also 
provide more rapid feedback, to policy-makers and other users, to 
better fine-tune policies and programmes on behalf of children and 
mothers. This is especially important in those countries where child 
survival is the priority issue and fast changes may be taking place in 
the determinants of early age mortality.

3	 Boerma T, Stansfield S. K. Health statistics now: are we making the right 
investments? Lancet 2007; 369: 779-86.
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The strategic intent of MICS in 
data collection and analysis 

Thanks to its modular approach, MICS is well suited to provide 
countries with the relevant amount and type of information they 
need to put into place, or to monitor and evaluate, nationally or sub-
nationally relevant policies and programmes. 

While relying on a standardized approach, MICS provides enough 
flexibility for countries to add modules which can help them answer 
questions specific to their socioeconomic, cultural or geographic 
circumstances. In the third round of MICS, for instance, modules 
were offered on security of tenure; early childhood development; 
sources and costs of supply of anti-malarials, or of oral re-hydration 
salts and antibiotics; child discipline; domestic violence; disability; 
or maternal mortality. 

Conversely, MICS gives countries the possibility to remove questions 
and/or sections of the core questionnaires which are irrelevant to 
them. For example, in case where countries have implemented 
recent research covering similar topics, or in cases where specific 
topics are irrelevant to those countries (for instance, in places where 
malaria is not a problem).

Highlighted below are other specific advantages offered by MICS, 
with an emphasis on countries from the Central and Eastern Europe/
Commonwealth of Independent States (CEE/CIS) region.

MICS helps strengthening national  
statistical capacities

In addition to yielding valuable information, the actual planning and 
field implementation of a survey such as MICS, and the use of the 
results, contribute to strengthening current and future national mon-
itoring capabilities. MICS emphasizes the importance of involving, 
at all levels of the survey implementation, personnel from national 
institutions, such as statistical offices; medical and public health 
schools; education and training institutes; and, university depart-
ments in statistics and social sciences.

For these reasons, MICS is typically carried out by government 
organizations, with the technical support and financial aid of UNICEF 
and its partners. UNICEF facilitates its assistance and training 
through a series of regional workshops (limited to four workshops 
per region) during which all countries in a region gather for five to 
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seven days at a time. These workshops discuss questionnaire con-
tent; sampling and survey implementation; data processing; data 
quality and data analysis; and, report writing and dissemination. 
This is complemented by the provision of user-friendly documenta-
tion and on-going technical support from headquarters’ staff, on all 
steps of the survey, from fieldwork to the presentation of data. Dur-
ing the third round of MICS, more than 300 experts from participat-
ing countries were trained in survey methodology worldwide. 

MICS, as an alternate data source

Although MICS data on childhood mortality may not be free of prob-
lems, it has been increasingly used in the countries of the CEE/CIS 
region for collecting infant and under-five mortality estimates. This 
information is used to complement official data from administrative 
sources as well as to further assess the quality of mortality data 
obtained through routine data collection.

Several countries in the region are considered to have been under-
estimating the levels of child mortality for two basic reasons: the 
use of the Soviet definition of live births and the under-registration 
and misreporting of infant deaths. 

The discrepancies between data from vital registration systems and 
survey data have given rise to concerns regarding the reliability and 
international comparability of infant mortality data from the vital 
registration systems in some countries of the region, especially in 
Central Asia and the Caucasus. Without a reliable routine registra-
tion system for vital statistics, policy-makers and analysts lack a 
regular source of timely information on infant and child mortality. 
Such information would allow them to evaluate the effectiveness of 
current policies, the quality of health management and provision of 
care, and to identify challenges and inequalities and draw up appro-
priate policy measures and actions aimed to tackle them.

The Inter-Agency Group for Child Mortality Estimation, which 
includes UNICEF; WHO; the World Bank; the United Nations Popu-
lation Division; the Latin American and Caribbean Demographic 
Centre (CELADE); Harvard University and the US Bureau of Cen-
sus, scientifically combines all available mortality estimates in a 
country (such as vital registration systems, censuses and surveys) 
to produce harmonized current estimates and trends. Together, data 
from these various sources are analyzed and their quality is scruti-
nized. Such an approach minimizes the errors associated with each 
individual estimate and helps harmonize trends across time. MICS 
data is vital for this exercise.
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Using the Inter-Agency methodology, infant mortality in the coun-
tries of Central Asia was estimated to be much higher than indi-
cated by the vital registration systems. 

In Turkmenistan, for example, the 2005 infant mortality rate was 
estimated to be 81 per 1,000 live births while data from the vital 
registration system showed a level of 14 per 1,000, or almost six 
times less. Uzbekistan had a similar situation with a rate of 57 per 
1,000 in 2005 compared to 15 per 1,000, or about four times less, 
by the vital registration system. 

Summarizing the key differences between both definitions, 
Charyeva, V.R., Samarkina, E.Y. and Sullivan J.M. wrote in the 2000 
Turkmenistan DHS final report: 

“The most important difference is for pregnancies ending at a ges-
tational age of less than 28 weeks. The Soviet protocols classify 
such pregnancies as miscarriages (even if signs of life are present 
at the time of delivery) unless the child survives for seven days. On 
the other hand, the World Health Organization defines a birth show-
ing any sign of life (i.e., breathing, beating of the heart, or move-
ment of voluntary muscles) as a live birth, irrespective of the gesta-
tional age at termination of the pregnancy (WHO, 1993).

A second difference between the Soviet protocols and WHO’s defi-
nition concerns pregnancies ending at 28 or more weeks of gesta-
tion. According to the definition of the Soviet protocols, these events 
are classified as live births if the child breathes and as still-births if 
breathing is not evident at delivery. The World Health Organization 
defines these events as live births if any sign of life is present at 
delivery (i.e., breathing, beating of the heart, or movement of volun-
tary muscles) and otherwise as still-births”.

The problems of under-registration and misreporting of infant deaths 
by parents and/or medical officials are still frequent in the region 
either because of lack of knowledge, or for deliberate actions. Par-
ents, for instance, may be discouraged from registering the birth 
and death of their child for financial reasons (e.g. registration fees, 
cost of transportation to reach administrative offices). Health offi-
cials, on the other hand, may still want to conceal infant deaths for 
fear to be held responsible or to be accused of negligence in coun-
tries where child mortality has traditionally been used as one of the 
indicators to evaluate the performance of health facilities.
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The implementation of household surveys will not necessar-
ily resolve the problems countries in the CEE/CIS region face in 
terms of accurately measuring child mortality rates. What it can do, 
though, is stimulate a national debate on the reasons why these 
discrepancies exist, and what should be the strategy to improve the 
situation. 

MICS plays a key role in the monitoring of global and 
national commitments made to children

As mentioned earlier, MICS was originally designed to assist coun-
tries in filling data gaps for monitoring human development in gen-
eral and the situation of children and women in particular. Starting 
with the third round of MICS, a number of indicators have been 
added to those already focusing on the World Summit for Children 
and the Millennium Summit. These new indicators stem from other 
international commitments made to children, ranging from those 
such as in the 2001 United Nations General Assembly Special Ses-
sion (UNGASS) on HIV/AIDS and the 2002 World Fit for Children, 
to the 2005 Abuja Targets for controlling and gradually eliminat-
ing malaria. In addition to providing data for reporting on progress 
towards global and national commitments, MICS also responds to 
the needs of interagency monitoring groups such as those working 
on MDG indicators related to water and sanitation; malaria; AIDS; 
immunization; and, child survival. Indicators can be added as long 
as they are internationally approved and do not compromise the 
data quality of other indicators.

