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American Evaluation Association Coffee Break Webinars Series


SMILER Simple Measurement of Indicators Learning for Evidence based Reporting

Guy Sharrock and Susan Hahn




This webinar is part of the American Evaluation Association’s weekly Coffee Break Webinars program. Normally available for AEA members only, this special four-part series co-sponsored by Catholic Relief Services, American Red Cross/Red Crescent, United States Agency for International Development, and AEA’s International and Cross Cultural Topical Interest Group is available to the public on AEA’s YouTube Channel.

To be successful projects must lean towards an adaptive management style and all staff must have a clear understanding of the project monitoring system and their role in its implementation. Yet few manuals exist on the nitty-gritty task of how to set up a monitoring system. Catholic Relief Services has created an approach to setting up a project monitoring system – SMILER – that includes mechanisms to turn data into useful knowledge that informs project learning and decision making whilst maintaining a focus on achieving results and reporting accomplishments. By emphasizing project monitoring, SMILER seeks to balance the need for project staff to seek and listen with the more formal obligations of evaluation to quantify and prove. In this presentation, Guy Sharrock and Susan Hahn introduce SMILER and useful tips of turning Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) rhetoric into practical reality.


Transcript:

Stephanie: Today’s presentation is part of a series that we’re running this month on international monitoring and evaluation. This session compliments the others this month, which were based on a set of modules developed by Catholic Relief Services and The American Red Cross with funding from USAID. And together with the American Evaluation Association’s International and Cross-cultural Topical Interest Group, they are all the cosponsors of this webinar series.

Today’s session is on SMILER- Simple Measurement of Indicators and Learnings for Evidence-based Reporting. And our presenters are Guy Sharrock and Susan Hahn. Guy is senior technical advisor for monitoring and evaluation, and Susan is a consultant, both with Catholic Relief Services. So, let’s go ahead and get started. Guy, I’m going to hand you the controls.

Guy: Okay. Thanks.

Stephanie: Great.

Guy: Great. Thanks, Stephanie. And welcome, everybody. Susan and I’d like very much to welcome you all here today for this edition of the Coffee Break Webinar Series. We’re focusing on Catholic Relief Services’ work to strengthen project monitor through a tool we’ve developed, known as SMILER. So thanks very much for sparing your time to join us. And just to let you know in advance, the SMILER tool we’ll be describing is available online and the link will be included in the follow up email that will be sent to soon after the webinar. 

In our view, project monitor has for too long been a poor relation to both project design and project evaluation. One interpretation might be that project design is seen as providing more opportunities for creative input whilst project evaluation offers possibilities for demonstrating intellectual rigor and has publication potential. In this triumvirate of project design, monitoring and evaluation, it’s project monitoring which has tended to play third fiddle whilst attracting the attention it requires. 

Initially in CRS, we invested considerable time in strengthening staff capacity to produce good project designs that would facilitate monitoring and evaluation. We wanted to walk before trying to run. Whilst there remains work to be done, we made good progress on this front. However, it became apparent that the variable quality of project reporting reflected a worrying disconnection between the monitoring and evaluation plans articulated in project proposals and their subsequent implementation.

Good project monitoring improves both project implementation and management, and also strengthens evaluations. And it was clear to us that across CRS, project monitoring required our consideration. As well as turning our gaze to helping staff put into practice their M and E plans, from the outset our intention was also to broaden and deepen colleagues’ understandings of how a functioning M and E system operates, and the roles of different actors, including themselves, in such a system. Yet few manuals exist on the nitty-gritty task of setting up a pop project monitoring system for performance management, reporting and organizational learning purposes.

This is where SMILER came in. SMILER was developed, and has evolved, to enable staff to turn a project’s logical planning framework into a useful and used M and E system. SMILER helps staff and partners work out how to set up a project monitoring system once the grant has been awarded. It includes mechanisms to turn data into useful knowledge that informs sound project decision making, and ensures that all staff have a clear understanding of the project monitoring system and their role in its implementation.

