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American Evaluation Association Coffee Break Webinars Series


Evaluation Jitters Part Two: Managing an Evaluation   
Alice Willard


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.

Once an evaluation begins, the evaluation team needs a key organizational contact. This contact is often a junior staff person assigned to 'manage' the evaluation process. Rather than a technical or a senior manager, this contact's job can include helping smooth logistics (setting up meetings), providing routine communication to the organization's management about the progress of the evaluation, and also serving as the 'go to' for challenges and opportunities that come up during an evaluation. In this webinar, Alice Willard introduces The Managing an Evaluation Guide, which provides several tips on how to schedule and organize the evaluation team.

Transcript:

Stephanie: Today’s presentation is based on a series of modules developed by Catholic Relief Services and American Red Cross, with funding by 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 which has been running every Thursday this month. Today’s webinar is the last one in the series on Evaluation Jitters Part Two: Managing an Evaluation. And our presenter is Alice Willard, consultant who was previously head of Monitoring and Evaluation at American Red Cross International Services. So, let’s go ahead and get started. Thank you, Alice.

Alice: Let me pull up my PowerPoint, which may take just a moment because I have an old computer.

Okay. Here we go.

Stephanie: You might have to click on ‘Show my screen’ still. We’re not seeing it quite yet.

Alice: Can you see?

Stephanie: Not yet.

There we go. There it is!

Alice: Okay. Well, welcome everyone. And thanks so much for taking your coffee break with us. What we’re going to be talking about today—

You know, I hate this computer. That’s it.

The focus is on international development evaluation practices. However, I think managing evaluations is a feature in any evaluation, even if some of your logistical challenges for domestic evaluation may not be quite the same as some of ours in the international field. The premise of this short webinar is to focus on who can be an evaluation manager and what sort of tasks an evaluation manager might do to facilitate the evaluation. The focus here is not on how to evaluate, but very specifically on how  to manage evaluation.

I’ve said this before, basically everybody needs to just take a deep breath. Evaluations are challenging. They can be very intimidating. You may have months to do this, you may only have days to do this. In some horrific cases, you may only have hours. But basically what you want to do, as a manager, is to take advantage of planning and preparation that hopefully you’ve been able to do ahead of time, and then during the evaluation process itself. It doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re going to be a member of the evaluation team itself.

So we’re looking at two basic things today. The first is the choice and the skill set for the evaluation manager as a person, and then a checklist of different types of tasks for the evaluation manager. Now, this checklist is intended to be illustrative. Obviously, depending on your organization, you may have different people responsible for different parts. But it’s really helpful to have somebody who is the overall coordinator for all of this.

There is occasionally a very contentious relationship between the evaluation manager, the evaluated organization, and the evaluation team. And I’m not going to suggest who is swinging the stick and who is the piñata at any point in time, because those roles may shift.

For the evaluation manager, what you want is someone with strong organizational ability. You want someone with at least a fair bit of institutional memory. They should have some knowledge of evaluation methods, but they don’t necessarily need to be even in the kind of medium skill set. They need to have a serious attitude. And we couldn’t put this word in the module because everyone said no, no, no, no one will understand it. But I’m going to use here because it’s absolute perfect word. It’s gravitas. It’s somebody who is trustworthy and yet somebody who is dependable at the same time. People skills- absolutely critical. A sense of humor, again, absolutely critical. And someone who has organizational support from the group that is either being evaluated or is the implementing organization for that evaluation, because sometimes those things vary. But you want someone who has access to a mentor or an internal organizational resource, so that they have some go to in case they need some other support for managing the evaluation. 

So who has those skills and how can they make the time to manage an evaluation? Well, it’s really going to depend. And I know a lot of this is also resource dependant, but what you want is somebody who’s going to be able to invest a fair bit of time. In some cases, it may only be a couple of hours in a week for the duration of the evaluation. In other cases, it may be several days. But that’s likely to fluctuate up and down, depending on whether you’re prepping for the evaluation, whether you’re making sure the team is safe, secure, and harmonious. And then probably it will spike again as you are reviewing the evaluation report, because it’s likely to be the evaluation manager who follows up after the team and looks at whether or not all of the different reviewers have turned in their comments in a timely manner. 

In terms of the checklist component, there are a group of eleven. And since we are all pretty literate and you’ve had it up for a while, what I’d like to do is to shift out of this, assuming that the system will let me, and instead show you a sample checklist from a PowerPoint from— I’m sorry, a PDF file. So we’re just shifting files, and again, this is a very old computer that is shared by several people in the household, one of whom reads far too much fan fiction. So, now we’ve got a blank evaluation checklist. And just running very quickly down this- since I’m the queen of matrices, what I like to do is arrange things in a table so I can print it out, people can either write in it or you can sign off on it. And this way you have a status check. You can certainly also use this online, and color code it if things are late or there’s a challenge, so that you can walk through it again with your manager because you’re not going to be the only one in charge of the evaluation, and say I have a problem here, I need some help.