MICS has expanded over time to cover emerging topics while con-
sistently monitoring, since 1995, several key indicators on nutrition; 
child mortality; child health; environment; education; and reproduc-
tive health.

MICS fills data gaps

UNICEF developed MICS with the aim of assisting countries in fill-
ing data gaps for monitoring human development in general and 
the situation of children and women in particular. A good example 
of this can be found in the 2007 issue of the State of the World’s 
Children, in which UNICEF presents the most recent data available 
(mainly from MICS and DHS) on the percentage of households con-
suming iodized salt. The findings clearly show that the region of 
Central and Eastern Europe/Commonwealth of Independent States 
and Baltic States lags behind all other regions of the world, ranking 
just below South Asia. 
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In order to ensure the virtual elimination of iodine deficiency dis-
orders (the world’s single greatest cause of preventable mental 
retardation, and which causes goitre and cretinism and significantly 
raises the risks of still-births and miscarriages) it is necessary to 
collect data to identify sub-national areas most at risk.

Whereas data is available from salt producers, it does not help deci-
sion makers to plan policies and programmes to improve the actual 
consumption of adequately iodized salt at the household level. In 
fact, there are many regions of the world which produce salt in 
large quantities, yet the populations living in their vicinity often do 
not consume the salt because it is reserved for export, or if they do, 
the salt may not be properly iodized. That is why salt consumption 
data from household surveys such as MICS and DHS is so useful. 

Through the use of a rapid testing kit, results can immediately tell 
researchers if the salt used by a household is within the internation-
ally agreed standardized cut-off point (15 parts per million) or not. 
Analysis of the data can also inform researchers if the iodized salt 
intake is distributed evenly throughout a country or not.

MICS helps measuring new or emerging issues

MICS surveys serve as a natural media for collecting data on issues 
which are either new to the development agenda or which have 
recently recaptured people’s attention. Due to their particularities, 
censuses, registration and observations through sentinel surveil-
lance sites are not the most appropriate tools to measure new indi-
cators or to collect certain types of data, for at least two reasons: 

(a) some types of information, such as those on attitudes of the 
population on disciplining children, on early child development, and 
similar psycho-social processes, are best collected through house-
hold surveys; 

(b) in some cases when a new, emerging issue is of concern to 
policy makers and the like, MICS is an excellent tool to test new 
approaches before they are incorporated into larger-scale, more 
expensive data collection tools such as censuses.

In the third round of MICS, for instance, there are several modules 
and indicators which have been included to provide information at 
the global level for the first time. A good example is the module 
on child discipline, for which mothers/caretakers of children age 2-
14 are asked whether the child has been subject to various forms 
of discipline, either physical, psychological, violent or non-violent, 
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by other members of the household, and whether the mother/care-
taker thinks that children should be physically punished. Such infor-
mation is very difficult, if not impossible, to collect through cen-
suses or observation.

MICS sheds light on disparities

Household surveys are useful in providing detailed data on dispari-
ties, such as in wealth, education, age, sex, urban or rural residence 
or other variables. When used with appropriate sampling strategies, 
such surveys can also assess possible correlations between these 
disparities. 

Until the 1990s, the majority of DHS surveys, as well as other simi-
lar household survey programmes, were not in a position to produce 
information on disparities based on wealth, income or expenditure. 
Information on the availability of household possessions and its cor-
relation with other demographic and health outcomes was relatively 
unknown, or was simply explained by other characteristics, such as 
employment or education, which were thought to be closely cor-
related to, or good proxies of, wealth. With the advent of the DHS 
wealth index in the 1990s (which used information on household 
assets and amenities to construct an index of wealth) it became 
possible to divide the household population into quintiles and pro-
duce separate estimates of demographic and health outcomes for 
the poorest 20 percent of the population. Researchers are now able 
to show, for instance, the close relationship of poverty with mortal-
ity, nutrition, and health outcomes. MICS and DHS surveys now 
produce data for the five wealth quintiles of household populations, 
and produce data useful for highlighting rich-poor differentials.

MICS can also be used to show differences in demographic and 
health outcomes, for various socio-cultural groups, therefore identi-
fying vulnerable population groups in the society and making it pos-
sible to develop strategies to extend the benefits of services to all 
those eligible. In the third round of MICS, several countries have 
designed their survey to allow for this type of information. Serbia, 
for instance, has used an innovative sampling approach to over-
sample the Roma population (which would otherwise be impossi-
ble to do because of the low proportion of the Roma population in 
the general population) for the production of separate estimates of 
this excluded group. The Serbian MICS has found that among Roma 
population, under-5 mortality is five times higher than the national 
average. It also found that while 20 percent of the Roma children 
are stunted (an indicator of chronic malnutrition), the correspond-
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ing figure for the rest of the population was five percent. Based on 
these results, it is hoped that there will be more emphasis on inclu-
sive policies which specifically target excluded children.

The role of data in evidence-based  
policy-making: the case of selected 
national MICS surveys around the world

The role of data in evidence-based policy-making is illustrated from 
around the world by the following examples.

TAJIKISTAN: The MICS survey conducted in Tajikistan in 2005 was 
the second MICS to be implemented in the country. The survey 
raised concerns over the status of children despite recent progress 
made in the country’s economy and in poverty reduction. Of par-
ticular concern is the nutritional status of children in Tajikistan with 
high levels of chronic malnutrition compared with those from other 
countries in the region. Recent trends in secondary school enrol-
ment rates are also disturbing and there are signs that the quality of 
education and its relevance are declining. MICS findings also show 
that girls remain less likely than boys to enrol in secondary educa-
tion. Based on the survey findings and results of the 2000 World 
Bank’s TLSS (Tajikistan Living Standard Survey), UNICEF published 
a Child Poverty Study measuring both material and non material 
child poverty. The study provided evidence-based information that 
child poverty is greater than adult poverty. Both MICS and the Child 
Poverty Study findings were shared with the PRSP (Poverty Reduc-
tion Strategy Paper) Monitoring Unit of the government of Tajikistan 
at the time the government was developing its second PRSP (2007-
2009). The PRS provides a unique opportunity to develop a much 
more comprehensive approach to investing in human capital, espe-
cially in children and young people, linking objectives to a clear budg-
etary framework, and ensuring that the next generation is equipped 
to contribute to national progress and sustained economic growth. 
MICS data provided direct value in helping to identify policy options 
and investments needed to address poverty reduction, especially 
from non-income/social aspects of poverty. 

THAILAND: In the first MICS survey to be completed in the third 
round, Thailand stands out as a unique country in a number of 
respects. In addition to providing national and regional estimates 
on MICS indicators, the survey set out to produce indicators at the 
provincial level, and therefore, required a very large sample (more 
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than 40,000 households). For many of the indicators, not only was 
Thailand producing information at the national level for the first 
time, but it was also producing provincial estimates for many more 
indicators. It is also worth mentioning that Thailand relied on a well-
defined dissemination plan right from the early stages of the survey 
process. Combined with the MICS large sample size, the strategy 
allowed Thai survey analysts to produce and disseminate estimates 
down to provincial level. These have been instrumental in influenc-
ing local policy makers by highlighting disparities throughout the 
country.