So SMILER- SMILER stands for Simple Measurement of Indicators and Learning from Evidence-based Reports. SMILER is the backbone of a project because it ensures that all staff have a clear understanding of the objectives of the project and how they will be measured and reported on stakeholders. It’s comprehensive and practical approach to setting up an M and E system. It turns results, frameworks, and other logical planning tools, including the M and E plan, into a utilization focused M and E system. And it supports learning and decision making based on evidence.

Setting up an M and E system is never simple, but SMILER simplifies the process by breaking the system down into manageable tasks. This graphic shows the various documents that are produced in the SMILER system. The documents are divided into three main components- getting organized, setting up and designing forms and reports.

Let’s first look at getting organized. SMILER encourages staff to establish an M and E operating manual. We usually produce both a hard and electronic copy. All of the documents for the M and E system are kept in this operating manual and organized using a table of contents. The manual’s a living resource and the table of contents is kept up to date as documents change. Now, it may seem strange to think about having an M and E purpose statement, but we find this is very helpful in making explicit what staff are expecting from their M and E system. They may want to establish, for example, a system that has a specific ambition to empower communities.

Turning to setting up- it’s important to ensure that the typical M and E instrument, such as results frameworks, M and E plans, and so on, are in good shape. During the SMILER process, we take time to look at the logic of the project, or its theory of change, using the results framework. And we take sufficient time to review all of the indicators listed in the proposal, to ensure they’re clear and understood before moving to the next step of developing the data gathering forms and reports.

So finally, designing forms and reports- now, the data flow maps are central to this component. The map establishes how data for each indicator will be collected- when, by whom- and then how these data flow through the system. In the next slide, Susan will briefly describe one example of the data flow map from the Democratic Republic of Congo.

You see that SMILER incorporates other key M and E elements, such as attention to community based M and E, and data management. The communication and reporting map, along with the learning to action discussions, help ensure that the data and reports are shared with stakeholders and that the data are used within the project to make decisions. Once the M and E system is fairly well documented, the last piece is to check that the capacities and resources are available to undertake all of this work.

Susan: This example of a data flow map was prepared for an agricultural project in the DRC. The bold lines indicate forms that are grouped together to make the map more readily understandable. So at the top, there are several data gathering forms that are used as a demonstration plot by the extension agent. Data from these forms feed into the agriculture agent monthly report. You can see the arrows indicating the flow of data. These data then feed into the supervisor’s monthly and quarterly reports.

On the right side, you see the baseline and soil analysis studies that are undertaken and reported in an annual review. On the left hand side, there’s a set of training related forms that also feed into the quarterly report. So with these data flow maps, you can see the flow of data from the original point of collection through the internal reporting system to the report to the donor.

We do most of the work on the SMILER system during a SMILER coaching session. This is one week set aside for a small group of selected staff to develop a comprehensive M and E system for one project. The coaching session is a work session, not a training session. After a brief orientation, staff get to work on the documents and forms. They do learn of course, but the process is driven by the goal to complete the work. There’s no set agenda for the week. It’s a fluid and iterative process. While there are basic steps to complete, the actual process will vary from project to project depending on how much work is already done. It’s usually the case that most of the time is spent on the data flow maps, data gathering forms, instructions and report formats.

A small group of five or six staff is ideal for participating in the SMILER coaching week. Include M and E staff, of course, but it’s also important to have technical staff and project managers in this coaching session. There’s a role for all project staff in the M and E, but not all project will participate in this coaching session. 

By the end of the week, staff will have completed or nearly completed a draft M and E system with one person designated as a documentation manager. You will have both a hard copy and an electronic copy of the operating manual. Participating staff will have a fairly good, if not excellent understanding of how to set up an M and E system. They will be enthusiastic about their own work and learning, and confident about their ability to implement the system. They are often confident about directing a SMILER coaching session with another project. On the last day, you will also— you will list all the actions that are yet to completed for the completion of the M and E system, along with the name of the responsible person and the due date.

