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American Evaluation Association Coffee Break Webinars Series


Evaluation Jitters Part One: Planning for 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.

One of the challenges with evaluations is that staff often think the work to prepare for an evaluation is completed with the basic scope of work. As a result, evaluators often arrive to conduct an evaluation and find that some basic data organization and prep work have not been done, adding stress, misunderstandings, and cost to the evaluation. In this webinar, Alice Willard introduces The Pre-Evaluation Guide, which provides several easy steps to help prepare for an evaluation, from basic document management through logistics organization.

Transcript:

Stephanie: Today’s presentation is based on a series of longer modules developed by Catholic Relief Services and American Red Cross with funding by the USAID. And together with the American Evaluation Association’s International and Cross-cultural Topical Interest Group, they’re cosponsors of this webinar series which is running every Thursday during this month. Today’s webinar is number two in the series and it’s Evaluation Jitters Part One: Planning for an Evaluation.

And our presenter is Alice Willard. Alice is an independent consultant, and she was the head of monitoring and evaluation for American Red Cross International Services. So, we’ll turn things over to Alice now.

Alice: Great, I’m just opening up the PowerPoint so you should start seeing that on your screen very shortly.

Stephanie: You may have to click in the little popup window that says ‘Show my screen’.

Alice: Do you see it now?

Stephanie: Not yet.

Alice: Okay, let’s try again.

Stephanie: Okay.

Alice: How about now?

Stephanie: There we go, perfect.

Alice: Okay. Basically, Stephanie’s already told you the title, so we’ll move straight on to a little bit more of the content. People get very nervous in conducting evaluations. What we wanted to do was to help reduce some of those nerves. So we’re going to page down to the next slide. You have months, in many cases, to prepare for an evaluation. The idea is that if you plan ahead time, what it will do is it will help make the time run much— it will help make the evaluation run much more smoothly. And you want to set up some type of internal work plan so that you know which parts of your own organization and the donor organization need to have different steps completed before you actually start the evaluation. Evaluations can be very intimidating, but they are much less so if you are prepared and if you have a general idea of what your role needs to be in this. 

What we’ve done as part of this module is to create seven simple steps for people to talk about. The first is to— I’m just reducing the screen here a bit— is to identify and empower the evaluation manager. The second step, clarify the guidance and the expectations of the evaluation. Third, draft the evaluation scope of work and an evaluation work plan for it. Identify the evaluation team and finalize the evaluation scope of work, which is of course a process. Organize the project documentation, organize project information, plan evaluation logistics. And it sounds like a lot, but taken step by step it really will help make a much more smoothly managed evaluation. 

So first of these steps, what is it that we’re actually talking about? And my screen hates me. Why do you need an evaluation manager? Basically, you need to have somebody with the organization that’s being implemented or the donor organization- either one, who’s going to be the main point of contact. They’ll be the ones who help coordinate the evaluation. They may or may not be part of the evaluation team, they’re usually not, but they need to be people who are detail oriented and it’s really helpful if they have a sense of humor. If you’ve done evaluations, you will know just how important it is to have those people around who are able to de-stress.

There’s a difference between guidance and expectations. The idea with the latter is that people are afraid of evaluation. What you want to do is make sure that you’ve explained it very clearly to the people or the organization that is being implemented, so that they understand why you are doing this. But you also want to fit why you’re doing this particular evaluation within the policy of either the donor organization, and in many cases, also the implementing organization’s own evaluation policy. One of the reasons why this is a useful step to have these types of conversations- because it’s not just simply a dialogue, it’s multiple conversations- is there’s still a fair amount of discussion in the evaluation community about how you conduct evaluation. I know this is very difficult for all of us to think— imagine.

There is a difference between a scope of work and a work plan. Basically, the scope of work tells you what. Your work plan is going to tell you when and how, and by whom. So normally when you see an evaluation proposal, you’re going to see the scope of work. Here’s what in terms of the project, or the program, or the location, or the rationale. What you need to do at some point is to work together and create a work plan for how you’re actually going to conduct that evaluation.

The evaluation team is likely to have a fair amount of input into the scope of work because they may see it as a proposal. But what you want to do is to assemble that evaluation team. And it’s often quite difficult to find the perfect team, if not impossible. What you often wind up doing is finding a team that can work together in a complimentary and collegial fashion. That is, somebody who has expertise in area A, and someone who has expertise in area B, and/or country experience. It takes time and often evaluators are booked months and months, and months in advance. From my experience, you can generally create a complimentary and collegial team as long as you have a fair amount of access to alcohol.