You’ve got lots of different elements in scope of work, and it talks about those. You’ve got different personnel issues that you may need to think about. The financial stuff- may not be the evaluation manager in charge of the finance, but the evaluation manager may be one of the people reviewing the budget and making sure that things aren’t too expensive. Logistical challenges, we’ve talked about. And the odds are pretty good you’re going to need an airline ticket. For those of you who haven’t yet made your reservations for AEA in Minneapolis, I encourage you to do so because there are just not that many flights to Minneapolis. Contracts, deliverables, work plan, timeline, contingency plan- basically the whole idea is you want to have as thorough a checklist to start with so that the evaluation manager is going to be able to run through it. So if you see something like this is filled out, as an example, you want to see that here you’ve got the scope of work is drafted, it’s done by the project manager. It’s already done. It was due on the 15th of March, it was actually completed on the 15th of March. This one doesn’t need approval, and so they’ve sent it out to the first choice consultant for review.

And these are the types of sample things that you would see throughout this particular example that we used in the shortcut. But we also keyed it in so that you would see- oh look, there’s something that’s a warning sign. Or here’s something that’s actually all in red and it’s overdue. And so the evaluation manager might have to take some remedial measures to get to where they need to be.

One of the ideas with putting this all into a matrix, just returning to the whole more general idea of the evaluation manager, is what we have found in the past is that organizations often assign a relatively junior person to be the evaluation manager. And this may be the very first time that they have seen an evaluation, worked on an evaluation, or otherwise had contact with it. It is, however, something that now the donor organization for many of the international projects for the US- that is the United States Agency for International Development- is now running a class on an evaluation manager, as well as an evaluation specialist. And the idea behind that is because their staff now need to be the ones who help manage the evaluations. What we wanted to do long before they created that class, was to create something that would be internal to our own organizations that would help the junior staff, and in some cases, someone who had attached to running after this because it was the short straw in the organization, but to give them some structure.

And I note from my timer having gone off, that I’m at my ten minute mark. So I will open it up to questions and hopefully you guys can just come back to me with that. But I’ll leave the sample table up so that if you have questions on that, you can come back to it.

Stephanie: Perfect. Thanks, Alice. And we have several questions here about whether the checklist will be available. And the answer is yes. Alice has shared it. It is already posted in our public eLibrary under Alice’s name. And you have a direct link to it coming to you, if you don’t already have that link from earlier today. It will also be in the follow up email you’ll get in a couple of hours that will— one link where you can find the slides, the checklist, and the recording as soon as it’s available. So yes, you will have access to all of these things.

Okay, so if you have other questions go ahead and type those in now, but we’ll start with some that have already come in. So you talk about budget in here, can you talk a little bit about how much of the budget should be used for the evaluation?

Alice: For the evaluation itself, or for the evaluation manager?

Stephanie: Can you do both?

Alice: Well, most current guidance from USAID is that you’re looking at 3-5% of your project cost should be set aside for evaluation. This doesn’t necessarily mean both a mid-term and a final evaluation. And unfortunately, it doesn’t necessarily mean the cost of hiring M and E specialists or running some of the data collection events that you probably need to have during the project. It seems to be simply 3-5% for the evaluation, unspecified. So there are some hidden costs with this. The advantage with having a staff person be the evaluation manager is that your salary is probably already paid for by the organization. It’s a matter of which particular pot of money it’s coming out of. And the sooner that you can get started with some of the preparation for an evaluation and the sooner that the evaluation manager is involved with that, the longer the range of time but the lower the average weekly cost will be for that individual. It’s another advantage to using somebody who is lower in the organizational totem pole, because they tend also to be less expensive. But at the same time, because they are more junior they tend to be a lot more sensitive to detail. They don’t jump without having been given permission to do so.

Stephanie: And so, there are questions here about what if you don’t have enough resources for an evaluation manager. So one thing I hear you saying is start this process much earlier and spread that cost out. But I guess, would there ever be a time that you would hire somebody externally to do your management?

Alice: Well, one of the things that people have done in the past is they have specific technical assistance proposals so that you have budgeted cost for the evaluation, but then there are individual who are tapped as part of that particular contract to manage different evaluations or different surveys, or different events for the organization. So they build those costs into it. What other organizations do is they define the role of the evaluation manager and say this is going to be a very useful learning experience for you, and this will be an important part of your job for the next week, two weeks, three months. 