Some hot tips- set up your project M and E system in the early stage of project implementation, often around the time you are developing your detailed implementation plan. Use all steps of the SMILER process, they are all important for a comprehensive M and E system. Review and finalize a SMILER draft with other agency and partner staff who will be implementing the project and contributing to M and E. They can participate in the finalization of the data gathering forms, write instructions, pretest the forms, and contribute to other important tasks to complete the M and E system. Develop a communication and training plan to roll out the M and E system and review its operation on a regular basis. And finally, review status of the M and E system at the six month mark. Reinforce those components that are working well and attend to the gaps in the system.

So, Guy and I have given you basic overview of the SMILER M and E system, and can now answer your questions. Thank you.

Stephanie: Great. And thanks to both of you. We do have a host of questions here. Before we get to them, I’ll just do a little bit of a reminder that you’ll get an email from me in about two hours that will include the link that you see here on this slide, so don’t worry about trying to write down that whole URL if you don’t want to. We’ll send that to you in just a little bit. And we’ll include a link to the slides if you don’t have those already, and a link to the manual that you see here.

Okay. On to the questions. We have a couple of questions here about the electronic components of SMILER. Does CRS have like some kind of centralized, computerized system that can be accessed in the field and at HQ, or how do you manage that?

Guy: Susan, shall I take that one?

Susan: Go ahead, yeah.

Guy: Thank you very much for the question. Actually, at the moment the answer is no. It’s usually done at— this where we do it project level, but projects are managed, if you like, within a country program. So CRS comprises quite a number of country programs in different regions across the world. So they have, if you like, sort of centralized systems for managing information at the country program level. That said, the agency is currently trying to organize and implement a new system for precisely that reason. But we’re not quite there yet.

Stephanie: Okay. And another question for you, Guy. Has SMILER been used in complex settings? For example, for peace building projects? And I’m directing this to you because I know that you have a session at the annual conference this year for AEA on messy projects.

Guy: I’ve not used this in— for peace building. And I’m just trying to think— Susan, are you aware of where it’s been used in a peace building setting?

Susan: I haven’t done it personally, but a lot of staff are doing this on their own now. So it could have been, but I personally don’t have that experience, no.

Guy: Yeah, it’s a good question. And, I mean, if you can send— if we can get hold of your name and contact details. I’ll certainly follow up on that. That’s a good one. As Susan said, sort of a lot of these happening now with our colleagues in the regions and the country programs. So yeah, I’ll follow up on that one. It’s a good question.

Stephanie: Great. Okay, there are some questions about the coaching time here. So is one intensive week a lot for folks to observe and think through everything at once, or have you experimented with trying to maybe stretch that out over a time and present it in smaller segments?

Guy: Susan, do you want—

Susan: It depends how you do it. I mean, as we were saying, some of the staff now are comfortable with the process and so if they are in that country program and indeed part of the project, they can stretch it over a time. If somebody like myself or Guy goes in, you really have kind of a week to get them as far along in the process as possible. Our approach is to really just take it one step at a time and one document at a time. And our experience is that usually by the end of week, even if we haven’t completed the whole system, they’re usually fairly comfortable with it. So it is a concern. I appreciate the question. But we really work during that week to get through as much as possible and to make sure that they’re comfortable sort of completing the system. Of course, you know, people are always available to help them should they get stuck.

Guy: It’s a good— the only thing I’d add to what Susan said is you’ve heard us talk about the coaching session and that’s a deliberate attempt to say this isn’t a training. We’re not actually taking people out of their work. What we do with the coaching session is actually we work on live projects. So if you like, it’s work-work. And it is intensive, but it doesn’t feel as though they’re being taken away from their work. It’s actually moving their work forward in this setting of the coaching.

Stephanie: Great. And building on that, I know you said that there are a lot of staff who come to it from M and E and some not. Do you expect everybody who attends to have some basic level of M and E knowledge? 