So you put together this ‘good enough’ team. They will also want to have some input into the overall refinement of that scope of work. This is what we mean when we say this particular method or something else. So that will feed into once you have a draft work plan. You just don’t want to expect that this work plan, at this point, because you’ve not yet started the evaluation, is going to be cast in stone. Things happen and you’re going to have to be flexible.

One of the challenges that we had in writing the module was the difference between project documentation and project information. Basically, the reason why these are both important is in the first case, people have file cabinets- or used to have file cabinets, and now of course you’ve got virtual filing cabinets- filled with all the project documentation. And far too many times, people get off of a 20 hour flight and are given a room with six or twelve different filing cabinets and said, please go through this, here are all the documents that you’re going to need to know. Do this ahead of time. Do this long before the evaluation team arrives. Get yourself organized. It’s just really helpful, because that way you will know what you have and what you don’t have. And you will have time to find the things that maybe somebody else has on their hard drive but haven’t yet made it into the formal filing system, or the formal records for the project.

The project information by contrast, are all of those contextual pieces of information and all of the implementing details that you maybe don’t have in a file cabinet because it’s not part of the project reports. You want to see maps with the key informants, and this is conclusive— or rather inclusive. This is not intended to say these are the people you must see and we’re limiting what the evaluation team does. But rather, this is intended to give the evaluation team as much information as possible. You want to know a little bit more about the seasonality or some of the different participating communities in your project. Most evaluators are experts in something, but by and large nobody, except Jim Root who is of course, God, knows everything about every country. 

One of the last bits that is frequently neglected when you’re doing an evaluation plan is to think about the logistics. And one of the reasons for including it is it’s critical to think about the cost factors and the access factors that will affect your evaluation’s ability to be as comprehensive and as thorough as possible. You need to think about where will the evaluation team stay? Are they going to be in the capital, or are they going to be farther up country? If they’re going to be in both places, where will they be staying? Are there guest houses? Are there hotels? Are they going to be camping? You need to talk about how many people are going to be on the team because then you need to think about how many vehicles you may need to rent- if you’re going to be able to use vehicles. Do you need a 4-wheel drive? Some cases for example, Iraq, Afghanistan. In many cases, people are traveling by armored convoys. These are very expensive and take a long time to organize. Therefore, they need to be factored into is this something that is critical?

You also need to figure out how the evaluation team is going to be able to talk to the local population. You may be lucky and find evaluators who are very comfortable in multiple languages, but it’s much more likely that you’re going to need at least one translator. And it’s possible you may need more than one because you have somebody who is competent in languages A and B, and someone else who is competent in languages B and C, but the A and the C need that intermediate person to communicate more easily. 

Finally, you also want to think about where the evaluators are going to work. Is there office space for them? Do you need to get extra printers? Are there internet connections, and so forth? You’ve thought through some of the mechanics of what these visitors will require so that they’re able to produce a draft report, hopefully before they leave.

I’ve talked quite quickly because I wanted to leave as much time as possible for questions. So what I’m going to do is turn it back over to Stephanie, and she can pop in with additional questions. I see I’ve even managed to beat my own time record, so that’s great.

Stephanie: You’re great. Thank you so much, Alice. Okay, so go ahead and type your questions in now. I see we already have some coming. So, first question here. When you were talking about planning, you mentioned donors and partners, but what about the expectations of project participants or beneficiaries?

Alice: Again, I’m trying to compress how fast I talk, but you’re absolutely right. You want to talk with the project participants, with the beneficiaries. You definitely want to talk with your project staff. And you probably want to talk with government officials if they’re the ones also involved with the project, because this is an intimidating process. It’s very helpful for project beneficiaries in particular, to know that you are looking not at what they are doing exactly, but you’re looking at how the project is affecting their lives. And hopefully that will make what they say a little bit less guarded.

Stephanie: Okay, just a quick question. Can you go back to your slide that has the seven steps, just so that we can view those while we’re talking here? And folks, the slides will be distributed to you in the follow up email. You’ll see a link where you can access those. What sort of advice would you have for someone who is familiar with evaluation in North American context, but is about to go do M and E in an international development context?