MALAWI: in 2004, Malawi conducted a DHS survey and two years 
later, a MICS survey was implemented. A two-year period is usually 
insufficient to detect significant changes, however, the rationale for 
Malawi policy-makers to undertake a MICS was that the DHS had 
only produced estimates at the regional level, whereas they needed 
data at the district level. Sampling specialists were able to draw a 
large sample capable of producing estimates for selected indica-
tors at the district level. This decision also resulted in higher survey 
costs. As in the case of Thailand, it is hoped that Malawi’s efforts 
will turn MICS data into policy messages, and actions. Early dis-
semination plans should help make that a reality. 

IRAQ : Household surveys may be the only option to collect informa-
tion for monitoring the development of countries where censuses 
are not possible and registration systems are no longer functioning, 
such as in Iraq. The last census in that country took place in 1997 
and the registration system, which did not have universal coverage 
even before the recent conflict, is currently not functioning. Con-
trary to what many would expect, Iraq is today a country where 
there is an abundance of household surveys, such as the Iraq Liv-
ing Conditions Survey (ILCS), the Iraq Child and Maternal Mortality 
Survey (ICMMS), a World Health Organization Survey, etc. In 2006, 
Iraq decided to carry out a MICS survey with the technical support 
of the DHS programme. Although the final results of the survey 
were not available at the time of writing this article, the Iraq MICS 
preliminary findings seem to indicate that the mortality levels are in 
synchrony with those obtained through the ILCS. These were previ-
ously considered to be too low. They are also much lower than the 
mortality estimates previously made available through the ICMMS. 
In fact, for years, the ICMMS results were used as the mortality 
estimates for Iraq, and were extrapolated to estimate mortality lev-
els until 2005. MICS data on mortality are sure to open new ave-
nues for discussion in, and outside, Iraq.



183

The strategic intent of data collection and analysis. The case of Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS)

The role of MICS data analysis in providing 
further evidence-based information

By leading and playing an active role in interagency monitoring 
groups, UNICEF advances data analysis through the development 
of new methodologies, indicators, and tools. In that context, MICS 
data play a crucial role in UNICEF’s capacity to properly monitor and 
evaluate the situation of children and women worldwide. UNICEF 
has developed new methodologies to measure standard and new 
indicators on water and sanitation, maternal mortality, low birth 
weight, and under-five mortality. With its local and international 
partners, including DHS, UNICEF develops joint estimates and har-
monizes global monitoring efforts. This includes ensuring the com-
parability of estimates of key indicators on malaria, HIV and AIDS, 
and other priority issues, many of which are collected through 
MICS surveys. UNICEF maintains a series of global databases on 
key indicators. The databases, updated annually through a rigorous 
process facilitated by the vast network of UNICEF field offices, are 
found at www.childinfo.org, where all MICS-related information is 
presented.

Further analysis is necessary to comprehend changes over time, to 
identify the reasons why some population groups are more disad-
vantaged or at risk than others (youth, women, poor, etc.), to look 
at some possible associations between indicators, to better assess 
the quality and representativeness of the information, or for several 
other reasons. 

For instance, the analysis of MICS survey data can help policy-mak-
ers to better understand the reasons why previously observed child-
hood mortality declines have recently stagnated in some parts of a 
country, and not in others; what is the causal relationship between 
household structure and socio-economic status on children’s health 
outcomes; how childhood malnutrition has changed over time; 
where are the areas of a country with the lowest levels of breast-
feeding; how does access to water and sanitation facilities vary by 
wealth, residence, education, and other stratifiers.
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THE STRATEGIC INTENT  
OF DATA DISSEMINATION.  
THE CASE OF DEVINFO

by Nicolas Pron, DevInfo Global  
Administrator, UNICEF Headquarters

Overview

DevInfo is a database system 
which harnesses the power of 
advanced information technol-
ogy to compile and disseminate 
data on human development. In 
particular, the system has been 
endorsed by the UN Develop-
ment Group to assist countries 
in monitoring achievement of 
the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs). DevInfo pro-
vides methods to organize, store and display data in a uniform way to 
facilitate data sharing at the country level across government depart-
ments, UN agencies and development partners. DevInfo has simple 
and user-friendly features which produce tables, graphs and maps 
for inclusion in reports, presentations and advocacy materials. The 
software supports both standard indicators (the 48 MDG indicators) 
and user-defined indicators. DevInfo is compliant with international 
statistical standards to support open access and widespread data 
exchange. DevInfo is distributed royalty-free to all Member States 
and UN agencies for deployment on both desktops and the web. 
The user interface of the system and the contents of the databases 
supported by the system include country-specific branding and 
packaging options which have been designed for broad ownership 
by national authorities.

Innovations achieved

DevInfo 5.0 has evolved from a decade of innovations in database 
systems which support informed decision- making and promote 
use of data to advocate for human development. A major innovation 
of DevInfo 5.0 is the introduction of data and metadata standards 
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to encourage open access and use of data across multiple organi-
zations, platforms, and systems. DevInfo has adopted international 
standards in the areas of indicators (SDMX ISO/TS 17369:2005), 
data sources (DDI/Dublin Core) and digital maps (ISO 19115:2003). 
See www.devinfo.org for more information and www.devinfo.info 
for online databases.

Lessons learned for scaling-up

The DevInfo initiative is being 
implemented under the end-
orsement of the UNDP in col-
laboration with more than 
20 UN agencies. More than 
10,000 professionals have 
been trained in the use of 
DevInfo for improved statis-
tical literacy and database 
administration (approximately 
60% government and 40% UN 
professionals). More than 80 national statistics organizations and 
other agencies have officially launched DevInfo database adapted 
to user-specified requirements. There are a number of UN Agencies 
which have published adaptations of DevInfo – namely UNICEF, 
ILO, UNHCR, UN Habitat, UNHCR and UNFPA. For the second 
consecutive year, the UN Statistics Division has published the offi-
cial UN data on MDG indicators in an adaptation of DevInfo, called  
MDGInfo. MDGInfo 2006 has been prepared to accompany the 
Millennium Development Goals Report 2006, presenting the most  
up-to-date country-level statistics available in the UN (as of July 
2006), for the global monitoring of progress achieved towards the 
MDGs since 1990.

The DevInfo database tech-
nology has been used to 
launch the Central and East-
ern Europe/Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CEE/CIS) 
Regional MDGInfo (see www.
regionalmdg.org). This data-
base was officially launched 
at the Palais des Nations in 
Geneva on 27 April 2007 
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by Paolo Garonna, UNECE, Deputy Executive Director, Shahnaz 
Kianian-Firouzgar, UNICEF Deputy Regional Director for Central and 
Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States, and 
Jafar Javan, Chief of Policy Support and Programme Development 
at UNDP’s Bratislava Regional Centre. 

Strategic intent for data  
dissemination using DevInfo

The vision, which DevInfo supports, is: “a day when Member States 
use common database standards for tracking national human devel-
opment indicators, containing high-quality data with adequate cov-
erage and depth to sustain good governance around the agenda of 
achieving the MDGs”. 

DevInfo is enabling the UN system in realizing this vision as a gen-
eral purpose database system designed for the compilation, dis-
semination, presentation and advocacy of human development indi-
cators.

A common database system  
for evidence based planning

DevInfo is being used by UN Country Teams to support the Common 
Country Assessment (CCA) process using the latest available data. 
The system is also being used to setup and monitor key indicators 
of the UN Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF). DevInfo 
is being used as an advocacy platform to engage a broad spectrum 
of stakeholders in policy choices for human development.