Stephanie: Okay, and following up on that, there’s a question about assessing the quality of the management.

Alice: That’s actually one of the reasons for having an organizational mentor for the evaluation manager, because what that does is that gives the evaluation manager someone that they can go to and say I’m not sure about this, do you think that this is a good idea? Or, I’ve tried doing this and I’m having problems with having the team understand precisely what I want and I need some back stopping. As well as, that mentor then becomes a go to if the evaluation team is having some challenges with the evaluation manager- things aren’t being done on time. And you start having warning signs all along, and it’s one of the reasons for wanting somebody with a serious attitude. They’re going to not blow this off. They will pay attention to it.

Stephanie: Okay. And so, we have a couple of questions about time management. So when things do fall behind, what is the usual cause? And then relatedly, how can keep things on track? What tips do you have?

Alice: Keeping things on track is frequently a matter of looking at when things are due and reminding people a week, five days, three days, the day before, that this is going to be due, and finding out whether or not things are indeed going to be able to be achieved by that date. It can be construed, and I say this as a mother of a teenager, as nagging. But there are gentler ways of saying it, just to insure that things are on schedule. The evaluation team is going to be sensitive to the schedule, but it’s helpful to have someone along saying are we sure we’re on track? And if not on track, why not and do we need to change some of the other things that are scheduled? Because it’s like war. An evaluation design rarely survives the first day or week of actually being in the field conducting the evaluation.

Stephanie: And so, would you say that not having an evaluation manager who’s keeping things on track is one of the main ways that things tend to fall off?

Alice: I don’t think it’s necessarily one of the main ways, because most evaluators are pretty professional and are going to keep track of the schedule. But having somebody who is tapped as the evaluation manager means that you have somebody else watching that calendar at the same time you have the evaluation team watching the calendar. And both of those players are going to be sensitive to some of the particular schedule hiccups that may occur. And this way they can have that type of conversation and that type of dialogue, and not waste anybody’s time hunting around for who do I tell about the fact that there’s been a coup in Madagascar and I’m having real problems getting to the regional airports I need to get to.

Stephanie: Okay. And a couple of questions here about the characteristics of the evaluation manager. First, just to clarify, are there any key differences between an evaluation manager and a project manager, in general?

Alice: Probably not. It’s just more that for the evaluation manager, it’s helpful if they have a little more background in evaluation methods. And for the project manager, sometimes it’s easier to have a separate person tasked as the evaluation manager because that way the focus is purely on the evaluation. Whereas the project manager has all of the staff, and all of the budget, and all of the rest of the challenges of managing a project to go along with. You may not have that option of having a second person, but it’s handy if you can. 

Stephanie: Okay. And can you clarify when you started, you talked about how this person should have institutional memory, what did you mean by that?

Alice: One of the challenges that we find when we’re working, for example with Catholic Relief Services or the American Red Cross, is these are very large organizations that have been around for a long time. And there is a specific institutional culture and vocabulary that goes along with each of those organizations. This is true in large measure for most other organizations. There’s a specific culture and it’s helpful to have somebody who is inside that culture and who will say to the evaluation team, if they don’t know that particular culture and we may not know everything about everybody, to say you know, you really want to be very careful when you’re using this particular approach. Or, here’s the terminology that we much prefer that you use instead of this other thing. We understand it means roughly the same thing, but here’s the terminology, here’s the vocabulary, and here’s just a general orientation to how this organization functions.

Stephanie: Okay. And what about the ethical values that you mentioned. Can you elaborate on that a little bit? What’s necessary for an evaluation manager?

Alice: There’s actually another module in the series, and you can look it up on the same Catholic Relief Services website that Stephanie will be sending out, on the ethics of M and E. But you want someone who is trustworthy as the evaluation manager. You don’t want someone who when you are complaining to them about another team member, or about some particular emotional stress in your own life, will then turn right around and blab it to everyone, or post it on Facebook or whatever. You need someone who will be able to keep that confidence and perhaps will be able to suggest ways for you to move through it if you need to, or find you some other resources to help you get through it.

Stephanie: Okay. Okay and we are otherwise all out of time. We have a lot of great questions that are still here, including one that wants you to address the piñata. But we will not be able to get to those. So folks, please go ahead and send those questions on to Alice and she’ll be able to get answers to you. So once again, the email will be coming in just a little while with the links, including the link to this checklist here and to the slides, and to the recording. And another reminder to keep an eye out for that survey that is about to appear in your browser window. 

Thanks a lot for joining us all month long. And Alice, thank you so much for being with us today.

Alice: Pleasure. Thanks so much to all of you. I’m looking forward to seeing you in Minneapolis.

Stephanie: Great. Bye bye.

Alice: Bye bye.
