NONIE:  IMPACT EVALUATION GUIDANCE

SECTION ONE

INTRODUCTION
Definition 

NONIE has adopted the DAC definition of impact: “Positive and negative, primary and secondary long-term effects produced by a development intervention, directly or indirectly, intended or unintended” (DAC Evaluation Glossary June 2002). DAC arrived at this definition after reviewing the many competing definitions in the evaluation literature, which reflected the diversity of meanings for which the term impact has historically been employed (see Box 1).
The challenge in this definition is the expression “effects produced by.” This expression implies that impact analysis involves a counterfactual statement of outputs/outcomes – effects produced by the intervention which would not have been observed in the absence of the intervention.

The decision as to how the counterfactual will be addressed is the central issue in impact evaluation design. “Impact studies” which do not address the counterfactual in an explicit manner are not included by NONIE in its database of impact evaluations.
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What is an impact evaluation?

In the past, the focus of evaluations has been more on inputs and outputs, than on the outcomes and impact. However, there is a need to focus evaluation more on outcome and impact. Impact evaluations bridge the gap. They aim at providing more information on the effectiveness of projects and programmes. An impact evaluation is an evaluation of the effects – positive or negative, intended or not – on individual households, institutions, and the environment caused by a given development activity such as a program or project (Baker 2000; World Bank, 2005).
 Such an evaluation refers to the final (long-term) impact as well as to the (medium-term) effects at the outcome level:
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In accordance with the DAC definitions, input, output, outcome and impact refer to:

Inputs: The financial, human, and material resources used for the development intervention.

Outputs: The products, capital goods and services which result from a development intervention; may also include changes resulting from the intervention which are relevant to the achievement of outcomes.

Outcome: The likely or achieved short-term and medium-term effects of an intervention’s outputs.

Impacts: Positive and negative, primary and secondary long-term effects produced by a development intervention, directly or indirectly, intended or unintended.

As stated above, the NONIE guidance is concerned with impact approaches which establish a counterfactual.
 The difference between such impact evaluations and many - more traditional – evaluations is that impact evaluations explicitly deal with methodological problems when measuring impact. Such an approach may be called ‘rigorous’ impact evaluation. The term ‘rigorous’ is not being restricted to the quantitative approaches presented in section 2 of this Guidance, but applies to any approach which systematically tackles the problem of attributing impact.
When to do an impact evaluation

Impact evaluation serves both objectives of evaluation: lesson-learning and accountability.

A properly designed impact evaluation can answer the question of whether the program is working or not and hence assist in decisions about scaling up. Using the theory-based approach advocated in this Guidance will mean the study can also answer questions about why there was an impact or not, and help understand the context which produced the impact. The latter is important since care must be taken about generalizing from a specific context.  Nonetheless, a well-designed impact evaluation should provide policy-relevant information for redesign and the design of future programs.

By identifying if development assistance is working or not, impact evaluation also serves the accountability function. Hence impact evaluation is aligned with results-based management and monitoring the contribution of development assistance toward meeting the Millennium Development Goals.

An impact evaluation is useful when:

· the project or programme is functioning long enough to have visible effects;

· the project or programme has a scale, that justifies a more thorough evaluation;

· the evaluation design includes the methods and techniques that solve the specific evaluation problems of this specific project or programme.

Prerequisites for impact evaluation
Prerequisites for impact evaluation are

1. Theory-based evaluation design

2. Clearly defined objectives and indicators

3. Clearly identified strategy for identifying the counterfactual

Theory-based evaluation design

A good evaluation design starts with a theory-based approach which clearly identifies the channels through which the program is expected to operate. The purpose of the impact evaluation is to test the links in the causal chain from inputs to outcomes. 

The program theory may be explicitly specified in project documents, especially if a log frame has been used. But often it is not, requiring the evaluator to develop such a theory, which should be done in consultation with program staff. The resulting theoretical framework should explicitly identify external factors (some of which are “risks” in the log frame) which also affect program performance. There may be competing theories as to program effects, in which case the evaluation design needs also to be able to test between these theories (see Box 2).
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Clearly defined objectives and indicators

In order for an impact evaluation to be possible, the objectives of the intervention, and the related outputs/outcomes, need to be clearly defined.  Preferably clearly defined performance indicators have been agreed at appraisal, but there may be a need to adapt these as the project evolves or in some cases it is desirable to develop at least some of them in a participatory manner once the project is started.
The impact evaluation task is made easier when the indicators are quantifiable. Sometimes indicators may have been vaguely defined at appraisal, such as “greater coverage” or “improved performance”. The evaluator then has to select the indicators, possibly in consultation with project staff.  As tools are developed for measuring such things as social capital and government performance there are fewer outputs/outcomes which might legitimately be considered immeasurable. Improved institutional performance can sharpened to identify the areas in which performance was meant to improve and developing measures of this performance. The impact of training can be assessed by testing the knowledge of trainees and identifying ways in which training affects performance. And so on.
Not everything will be meaningfully quantifiable. It is important not to fall into the trap of focusing on what is measurable, but important, whilst ignoring what is important but difficult to measure.