Member States and UN agencies around the world have been using 
DevInfo to help support the reform of development planning poli-
cies. The system is enabling the UN to work together as “One UN” 
and to effectively deliver as a one UN system based on a common 
database that leads to a common understanding of how to move 
forward together with less duplication of efforts and wasteful 
delays in progress.

DevInfo is being used as a tool to restructure programming proc-
esses based on human rights. The system helps planners address 
disparities and target the most vulnerable sections of society. An 
important aspect of the DevInfo database structure is that it pro-
vides for monitoring multiple levels of sub-national data. The data-
base structure also provides methods for monitoring sub-groups by 
sex, location (urban/rural), age-groups, ethnicity, education level, 
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wealth index and other important factors related to groups at risk 
and in need.

DevInfo can help design cost effective interventions based on facts 
rather than perceptions. The system helps planners evaluate their 
options to plan for optimum results with limited resources. DevInfo 
presents the facts from multiple data sources with extensive meta-
data. This assists planners to assess all of the available data related 
to the current situation, weigh alternatives and plan ahead as effec-
tively as possible.

A common database system for increased  
access to information

The DevInfo database system serves as a common UN database 
technology platform for the collation, dissemination and presenta-
tion of human development indicators. The technology has been 
specifically designed to support governments in MDG monitoring. 
The MDG goals and targets are imbedded in the system linked to 
the 48 MDG indicators in a goal monitoring framework. In addition 
to the MDGs, the system can be adapted to include additional user-
defined indicators linked to national monitoring frameworks. By 
serving as a common database, DevInfo can be used to add value 
to national statistics systems by complementing existing databases 
and bridging data dissemination gaps. The DevInfo common data-
base can also be used as an advocacy platform by UN agencies 
to engage both government and civil society in policy choices for 
human development.

At the global and national level, DevInfo serves as a central reposi-
tory of all data on human development to provide support for pro-
gramming and decision making. DevInfo is used to make the latest 
statistical information available to a broader audience. The database 
can also be used to make lower level data more broadly available to 
researchers and organizations that help evaluate the effectiveness 
of methods and interventions.

A common database system for results  
based monitoring

DevInfo is being used by Member States to monitor comprehen-
sive plans for sustainable development, including poverty reduc-
tion strategies, health and nutrition plans, environmental plans and 
education plans. DevInfo is being implemented by complementing 
existing databases and bridging data dissemination gaps. 
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Within UN agencies, such as UNICEF, the system has been cus-
tomized to monitor key performance indicators of the Medium Term 
Strategic Plan (MTSP Info).

A common database system to disseminate  
information to a broad audience

Human development data is disseminated by the UN system using 
various media: information sheets, booklets, CD-ROM, intranet 
and internet. In particular, the DevInfo database system provides 
content for publication on two global sites: www.devinfo.org and 
www.devinfo.info. Several DevInfo national websites have recently 
been launched to disseminate national and sub national data. Data 
can also be provided to international and government partners on 
demand, through online information dissemination services.

DevInfo data can be disseminated through data exchange utilities 
to other existing database systems, particularly database systems 
supported by the UN system. This paves the way for greater inte-
gration between existing Human Development databases from vari-
ous government institutions and UN agencies, based on important 
emerging International Standards. 

Use of DevInfo in strategic  
decision-making

DevInfo implementation reports from countries around the world 
provide a wealth of information on experiences and insight on the 
role of DevInfo in harmonizing monitoring systems, determining 
development priorities, supporting programming activities and guid-
ing strategic decision-making in general.

An important success factor learned from these experiences is that 
the development and implementation of any DevInfo adaptation 
should be guided by the needs of intended users. These intended 
users should be identified from the beginning and include those 
persons with decision-making functions. The role of the UN should 
not be over-emphasized, but instead, national ownership should be 
encouraged, complemented with UN support in capacity-building 
and technical assistance. 

Other guiding principles for the successful implementation of 
DevInfo include:

•	 DevInfo has an important role to play in a harmonized monitoring 
framework by encouraging agreement among different 
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stakeholders on indicator names and definitions, metadata and 
data sources.

•	 National ownership and strategic partnerships and linkages are 
important elements to further the use of DevInfo by decision 
makers at country level.

•	 Alignment with national priorities, relevance, reliability, and other 
qualities of the database technology are essential for maximizing 
the utility of DevInfo for decision-making purposes.

•	 Awareness-raising activities are effective in the dissemination of 
the database and in highlighting the value of the database among 
decision-makers.

DevInfo’s role in supporting harmonized  
monitoring systems

Several countries have shared their experience on DevInfo’s role in a 
harmonized framework for monitoring a range of plans and national 
priorities. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, for example, the various par-
ticipating agencies discussed and jointly detailed the list of indica-
tors to be included in the database. Similarly, in Nepal, the process 
of developing NepalInfo has played a key role in the coordination 
and harmonization of statistics in the country by requiring key min-
istries and partners to agree on the data to be contained in the sys-
tem. Lesotho shares a similar experience with the harmonization of 
national statistics, and highlights the important role of DevInfo in 
the standardization of metadata. In Tanzania, the development of 
the DevInfo database has promoted the standardization of indicator 
definitions, time periods, units and metadata, ultimately increasing 
the confidence in the quality of the database. Once a database is 
recognized as harmonized, users give more recognition to its utility. 
In Mali, the utility of the database for the Coordinator of the Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP), was increased by the fact that it 
was agreed upon by all ministries.

National ownership, partnerships and  
linkages of the system

Government ownership of the system is vital to the effective use 
of DevInfo by decision makers. Costa Rica selected a strategic 
implementing government partner who is responsible for, and who 
has assumed ownership over, the system and thus, is developing 
it further, promoting it, and most importantly, sharing the informa-
tion contained therein. In Egypt, a Memorandum of Understanding 
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transferring ownership of the database was signed with the govern-
ment agencies in charge of data collection, processing, analysis and 
dissemination. Furthermore, a major issue is the DevInfo adapta-
tion’s linkages to existing decision-making mechanisms and proc-
esses in the country. For that purpose, it is helpful for a government 
body, directly linked to the decision-making process, to manage the 
system. Tanzania’s TSED, for example, is owned by the National 
Bureau of Statistics in collaboration with more than 20 ministries, 
departments and agencies in the country, and is embedded in the 
monitoring system for the National Strategy for Growth and Reduc-
tion of Poverty. In addition, TSED is linked to a database used by 
the local government to collate and analyze statistics. The two data-
bases complement each other as they serve different purposes. 
Cambodia provides a clear illustration of strategic linkages. The 
Statistical Literacy Project has partnered with the CAMInfo initia-
tive to conduct joint nation-wide training on CAMInfo and statistical 
literacy, targeting government officials and users of statistical data, 
including high-level decision-makers. This partnership is expected 
to promote better coordination between the data manager, the 
National Institute of Statistics, and the planning and decision-mak-
ing agency, the Ministry of Planning. As a result, better access to 
quality data and improved statistical literacy are hoped to contrib-
ute to the improvement of the government’s capacity to integrate 
statistical information into policy making. In St. Lucia, Helen Info is 
designed to be used by the government for evidence-based social 
policy. The database has been established in partnership between 
the Government, the EU, UNDP and UNICEF, but most important 
has been government ownership and their commitment to maintain 
and use it. Following this successful example, DevInfo is now being 
rolled out throughout the Eastern Caribbean. In Papua New Guinea, 
a Memorandum of Understanding was signed between the Depart-
ment of National Planning and Monitoring and the UN system to 
monitor localized MDGs in PNGINFO, the national adaptation of 
DevInfo. 

