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During several last years, there has been a serious discussion worldwide about the real sense of development cooperation and about its results, impacts and real influence. Top ODA authorities (donors and governments) and many evaluation professionals contribute to these discussions as well as to introduction of new definitions, guidelines and procedures.

Within these up-to-date topics, issue of impact evaluation has become one of the hot themes that either unify or divide evaluation constituency.

The IDEAS and MES Workshop in Kuala Lumpur on Impact Evaluation thus came in the right time, using momentum of global Aid Effectiveness process to culminate in September 2008 in Accra as well as of special efforts of Nonie, World Bank, 3ie, IOCE and others to be transformed into “Guidance on Impact Evaluation”.
During workshop, we had a good chance to openly share experience among representatives of all development actors - the speakers and participants came from governments, national and multinational development agencies, private, academic and NGO organizations, from both developing and donor countries. Also the three workshop streams were well chosen to provoke the debate on three crucial aspects:
· good practices;
· lessons learned;
· and decision-making and accountability.
Two first streams took part in the morning and led to a vivid dialogue in Questions/Answers session. The afternoon program and consequent multi-actors´ workshop on aid Effectiveness confirmed the key question to be in the centre of future Impact Evaluation agenda:
“Impact Evaluation or Impact of Evaluation?”

When thinking in causal relation logic, the other open questions are clearly derived:

( Why to carry out impact evaluations?
To help donors or local people? To have a nice report or to influence the decision-makers?

There is lot of reasons why to have good evaluations but the current approaches still often prove donor-driven focus with a lot of requirements for retrospective (summative) conclusions in order to satisfy tax-payers in donor countries. Requirements for perfect reports usually lead to nice recommendations for already finished battles, not reflecting real-time conditions and needs in developing countries.
In case the answer to Why question is “to recognize impact and its relevance and to use lessons learned to make the positive impacts even bigger or larger next time” let us then ask what information is necessary and sufficient for effective and timely decisions. And then let us try to find it. And decide!
In case the answer is “it would be nice to know whether we caused this (or any) impact”, let us forget the evaluation and let us ask scientists to do a nice research and to write nice memory books for future generations.

In case the answer is “we need to confirm or improve our procedures” let us do management audit and let us check project/program identification and appraisal criteria.
( What do we mean by Impact Evaluation? Do we mean evaluation of development process, of particular intervention or evaluation of real impacts?

Usual focus of impact evaluations on concrete interventions (quite understandable regarding donor funds) can hardly cover all positive and negative consequences, local motivations and regional or global influences on impacts. No intervention can be carried out in a vacuum, without external factors independent on donor intentions.

Can any single project or program “save the world” or at least bring long-term sustainable impact on people’s life? Does any donor have the right to cream off all the successes (or failures)? Can any donor neglect attribution of other donors or local institutions and people (historical, contemporary, or future)?

Beside impact, we have also an OECD/DAC term of effectiveness: “Effectiveness - the extent to which the development intervention’s objectives were achieved, or are expected to be achieved, taking into account their relative importance. Note: Also used as an aggregate measure of (or judgment about) the merit or worth of an activity, i.e. the extent to which an intervention has attained, or is expected to attain, its major relevant objectives efficiently in a sustainable fashion and with a positive institutional development impact.” This definition clearly describes the effect of concrete intervention as well as the process that leads or should lead to achievement of the objectives. Therefore, we should not mix evaluation of effectiveness with impact evaluation!
Different definitions however cannot change the real content. It is similar to “result-based management” - all donors easily adopted new terminology of results but the only change of many still activity-driven projects is that activities are newly called objectives (see: awareness raising, encourage dialogue, knowledge transfer and training, promotion of international conventions…). Let us do not use impact terminology in the same way…
( How to carry out Impact Evaluations? How to measure impacts?
DAC defines impact as “Positive and negative, primary and secondary long-term effects produced by a development intervention, directly or indirectly, intended or unintended.”

Theory of change then speaks about causal relations between activities, outputs, outcomes and impacts, while considering external assumptions and risks as well.
World Bank describes impact evaluation as “an assessment of the impact of an intervention on final welfare outcomes” and also comes with the following definition: "Impact Evaluation consists of the analysis of the relationship between an intervention and final indicators (outcomes and impacts). The purpose of impact evaluations is to establish the change in outcomes and impacts that can be directly attributed to the intervention (rather than to other factors in the sector or in the country more broadly). It is typically carried out periodically, but requires information on the situation throughout the implementation period“.