Guy: Yes. I mean, I think most of the people who’ve been to our sessions have some— they understand M and E, they appreciate M and E. The main point that we feel in the coaching sessions is how people who really understand the project and the kind of information that needs to be collected, because the discussions on the data flow maps get very detailed about where the information is collected, who’s collected it, how do they collect it, where do they pass it to? So it actually requires people who understand that. Not so much understand the theory of M and E or anything like that, but understand how information is going to be collected in the project.

Susan: And the other things is just, the staff- the five or six, or however many you have who participate, are in that project. And so they’re either M and E staff in the project, or they’re managers of that project, or they’re technical staff on that project. So they have a vested interest in understanding you’re developing the system so that they can use it for their own management or technical needs.

Stephanie: Okay, great. We have a question here that’s kind of asking about how you would ensure that the monitoring system matches up with the project design in a very coherent way, but it sounds like you would handle that by the composure of the group that’s in the room, right?

Guy: Well, I’ve just clicked back, I don’t know if you can see on the screen. The way we do that is— it’s a really good question and actually it hit right on the nail with why we sort of wanted to develop something like SMILER. It’s because of this issue about our colleagues were doing really good results frameworks, doing good M and E plans, but then when it came to actually turning up on a Monday morning, having been awarded the grant for the project, how do you set up an M and E system to collect this information? And we were finding that in reports there was a disconnect. So the reason for laying it out in these three components- getting organized, and then particularly I think the question refers to the setting up where you list all the objectives and your indicators and so on, that very much feeds into the development of the data flow maps and all the subsequent pieces. So there’s a very strong— that was the intention of SMILER, to really firm up that link.

Stephanie: Great. Okay, and a quick question here, how do you— so after you set this up, how do you encourage the staff, you know, to implement this according to what you set out? You know, sort of gathering the data the way that they’re supposed to according to these plans. So how do you motivate or incentivize that?

Guy: It’s a good question. I think partly because the staff who are involved in the couching actually then carry on and ensure its implementation. Of course, there are ups and downs or challenges. It evolves to a certain extent as it gets finalized and they start to implement it. But I don’t think that sort of the motivation part of anything, I think SMILER has helped because people understand that this system of monitoring and evaluation is more than just collecting forms and sending it off to donors. It’s actually— there’s a role for people, they can see where they fit into it. And let me just mention while we’ve got it on the screen, the learning to action discussions. This is a very simple set of prompt questions. And the intention being to really try and get staff at all levels every time data are collected and passed up to the next level in the information flow, is really to get them to engage with the data that’s being collected. To ask questions of it, like what’s the data telling us, why do we see this change, what did we expect, what did we not expect? Those kinds of questions. And I think that helps to motivate people. But yes, I mean it’s up and down, we just— we’re learning as we go along.

Susan: The only points that I would add is, you know, at the end of the SMILER coaching week, you have a draft of the system. And you take that draft to the rest of the project staff and implementing partners, people who are engaged in implementing the system, and you finalize it. And so, through that process we find that there is an increased level of ownership. And more importantly, I mean, when we find when people really understand this part of their job- the data they’re collecting and analyzing- we kind of get a lot of, ah! I finally understand my job. I really understand what I’m supposed to be doing. So that’s also a real motivating factor. People really get the project when they go through process of setting up the M and E system.

Stephanie: That makes so much sense. And we’re all out of time. I know we have other questions here that we were not able to get to, and I apologize for that. But you can send those to Guy and Susan, and they’ll get back to you. Thanks so much to the both of you, by the way. And again, just a reminder to keep an eye out for that survey that’s about to appear in your browser window. We’d like to get your feedback. And we hope you’ll join us for the next webinar in this series. It’s next Thursday. We’ll have Alice Willard here talking about Evaluation Jitters Part Two: Managing an Evaluation.

Guy and Susan, thanks so much for being with us!

Guy: Thank you very much, Stephanie.

Susan: Thank you. It was a pleasure.

Guy: And thanks to everybody for coming along. And please do send us questions. We’d be very, very happy to respond.

Stephanie: Fantastic. Bye bye.

Guy: Bye for now.

Susan: Bye.