DevInfo is recognized in many countries as a powerful advocacy 
tool for mobilizing society and government. It is very important for 
the DevInfo initiative to form partnerships with the stakeholders in 
the areas of advocacy and communications.
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Data quality and national priorities

The content and quality of the database can be a determining fac-
tor for whether DevInfo is used simply as a data repository or, 
to its full potential, for decision-making. An important basic con-
sideration for ensuring that the database is relevant for decision-
making is its alignment with national development priorities, plans 
and procedures. In India, the features of DevInfo India are being 
implemented to generate information on the overall situation with 
respect to sustainable development. The monitoring framework is 
inclusive of indicators to measure UNDAF outcomes/outputs, infor-
mation on trends/mechanism for coordination, tracking of national 
development over time, progress of joint-sector programmes and 
responses, to humanitarian emergencies.

In Lesotho, MalutiInfo helps make information easily accessible to 
policy-makers, development practitioners and others, thus allowing 
them to monitor and evaluate the performance of identified indica-
tors related to the UNDAF, PRS and MDGs. To increase the useful-
ness of the database, the country has created report templates to 
generate regular progress reports on thematic development agen-
das such as those related to the UNDAF, CCA, National Human 
Development Report, Situational Analysis of Women and Children 
(SAWC) and many others. In order to ensure the relevance of Tan-
zania’s TSED, the database includes data for the MDGs, the coun-
try’s National Strategy for Growth and Reduction of Poverty and 
other relevant frameworks such as Ageing and Aged Population; 
Labor Market Indicator;, Maternal and Child Monitoring Indicators; 
and, Education for All. In addition, the National Bureau of Statistics 
implements a process for ensuring the quality, accuracy and reliabil-
ity of the data. These conditions encourage the use of the database 
to produce reports to monitor the National Strategy for Growth and 
Reduction of Poverty, and it enables the government and its part-
ners to gauge the progress being made by various interventions. 
Civil society organizations are using TSED in advocacy work related 
to policy/program formulation and budgetary processes. Others 
have also used the database for reporting, proposal writing and 
presentations. Similarly, Malawi’s MASEDA contains indicators for 
monitoring the country’s development strategies, MDGs, and the 
UNDAF monitoring and evaluation matrix, supplemented by indica-
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tors from other relevant areas such as governance. In Cambodia, 
CAMInfo was adapted to include not only the indicators specific 
to monitoring the UNDAF, but additional indicators in the areas of 
governance and human rights, in order to capture more qualitative 
information and results at the output/outcome level.

The interest in linking MDG data with project data appears in sev-
eral countries. Indonesia’s Aceh Nias Info is a good example. Addi-
tional indicators suggested to make databases more relevant in 
certain contexts were governance, crisis and environmental indices 
and data on disaster vulnerability. 

In order to be used consistently, the database needs to be perceived 
as reliable and remain relevant. Therefore, certain attributes of the 
database are considered crucial for its success. The database must 
be updated regularly in order for the data to be useful for current 
analysis and planning. This implies a structured, well-defined and 
documented data collection policy which ensures the continuous 
availability of such data. Several countries highlight the need for the 
data to be reliable and accurate and for there to be a national con-
sensus on the content of the database in order to ensure it is trusted 
and relied upon and that its use is generalized. Malawi illustrates 
the need for the data to be valid and at an increased level of disag-
gregation, and for the system to reflect data integrity and proper 
metadata. In Moldova, DevInfo Moldova provides decision makers 
with reliable data that can help them adjust the design of social poli-
cies and promote dialogue with other stakeholders engaged in the 
poverty reduction strategy. 

The inclusion of data at the sub-national level is often considered 
a key factor in enabling decision makers to use the database for 
situation analysis, determining priorities, monitoring progress and 
guiding decision-making processes in general. The experience in 
Serbia, for example, shows how the availability of DevInfo Serbia 
(which contains relevant data at the sub-national level), has con-
tributed to decentralization and allowed the authorities in the vari-
ous regions to monitor implementation of Regional MDG Plans of 
Action. In addition, the database informs the municipalities’ budget 
allocation process. Similarly, in Thailand, TPD Info contains sub-
national data and so plays a crucial role in monitoring the MDGs and 
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national development plans, at national and provincial level. It also 
serves as a dissemination tool for data to guide decision-making 
at the sub-national level. In the case of Moldova, inclusion of sub-
national data in the database has yielded valuable inputs for policy 
analysis and reports which show disparities between districts. In 
Indonesia, such a database has facilitated planning at the provin-
cial level. In order to ensure the relevance of MASEDA, Malawi is 
ensuring that it is part of a program aimed at strengthening monitor-
ing and evaluation systems at national level, as well as at sector, 
district and community levels. 

Advocacy and awareness-raising

Society in general, and decision-makers in particular, can be effec-
tively made aware of the availability of the system through national 
and sub-national launches and dissemination activities. Thailand has 
focused on a dissemination strategy which includes development 
of public information materials. In particular, it aims to reach provin-
cial governors and line ministry officials who can benefit from using 
TPDInfo in their decision-making. In Vietnam, CiaB Info is being 
used to inform pro-poor planning and decision-making processes in 
Cao Bang province. District and province authorities are in charge of 
the development and maintenance of the database. The database 
has been developed in Vietnamese in coordination with the national 
DevInfo adaptation, VietInfo.

Continuous advocacy and communication campaigns can help main-
tain awareness of the availability and usefulness of the DevInfo sys-
tem. As experienced by Colombia and the Dominican Republic, for 
example, bulletins, newsletters and other material can be prepared 
periodically using DevInfo in order to illustrate its potential. Continu-
ous capacity-building activities for DevInfo users and administrators 
will help keep in-country capacity up-to-date. 

For more information on the implementation of DevInfo,  
visit www.devinfo.org/worldwide for updates organized by country 

with references to the most recently published databases and  
the current database focal points.
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USING DEVINFO AS A STRATEGIC 
TOOL FOR DECISION-MAKING.

ACHIEVEMENTS AND LESSONS 
LEARNED IN MOLDOVA

by Mohamed Azzedine Salah,  
Deputy Representative, UNICEF Moldova 

Context and Challenges

Moldova is a small, landlocked, densely populated country located 
in Central Europe. Since its independence, the country has carried 
out extensive reforms of its public, economic and social frame-
works guided by a vision of integration with the European Union 
(EU). Moldova has managed to put in place the basis for a transition 
to a market economy. In 2000, the government finalized a National 
Strategy for Sustainable Development (NSSD) which was the basis 
for an Economic Growth and Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper 
(EGPRSP) for 2004–2006. In 2003, Moldova also implemented 
a Mid-Term Expenditures Framework (MTEF) to better prioritize 
national resources.