Alice: It depends on whether they’re doing M and E, or whether they’re doing monitoring or they’re doing evaluation. But basically, since we’re more focused on evaluation here, a lot of things that you can do faster in a very educated population are going to slow way down as the education level of your population slows down. This means that when you are, for example, Burkina Faso, you are going to need to take more time to explain things. You’re going to need to expect that things will take longer to do. When you are in a very literate country like Russia, you will be able to accelerate some parts of what you’re doing because you’re dealing with a very literate population. But because, in my case it’s Russia, it will take longer just because it’s Russia. So it’s a matter of managing your time very effectively. And that’s where an evaluation manager is particularly helpful, because if you have a schedule for how long you thing the evaluation will take and you have routine check in points with that evaluation manger, you can say okay, this took longer and so we’re going to need to compress the next step or we’re going to need to add days or otherwise find other resources so that we don’t skip another important part of the evaluation.

Stephanie: Okay. In your experience, did the external evaluators read the materials that you provide in advance? I think some people prefer the captive audience approach in country, but I agree with you better be prepared earlier.

Alice: I know everybody hates this answer, but basically it depends. I find it’s very helpful to have as much information ahead of time as possible, and I will read everything that somebody sends to me. And I can then start marking things up and noting which elements are particular critical, and which things I really want to emphasize when I’m asking questions once I actually get to the country and start talking with the people or managing the project. I know that I’m going to be spending at least a day and probably two, with the project team getting their input and their feedback as to both what happened, but also their expectations of the evaluation, as well as them telling me their side of whatever. And I’m going to be spending a couple days with the donor, both at the beginning and the end, doing briefings and debriefings, and preliminary findings so that there is a lot of communication going on. It’s really the role of the evaluator to make themselves accessible to the client’s preference, but to also be a professional and say this is really important information and I would like to come back it. Can I schedule another time because right now I need to think about something different?

Stephanie: Okay. Can you give an example of considering the fit of the evaluation within the donor or implementing organization’s policies?

Alice: I could, but then I would be giving away my whole presentation for the AEA conference in October.

Stephanie: Oh! Okay. Alright. Any particular cross-cultural issues that you can give examples of and means for effectively managing them?

Alice: That’s an excellent question. One of the things that I keep finding is that people discount the role of, for example, like your driver on an evaluation team. They think only of the professional, or they think of using college students and so forth. But what I have found is that my driver is generally much more comfortable with the community people than anybody else from the capital is likely to be. The driver is usually a man, but is also usually somebody who speaks the language, is comfortable, is relaxed. And if you can start to empower that driver to conduct focus groups and so forth, you get a completely different type of— let’s call it level of comfort among the participants, than you would have if you had somebody who is either foreign or somebody who is from the capital, and in many places, almost equally foreign to a community or country. So getting somebody who is as close to local, and truly local, as possible is really important. It’s also very important for the strangest member of the team, usually well, me- on a number of levels- to find a different location, so that perhaps I’m off in a different part of the town. And my local team is the one conducting the focus groups or something else, so people are not being distracted by looking at the giraffe.

Stephanie: Okay. And last question that I think we’ll have time for here. What’s the best way to tell donors that your scope of work is not set in stone, especially if they’re looking at the scope of work and the work plan as a way of your evaluation team or manager being accountable?

Alice: The easiest way is to start really early, and start having these types of conversations and managing everybody’s expectations all along. One of the challenges with a scope of work is that alright well, we’ve done the scope of work so this is what we expect to have in our evaluation. The evaluators come and look at that scope of work and go okay, we can do parts of this but parts of this just will not be feasible because of- it’s the rainy season and we can’t get to that place. Or, you guys have waited so long and the key people that we need to talk to have been hired by the UN and are no longer in the country and we can’t access them. So it’s a matter of starting that dialogue early with the donor. And more donors than not are rational. And if it turns out that the donor is completely irrational, then there are other ways that you can backdoor different solutions. 

Stephanie: Okay. Well thanks so much, Alice. I know we have some questions that we weren’t able to get to, but please go ahead and send that to Alice by email and she’ll get back to you. And again, just a reminder to keep an eye out for the survey that’s about to appear in your browser window. We hope that you’ll join us for the next webinar in this series. It’s next Thursday when Guy Sharrock and Susan Hahn will be here to talk about SMILERS, the Simple Measurement of Indicators and Learning for Evidence-based Reporting, so another piece in this series. Alice, thanks so much for being with us today.

Alice: My pleasure, Stephanie. And I look forward to continuing the series. Thanks.

Stephanie: Great. Bye-bye.