Clearly identified strategy for identifying the counterfactual
The starting point for addressing the counterfactual is a good account of the factual – what happened in terms of the outputs/outcomes targeted by the intervention. Once that is established, there can be some discussion of what would have happened to these outputs/outcomes in the absence of the intervention.
The approach to be taken depends largely on the number of observations (n) available for analysis. Quantitative analysis is only meaningful n is reasonably large: statistically-based approaches are not applicable if there is a small n. The small n problem can arise either because the intervention was applied to a single unit (e.g. capacity building in a single ministry or a national policy change) or small number of units, or because there is heterogeneity in the intervention so that only a small number of units received support of a specific type.

Where this is a small n then a variety of approaches can be used. For policy interventions then modelling-based approaches (e.g. CGEs in the case of macro policy) can be used, or more generally the range of tools developed for PSIA can be adopted. For institutional change then a narrative argument need be constructed, along the lines of historical research. In cases of small, but not negligible, n, then methods exist of summarizing evidence across a small number of cases – such as when the evaluation includes a number of country case studies of an intervention.  These approaches are discussed in section 3 of the Guidance.
With a large n then a quantitative approach is usually to be preferred. The counterfactual may be by comparing before versus after, though this is valid only for a very limited range of interventions, or outcomes in the beneficiary group compared to a non-beneficiary control group. Most preferably data on both treatment and control groups are available from before (baseline) and after (end line) the intervention, which will allow ‘double differencing’ or a panel-based econometric approach.  Identification of the control group should allow for possible selection bias. This can be done statistically through experimental or quasi-experimental means; or at very least by some form of matching. These methods are discussed in section two of the Guidance.

Impact evaluation design options

The decision tree for evaluation design depends on the number of treated units being observed:
· For very small n (i.e. n = 1 to 3) either a modelling approach or a narrative approach should be adopted

· For small n (up to around 20) then qualitative approaches are required, which may be based on case studies of a selected number of treated units. The evaluator should certainly seek patterns in the data, though the number of observations is too small to do this through a formal statistical approach.
· For larger n, then quantitative methods can be used, the choice of which is discussed in section 2 of the Guidance. 
Impact evaluation and capacity development
The capacity to conduct quality impact evaluations is not widespread amongst development agencies or governments. In addition, many existing evaluators are insufficiently familiar with the new approaches. The priority is developing both capacity (supply) and demand for impact evaluations in developing countries. But doing this will also require building up expertise in development agencies. Impact evaluations are thus ideally conducted by mixed teams, with academics underpinning the rigour, but government and agency staff ensuring both policy relevance and skills transfer.
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Box 1  Diverse meanings of ‘impact’





In the international debate the term ‘impact evaluation’ is not exclusively used for the evaluation of impact in the sense used here. All the following have been called impact evaluations:


evaluations that look at the impact of an intervention on final welfare outcomes, rather than only at project outputs, or process evaluation that focus on implementation;


evaluations that are concerned with establishing the counterfactual, i.e. the difference projects or programmes made (how indicators behaved with the project compared to how they would have been without it);


evaluations carried out some time (five to ten years) after the interventions have been completed so as to allow time for impact to appear;


evaluations considering all interventions within a given sector or geographical area; and


studies concerned with environmental or social effects, which are often ex ante and so not in fact evaluations.





These different forms are not mutually exclusive and may overlap.








Box 2  Social funds and government capacity: competing theories





Proponents of social funds argue they will develop government capacity in several ways. Principle amongst these are that the social fund will develop superior means of resource allocation and monitoring which will be transferred to government either directly through collaborative work or indirectly through copying the procedures shown to be successful by the social fund. But critics argue that social funds bypass normal government channels and so undermine government capacity, an effect reinforced by drawing away government’s best people by paying a project premium.  Hence these are rather different theories of how social funds affect government capacity.





The study found that well-functioning, decentralized social funds, such as ZAMSIF in Zambia, worked through, rather than parallel to, existing structures, and the social fund procedures were indeed adopted more generally by district staff. But at national level there was generally little evidence of either positive or negative effects on capacity – with some exceptions such as the propmotion of poverty mapping in some countries.





Source: OED Social Funds: Assessing Effectiveness (Washington D.C.: World Bank)











� 	The intended effects for the beneficiaries or treatment group are the goals of the intervention. The unintended are positive or negative side-effects. These welfare effects can be directly caused by the intervention or indirectly linked to the intervention through changes in the environment or the resource base for societies, institutions, groups or individuals.


� 	The ADB guidelines state the same point as follows: “project impact evaluation establishes whether the intervention had a welfare effect on individuals, households, and communities, and whether this effect can be attributed to the concerned intervention”. The IFAD impact evaluation guidelines accordingly define impact as the “the attainment of development goals of the project or program, or rather the contributions to their attainment.”


� 	See the DAC Evaluation Network report, � HYPERLINK "http://www.oecd.org/dac/htm/pubs/p_eval.htm" ��Evaluation Feedback for Effective Learning and Accountability� Report No 5, OECD Evaluation and Effectiveness Series, OECD (2001) for a fuller discussion of these functions of evaluation.


� 	See the report for the DAC Evaluation Network Results-Based Management in Development Co-Operation Agencies: a review of experience (2000), for a discussion of the relationship between evaluation and results-based management (RBM). The UNEG Task Force on Evaluation and Results Based Management is currently examining this relationship in further detail.