Thanks to these measures, the country’s overall human develop-
ment has improved compared with the deteriorating situation 
throughout most of the 1990s. Despite these significant efforts, 
however, Moldova remains one of the poorest nations in Central 
Europe ranking 115th on the 2006 Human Development Index. The 
UN Common Country Assessment (CCA) indicated that inequities 
have increased recently with 24% of the population still living in 
persistent poverty. Due largely to the inability of the existing data 
system to highlight inequities and chronic disparities, decision-
makers have not been able to develop and implement the strategic 
plans needed to address them. This was the legacy of a long period 
during which the local data collection system changed very little 
from Soviet times. Until recently, the system was characterized by 
a low demand for, and poor supply of, qualitative data. Investment 
in statistics focused on improving supply and little attention was 
paid to generating demand for data and its use in planning.2

Although the debate on the use of data for policy decision-making 
was identified as a main concern in 2000, the issue gained greater 
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prominence in 2003 with the launch of the second generation of 
structural reforms and the implementation of the EGPRSP. It then 
became clear that decision-makers would increasingly need data 
for measuring, and objectively reporting, the impacts of policies. 
The challenge for the Government was to reshape the existing 
monitoring and evaluation system in such a way as to make it more 
relevant, more useful for taking action and, more in line with basic 
international standards. 

Building national capacity in monitoring 
poverty reduction 

Based on their comparative advantage in building national capacity 
for equitable and sustainable economic growth, UNICEF and UNDP 
were asked by the Government of the Republic of Moldova to sup-
port the development of a monitoring and evaluation system. This 
needed to be able to generate and process data on human devel-
opment not only for policy making but also for public use and for 
advocacy. 

To this end, in 2004 a joint UNICEF-UNDP project entitled Support 
for Strategic Policy Formulation, Monitoring and Evaluation in the 
Republic of Moldova was developed with the main objective of 
assisting Moldova in strategic planning, and in monitoring and eval-
uating the EGPRSP (the plan for achieving the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs)). DevInfo was identified as a major instrument 
for this project.

DevInfo technology was officially offered to Moldova in 2005. The 
Ministry of Economy and Trade (MoET) in charge of overall EGPRSP 
coordination used DevInfo’s standard package to build local capac-
ity. The national team first developed local databases using DevInfo 
as the preferred software, and then they facilitated discussion 
among stakeholders to ensure the database met user needs. To 
avoid multiple databases, it was agreed to use DevInfo Moldova 
as the single tool for monitoring both the MDGs and EGPRSP. In 
October 2005, a draft version of DevInfo Moldova was built which 
included the Moldovan MDG framework. In 2006 DevInfo Moldova 
incorporated two monitoring frameworks and an up-to-date map-
ping tool which included first and second sub-national levels. In 
2007 a new DevInfo web version was in place, making it possible 
for DevInfo Moldova to be available for open web tests starting in 
February 2007, (www.mec.gov.md) and an official web launch took 
place in May 2007.
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Achievements in building  
decision-making capacity 

Although the project has not ended, it had, by May 2007, achieved 
its main goal. That is, the equipping of the General Division of Mac-
roeconomic Policies and Development Programmes at MoET with 
a sound institutional framework which allows the participation of a 
wide range of stakeholders in formulating, monitoring and evaluat-
ing policies to reduce poverty. 

The national DevInfo database contains a set of indicators and tools 
which are regularly updated and used for various decision-mak-
ing purposes. Users can make comparisons over the past 5 years. 
Although improvements are needed to ensure compliance with 
international requirements, the MoET database is able to provide 
central public authorities with relevant and internationally compa-
rable statistical data on a regular basis. By using the same technol-
ogy and the same lists of indicators in building the two databases 
(EGPRSP and MDG), the team avoided duplication in collecting sta-
tistics and increased the reliability of reporting. They also avoided 
the conflicts which traditionally occur in maintaining statistical data 
systems.

With the objective of improving national capacity in decision-mak-
ing, MoET developed two different types of comprehensive, ana-
lytical reports which are also DevInfo based. The Annual Evaluation 
Report on the Implementation of the Economic Growth and Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Paper helped social sector ministries to discuss 
budgetary questions with the Ministry of Finance. This took advan-
tage of measures to increase local consumption and tax revenues 
for the government. The EGPRSP helped to convince the Ministry to 
invest more in the social sectors (up 21 per cent in 2006). The 2005 
Poverty and Policy Impact Report1 provides an overview of national 
development and includes detailed analyses on child poverty and on 
poverty in rural areas. These reports do not replace economic evalu-
ations and public expenditures reviews. They do however provide 
useful information for decision-making since they contain analyses 
which indicate those elements which influenced programme results 
and, how the programme elements interacted among themselves. 
The reports are produced through an exclusive and nationally owned 
process where staff from MoET interacts with key decision-makers 
in line ministries. Because they provide objective analyses of local 

1	 The Poverty and Policy Impact Report 2005, April 2006, www.scres.md 
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realities, they are also used by external donors.2 MoET organizes an 
annual event which is a major opportunity for an evidence-based and 
participatory reflection on Moldova’s performance in the economic 
and social sectors and, for a comparison with other countries. The 
reports are now fully institutionalized and used for strategic planning 
including by teams developing the National Development Plan (NDP) 
2008–2011. The reports are posted on the government website and 
are used by a wide range of stakeholders.

As the DevInfo database continues to foster evidence-based assess-
ments, it is gradually playing a role in facilitating a common under-
standing among the government, civil society organizations (CSOs) 
and development partners. Data analyses and maps are used as 
platforms for the national dialogue on poverty reduction. As Infor-
mation is easily accessible, DevInfo is used to produce a bulletin on 
EGPRSP implementation which is published regularly in Moldovan 
newspapers and posted on government websites. This bulletin leads 
to increased CSO participation and involvement in EGPRSP imple-
mentation. The materials developed by MoET for monitoring the 
Poverty Reduction Strategy helped a coalition of 14 non-government 
organizations (NGOs) develop the State of the Nation Report which 
presents civil society’s view of development in Moldova. The main 
purpose of the Report is to play a role in decision-making and, in 
particular, to influence the content of the new NDP for 2008–2011.

The DevInfo database is expected to gradually reduce the costs 
of data dissemination. Moldova has massive amounts of statis-
tical data traditionally disseminated through paper publications 
or through Acrobat documents on the web. No searching, no 
browsing and no presentation features are available. The launch 
of the web version (www.devinfo.md) will not replace the exist-
ing documents but will help data users to access a modern, full-
featured data dissemination system.

Lessons learned 

The EGPRSP database is the first comprehensive and up-to-date 
socioeconomic database on the situation of human development in 
Moldova for use by government institutions, the donor community 
and civil society counterparts. It was created by the same unit that 
developed the EGPRSP report. Including the EGPRSP analysts in 
the first steps of establishing the database was essential given the 
influence they have in designing poverty reports.

2	 Moldova Poverty Update, World Bank, June 12, 2006
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Building consensus among stakeholders and keeping the first ver-
sion of the database small and supportive are important factors in 
the success of the project. Given the complexity of the institutional 
framework of the national statistical system, the freedom to maneu-
ver to revise the poverty monitoring and evaluation system was 
quite limited. The project team thus agreed to gradually develop the 
system, and instead of reinventing indicators, DevInfo used exist-
ing indicators which allowed the MDG database to be established 
simultaneously. 

This experience represented a change in the relationship between 
the providers and the users of statistics in policy choices. The 
National Bureau of Statistics was always considered as the main 
data producer. Now there is a growing consensus that the gap 
between producer and user should gradually be reduced. As a first 
step, the policy making functions within ministries were reviewed, 
and they were assigned more responsibility for data management. 
The staff of these units will be involved in the review of indicators 
using DevInfo as the preferred database. They will be able to meas-
ure the effects of policies in their own respective departments. 
These improvements in statistical competence will prevent data 
being ignored and the incorrect reading of statistics. 

