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The paper Horizontal Evaluation: Fostering knowledge sharing and program improvement within a network is authored by Graham Thiele, Andre Devaux, Claudio Velasco and yours truly, and was published in the American Journal of Evaluation in December 2007.  It documents what we believe is a novel approach to evaluation that was developed in the Andean Region of South America, by a regional initiative, known as Papa Andina. This is a partnership program that works to promote pro-poor innovation in potato production, marketing, and use in Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru. 

Potatoes are the main crop grown in the high Andes, between 3,200 and 4,200 meters (10,000 – 14,000 ft) above sea level. Potatoes were domesticated in this region – not in Idaho, and not in Ireland – and thousands of landraces, or native potato varieties, are still found in the Andes. An individual small farm family may still cultivate 10, 20 or more native varieties or potatoes, largely for home consumption but also for market. Papa Andina is hosted by an international agricultural research center known as the International Potato Center (CIP), which in turn, is affiliated with the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR). Papa Andina works with and through a network of national and local partners in the 3 Andean countries. 

For those of you who have not read the book or seen the PBS documentary, I highly recommend Michael Pollan’s The botany of desire, which will give you a new perspective on potatoes, as well as on apples, tulips, and marijuana. 

My friends in Papa Andina have had extensive, and not always fulfilling, experiences with 2 approaches to evaluation and capacity development that are very common in the field of international research and development, or “technical assistance” work more broadly:

1. Evaluation by teams of external experts, who fly in, disrupt things, ask lots of (sometimes strange) questions, produce a report – often in a foreign language not understood by local people – and then fly out again.

2. Field visits or cross-site visits involving members of the network, who jump into 4-wheel-drive vehicles, race off to the countryside, meet with farmers or others in the community, observe the research or development work underway, ask a few questions, race back to town, and then go back to their home base, and have been found to remember little of what they’d observed. 

Horizontal evaluation was developed to combine the best of external evaluation and cross-site visits in a participatory evaluation approach that centers on an evaluation workshop that brings together members of local project teams with peers from within the network – mostly from other countries – who both, and independently, evaluate the local project and then compare and contrast the results of their evaluations. As the paper’s title indicates, it is designed to foster knowledge sharing and program improvement. Horizontal evaluation is not intended to serve as a substitute for summative or impact evaluations. For that reason, I’m delighted that the Award Exercise requested applicants to focus on how they would assess the impact of Papa Andina, and I am looking forward to learning about their suggestions and proposals. 