Attribution is thus another trendy term. However, impacts are of main importance for final beneficiaries while attribution is much more important for implementing organizations and donors. To get the best results and to make the envisaged changes happen, it is necessary to reach consensus on issues that really matter. Impacts are crucially important but they matter more if we know how we reached them and if we can repeat the success (or learn from the failures). On the other hand, concrete intervention matters more if it fits to the mosaic of other development interventions and trends and to specific real-time conditions.
From that point of view, there are two strategic approaches how to measure impacts and attribution (or theory of change):

a) 
Look for impacts and then check the causal relations

b) 
Check the intervention and then look for its consequences
The first approach goes “from treetop to the roots” - it highlights the impacts and looks for all clusters and logic chains that might contribute to or threaten the impacts. This approach should thus identify all key development aspects and assumptions influencing identified impacts.
The second approach focuses on concrete intervention which is usually only “one of the roots” which are necessary for healthy life of each (objective) tree in the forest. It is more demanding to discover all linkages, particularly in situation where other roots are well hidden beneath thick layer of soil (in usual situation without donor coordination and harmonization).

Both approaches and/or their combination can be well used but they need specific methods and different stakeholders. The reason for evaluation must determine the evaluation strategy which is the key - evaluation methods cannot be the driving agent of any evaluation.
Regarding methods, there is a strong lobby for experimental - counterfactual methods as well as academic fight between supporters of qualitative and quantitative methods. However, like in real life, nothing is only black or white (excluding Howard) and long centuries proved that nobody can step twice into the same river. No human beings (except for some twins), no villages, no regions and no situations (except for some déjà vus) are the same. This does not mean we cannot use counterfactual methods with control or comparison groups. Nevertheless, combination with other methods is necessary as well as considering all causalities - including biased evaluation questions, predicted answers, different motivations and false expectations that might issue from non-sensitive evaluations.

Even when accepting similarity of different groups, many question stay. What are the appropriate evaluation methods that can be similar for both groups? What is the baseline and what are the appropriate indicators? Can qualitative methods be objective?

Any intrusive method influences the control/comparison group. Asking questions with visible “project genetic code” informs stakeholders that something happens (and not to them) and might determine the answers or raise false expectations (if not some animosities between the groups).

Each intervention, each situation and each evaluation question needs a specific real-time and human approach. And triangulation is the must.

( Who should carry out Impact Evaluations?

The final critical question arisen during Kuala Lumpur workshop concerns evaluators.

a) 
Should it be donors´ evaluators?

Many donors are happy and proud of their impact evaluations. What does it mean? Are they happy that evaluation confirmed their contribution to the welfare of final beneficiaries? Or are they happy because of happiness of final beneficiaries? It is not the same…

And does any single evaluation team have enough capacity to assess contributions of other development actors, revise their project theory and compare their aims and goals with reality? How many blind alleys, crossroads, detours and short cuts can they discover?

Do donors have enough empathy to fully understand both catalyst and inhibiting motivations of local actors in development cooperation? It seems that yes - most of impact evaluations are carried out by donors. But can it be truth?

If we are speaking about impacts and not about active and brave implementing agents, why is there a minimum of multinational impact evaluations? One of the answers might be because each donor has different legal or administrative frameworks. But do the impacts change according to reporting procedures?
b) 
Should it be local evaluators?

They should be definitely able to recognize impacts under local circumstances. However, development cooperation is a both-way process - not a wish list for ODA Santa Klaus. Therefore even local evaluators must have sufficient understanding of partners´ practices, empathy for donors´ motivations and ability to suppress particular local interests and biases.

On the other hand, developing countries are often missing capacities (what is also a usual phrase used by donors as alibi for insufficient local participation), in particular practical experience at international level. But only practice makes perfect. There is no progress without pilots, no swimming without jumping into water.
Donors often provide capacity strengthening packages, lot of theoretical trainings, workshops and conferences but usually not “training by doing” within joint evaluation projects. Why? Isn’t it a fear of new competition or fear of playing with open cards which might show that practical skills differ from theoretical lectures? Or fear of evaluation results? Hopefully not.
In any case, the key precondition for “country-led evaluation” is local responsibility and proactive approach.
c)
Should it be joint evaluation teams?

Probably yes but not on a subordinate basis - joint projects must be about mutual goals, about mutual accountability and about mutual learning. Teachers who cannot use lectures from their students are bad teachers. Trainers not appreciating skills of their trainees are bad coaches. And evaluator who is not ready to be evaluated is a bad evaluator. Development partnership cannot be an empty phrase.
The last Kuala Lumpur question: Do we care about results of impact evaluation and are we ready to really use the lessons learned?

If yes, we are on the right track. Impacts matter - let us make evaluations matter!