Summary 

After many years without quality socioeconomic analyses from local 
institutions, Moldova has tried a new approach oriented towards 
measuring poverty and using the data for making effective poli-
cies. MoET is currently meeting the demand for data through the 
UNICEF-UNDP joint programme Support for Strategic Policy Formu-
lation, Monitoring and Evaluation in the Republic of Moldova which 
uses DevInfo technology. As the importance of data grows, along 
with the development of the information society, it is expected that 
the DevInfo system will be used on a larger scale for analysis; for 
decision- making; for improving public information; and, for inter-
national comparisons. This widening use will ensure the long-term 
sustainability of the DevInfo database and, of the monitoring sys-
tem established, thanks to DevInfo technology.
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USING DevInfo TO support 
Governments in monitorING 
National Development 
Strategies. 

The case of the republic  
of Serbia

by Dragana Djokovic-Papic, Statistical Office,  
Republic of Serbia and Oliver Petrovic, UNICEF Serbia

Background

As early as 2004, DevInfo was introduced in Serbia. Today, the 
DevInfo database is run at the national level by the Statistical Office 
of the Republic of Serbia (SORS) with full participation of line minis-
tries and institutions. DevInfo is installed, as a monitoring and plan-
ning tool, in the Poverty Reduction Strategy Unit; the Council for 
Child Rights; and, in many ministries and institutions. Selected data 
are also presented for public use on the Republic Statistical Office 
website1 so that international and local institutions, community-
based organizations, school teachers, and media can monitor and 
study the situation in the country. 

The National DevInfo database contains a rich set of 395 indica-
tors at national level, which are classified in 12 sectors with 5 mul-
tilateral strategies: Millennium Development Goals (MDGs); Pov-
erty Reduction Strategy (PRS); National Plan of Action for Children 
(NPA); World Fit for Children; and, World Summit for Children. The 
database also contains data on 91 indicators at local level (for each 
of 167 municipalities). A specially designed census database has 62 
indicators at the settlement level (for each of 4,715 settlements). 
Both databases are strong tools for monitoring and planning at cen-
tral and local level.

1	 The official SORS web site is: http://www.statserb.sr.gov.yu
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Use for policy development and  
child rights monitoring

The first version of DevInfo technology, called ChildInfo, was offi-
cially offered by UNICEF to the Republic of Serbia in 2004. The 
DevInfo task force was formed at the national level, with the aim 
of supporting database development and use. The first database, 
developed in 2004, focused on monitoring the National Plan of 
Action for Children. The system continued to develop smoothly and 
today DevInfo is a key tool for NPA monitoring which is accepted 
and used by the Council for Child Rights2. Local Action Plans for 
Children, established in 16 municipalities in Serbia, are also moni-
tored by DevInfo system.

Since 2006, DevInfo has been used for planning and development 
of national MDGs including the national MDG report. The Govern-
ment has officially declared that DevInfo will be used for monitoring 
the MDGs. The MDG national team is using DevInfo extensively for 
preparation of reports and for planning purposes.

DevInfo is being used by the PRS unit for PRS monitoring  
and reporting. The second progress report, prepared jointly by the 
Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS) unit and line ministries, uses data 
provided by the DevInfo database. The PRS Unit has also supported 
the use of DevInfo by the Joint Project and the Strategy for Sustain-
able Development teams, which are both bodies of the Government 
of Serbia.

As soon as DevInfo was adopted, many line ministries (e.g. Ministry 
of Housing; Ministry of Environment; and, Ministry of Social Wel-
fare), received training on the database use. They all use DevInfo for 
planning and presentations on their respective sectors. Various types 
of institution and individuals also use DevInfo, including the Office 
of the President of the Republic of Serbia; the Institute for Social  
Sciences; and, the Institute for Education Quality and Evaluation.

In 2006, the gender statistics database was created within the 
DevInfo application and has since been used by SORS and the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), to prepare the 
publication: Men and Women in the Republic of Serbia. The data 
will be monitored continuously to track changes in the position of 
women in the Republic of Serbia; to support analysis and reporting 
for the Serbian Parliament; and, for international publications. SORS 

2	 Governmental body responsible for the monitoring of NPA
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will continue the development of the database and provide support 
for its use. The UNICEF publication: The State of the Children in 
Serbia also draws on DevInfo. 

Sustainability

At the end of 2006, two years after the direct support by UNICEF, 
DevInfo was declared as a tool of particular interest for the Republic 
of Serbia and so became part of the regular programme of SORS. 
A Group on social indicators and analysis was formed as part of the 
Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia’s Department for Social 
Standards and Indicators. The unit consists of four people, paid for 
by the State, who have undertaken the task of further development 
and maintenance of the DevInfo database at the national level.

At local level, a DevInfo coordinator has been nominated in each of 
16 municipalities where the Local Plan of Action for Children is being 
implemented. The coordinators are paid for by each municipality and 
are responsible for developing and maintaining the database. 

Future directions

Future activities to support the application of DevInfo include:

•	 customizing the Millennium Development Goals and Poverty 
Reduction Strategy databases to include nationalized indicators;

•	 publishing a standardized national report twice a year to share 
the latest figures and trends for main indicators with key national 
decision makers and the media; 

•	 continuing regular publication of The State of Children in Serbia ;

•	 creation of a web-based DevInfo system which will enable 
broader and more interactive access by the public to various 
functions of DevInfo; 

•	 planning and promotion of a special strategy to promote the use 
of DevInfo among experts, and, in particularly, civil society and 
the media.
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USING DEVINFO AS A TOOL TO FACILITATE 
LOCAL COMMUNITIES’ EMPOWERMENT.

THE CASE OF THE municipality of pirot
by Vladan Vasic, Mayor of Pirot, Republic of Serbia;  

Oliver Petrovic, UNICEF Serbia and  
Vladica Jankovic, UNICEF Serbia 

The story which follows is about DevInfo’s significant contribution 
to local development, inclusion and participation, in Serbia. 

Following the National Plan of Action for Children, 16 (out of 167) 
municipalities in Serbia initiated Local Plans of Action for Children 
(LPA). These are strategic documents to define and guide optimal 
child development in local settings. One of the first municipalities 
to take up this challenge was Pirot. Pirot is a small municipality in 
the remote area of south-eastern Serbia, surrounded by mountains 
and quite isolated from the rest of the country.

In mid-2004, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed 
between UNICEF and the local authorities in Pirot. An important 
part of the agreement was the introduction of DevInfo as a tool to 
enable strategic planning and monitoring at the local level. Recog-
nizing the importance and potential of DevInfo, the local LPA team, 
led by the Mayor, started developing the DevInfo database in paral-
lel with the LPA project. The LPA project clearly defined two stra-
tegic objectives: (1) establishment of a local LPA implementation 
team and, (2) establishment of a DevInfo database for monitoring 
LPA implementation.

Key members of the local DevInfo task force, in addition to the 
DevInfo coordinator, are the representatives from the health, edu-
cation and social welfare sectors. The main task of the team was: 

•	 defining measurable indicators for agreed goals (the team also 
proposed redefinition of non-measurable goals); 

•	 defining reliable data sources; 

•	 agreeing the methodology and process of data collection; and, 

•	 proposing additional research needs. 
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Additional research, conducted to obtain scarce data, particularly 
on marginalized families, revealed a number of significant findings 
which led stakeholders to modify their understanding of the situ-
ation within the Pirot municipality. For example, many Roma and 
disabled children were found to be outside the social system and 
missing from local statistics. Consequently, strategic plans were 
redesigned to ensure that these children enjoy their full rights to 
social services.

In general, DevInfo is used for monitoring the LPA implementation 
in Pirot. Team members from different sectors send data to the 
DevInfo coordinator. The coordinator maintains the database and, 
as agreed with the Mayor, produces a report twice a year which is 
sent to the Mayor and the Municipality Parliament. 

DevInfo is also used to monitor implementation of other projects 
related to the LPA. Over recent years, with support from UNICEF 
and the Pirot Municipality, DevInfo has been used by local institu-
tions and NGOs working on social inclusion of the most marginal-
ized children. 

Inclusion of young people’s views is a significant part of the LPA 
process. The youth are considered as a partner in conducting moni-
toring, analysis, and decision-making on issues related to children. 
Once a year, during the “Children’s Week”, a roundtable takes place 
with local authorities. Here, children use DevInfo to present data, 
analyse what has been achieved and, identify future priorities.

The availability of data makes it possible to identify the need for 
social change so that appropriate action can then be taken. 

DevInfo highlights important social trends which may otherwise be 
overlooked. The first DevInfo report was quite shocking in terms of 
the number of children left out of the system. Together with local 
situation analysis DevInfo helped to reveal that social services had 
overlooked many children, in particularly Roma children and those 
with disabilities. For example, no single Roma child living in a Roma 
settlement was enrolled in any facility for early childhood education. 
Today, there are 50 Roma children participating in pre-school edu-
cation programmes for Roma, organized by the Roma NGO. There 
is still a long way to go. Currently, only one Roma child attends the 
regular pre-school institution. DevInfo also revealed to the commu-
nity that most of the children who are attending the so called “spe-
cial school”, for children with some form of disabilities, (created 
during the socialist era), are Roma. Experts reviewing the cases 
realized that there was no explanation for this other than prejudice. 
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Many of the Roma children attending special school had no mentally 
disability. They simply lacked basic skills such as knowledge of the 
Serbian language and numeracy. Immediate action taken reduced 
the number of Roma children attending “special school” by 50% in 
the current school year. The DevInfo report also showed that only 
20% of Roma children continued education following completion of 
elementary school. Now a local team of Roma representatives and 
educational experts are working to prepare the ground for continu-
ing education of Roma children. 

A further use of DevInfo is for review of the child budget allocation. 
As a result, from 2005, investment for children was increased 7 fold 
in just two years. In addition an increasing demand from the local 
population for a better quality of child social services prompted 
local authorities to provide additional funds. Firstly, additional funds 
were invested to equip the antenatal service. Secondly, there was 
increased funding of the Social Welfare Centre, schools and NGOs. 
Capacity building of child-worker professionals is also ongoing. 
Additionally, a new pre-school was built which tripled the access to 
early childhood education, raising it to 90 percent. 

The process has actively involved local media from the very begin-
ning. Today, the media are essential partners who regularly promote 
DevInfo and the LPA. Together with children, the media monitor 
the implementation and fulfilment of the goals. Local experts have, 
through the local media, promoted the LPA and highlighted DevInfo 
as the tool to monitor the LPA’s , promoting its key features, impor-
tance and application. As a result, the LPA has become a common 
goal for the whole population of Pirot and they are watching closely 
the implementation of the LPA. 

DevInfo is also an important tool when preparing donor proposals. 
Local experts and NGO representatives are today using DevInfo to 
develop funding proposals, and to apply for funding from the munic-
ipal budget and local companies. Several applications have already 
been approved and implemented. 

Public access to the DevInfo database helps transparency and 
empowers the local community to stand up for the betterment of 
their society. For instance, the amendments to the Law on Financial 
Support of Families with Children adopted in 2006 imposed restric-
tions on access to child allowance. From the DevInfo database, it 
became evident that the number of beneficiaries of child allowance 
in Serbia had dropped. Even the poorest families were deprived of 
this right. In collaboration with UNICEF, the local community took 
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the initiative to raise the issue, citing the LPA provisions for chil-
dren. This resulted in the adoption of a further amendment to this 
Law (effective as of 1 January 2007) which revoked the extremely 
strict conditions for child allowance. Subsequently, the DevInfo data 
has shown that the number of beneficiaries started to rise again.

As illustrated by these examples, DevInfo has been shown to be 
a strategic tool which helps to bring about positive social changes 
based on the evidence available. The Pirot Municipality has plans 
to further improve the function and use of DevInfo. In particular, to 
improve cooperation with institutions dealing with children. Since 
the mechanism for their cooperation and coordination is not institu-
tionalized, data flow is sometimes slow. A process of decentraliza-
tion and delegation of responsibilities to local municipalities and, 
local mechanism for cooperation, need to be established locally. 
Investment is needed to increase the limited technical and human 
capacities at local level. The previous successes encouraged the 
municipality to extend the use of DevInfo and to start monitoring 
other relevant issues, such as youth employment, housing prob-
lems and agricultural development. Public access will be extended 
through development of the LPA and DevInfo web site, and the 
installation of DevInfo for public use in the Municipality Hall.

Networking with other LPA municipalities in Serbia, and establish-
ment of data flow with the DevInfo group at the National Statisti-
cal Office, will certainly strengthen the use of DevInfo at the local 
level and further mobilize the community to improve the situation 
for children in Pirot. DevInfo will continue to ensure access to key 
information for effcient and equitable decision-making.
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ACE Associacion CentroAmericana  
de Evaluacion
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AfrEA African Evaluation Association 
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CEE/CIS Central and Eastern Europe/Commonwealth 
of Independent States 

CES Canadian Evaluation Society

CLE Country-Led Evaluation 

CLES Country-Led Evaluations and Systems 

CSOs Civil Society Organizations 
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Development Assistance Committee of  
the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development 

DEP 

The Directorate for Economic Planning, DEP 
(previously the Economic Policy  
and Planning Unit (EPPU), Government  
of Bosnia & Herzegovina

ECG Evaluation Cooperation Group 

EES European Evaluation Society

EGPRSP Economic Growth and Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Paper, Republic of Moldova

EPPU
The former Economic Policy and Planning 
Unit, now known as The Directorate  
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Evaluation 

IPEN International Programme Evaluation 
Network

IPDET International Programme for Development 
Evaluation Training 

MDGs Millennium Development Goals 
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MTDS Medium-Term Development Strategy 
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MTSP Medium Term Strategic Plan, UNICEF

NDP National Development Plan 

NGOs Non-Government Organizations 

NPA National Plan of Action for Children 

NSSD National Strategy for Sustainable 
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ODA Official Development Assistance 

OECD Organization for Economic Cooperation  
and Development
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Development Assistance Committee of  
the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development 

OED Operations Evaluation Department,  
World Bank 

PD Paris Declaration 

PIUs Project Implementation Units

PRSP Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers

QED Quasi-experimental design 

RCTs Randomized control trials 

ReLAC The Latin America and Caribbean  
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SAWC Situational Analysis of Women and Children 

SIDA The Swedish International  
Development Agency 

SORS Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 

UNDAF UN Development Assistance Framework 

UNEG United Nations Evaluation Group 

UNFPA United Nations Population Fund

UNHCR United Nations High Commission  
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UNICEF United Nations Childrens’ Fund
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