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Introduction

1. IFAD has to report to its Members States on the total number of rural people lifted out of
poverty". The government programmes it funds, however, are implemented in complex ways and
environments that challenge mainstream evaluation practice. The challenge for IFAD and its co-
implementing and co-funding partners, moreover, is not just to rigorously assess impact but also to
understand the processes generating impact in order to realize its ambitious targets (IFAD, 2011).
Albeit a strong emphasis on quantitative measurement, there is a need for impact evaluation that
fosters learning and responsibility.

2. Inresponse to this need, a three-year Improved Learning Initiative (ILI1)* was by IFAD® and the
BMGF commissioned in October 2012. The ILI sought to realize the following three objectives (IFAD
& BMGF, 2013b):
a) To assess the nature and extent of the impact of two selected IFAD-financed programmes on
rural poverty;
b) To design and pre-pilot in these two programmes a cost-effective Participatory Impact
Assessment and Learning Approach (PIALA) that can:
e generate rigorous qualitative and quantitative evidence of rural poverty impact for global
reporting and advocacy;
o facilitate inclusive analysis and reflection on evidence of impact for collaborative
learning and collective responsibility within the countries;
e produce a feasible model that shows potential scalability for strengthening IFAD’s self-
evaluation system;
c) To facilitate internal and external stakeholder reflections at grassroots, country and global
levels on the validity, feasibility and utility of PIALA.

3. PIALA was first piloted in the Developing Business with the Rural Poor Programme (DBRP) in
one province in Vietnam (IFAD & BMGF, 2014), and subsequently at national scale in the Root and
Tuber Improvement and Marketing Programme (RTIMP) in Ghana (MOFA/GOG, IFAD & BMGF,
2015). Both programmes aimed at improving livelihoods and increasing incomes as part of sustainable
and equitable poverty reduction through enhancing smallholders’ capacity to commercialise and
linking local businesses to markets and industries. To realise this, the DBRP focused on developing
diversified short value chain systems, while the RTIMP sought to develop longer commaodity chains
linked to national and export markets and industries. Both involved the systemic change requiring
policy and institution building, private sector engagement, and empowerment of smallholders.

! Under its 9th Replenishment (2012-2015), when the PIALA initiative was launched, IFAD committed to moving 80 million
rural people out of poverty cumulative from 2010 onwards to 2015, and conducting 30 rigorous impact assessments.

2 The ILI was managed by Edward Heinemann (Senior Policy Advisor, IFAD), Adinda VVan Hemelrijck (evaluation
consultant, IFAD) and Richard Caldwell (head of evaluation for agricultural development, BMGF).

® The IFAD funds for the ILI came from the DFID-supported Innovation Mainstreaming Initiative (IMI).



4. The DBRP was implemented from 2008 to 2014 in two provinces (Cao Bang and Bén Tre) with
a budget of US$ 51 million, including US$ 36 million from IFAD. The evaluation was conducted in
2013 at a cost of US$ 90,000 and in Bén Tre only, where the programme was implemented in 50 of
164 communes in eight of nine districts (IFAD & BMGF, 2014). The RTIMP was implemented from
2007 to 2015 in 106 of Ghana’s 216 districts across all ten provinces with a total budget of 24 million,
of which US$ 19 million was from IFAD. The evaluation was conducted in 2015 countrywide at a
cost of USD $ 233,000 (MOFA/GOG, IFAD & BMGF, 2015). Both evaluations covered the past five
years of programme activity.

5. Methodological reflections were held in both pilots with researchers and programme
stakeholders. Feedback was also solicited from staff and managers at IFAD headquarters in Rome, and
from a select group of international experts external to IFAD and BMGF*. Insights from the
reflections and feedback on the first pilot in Vietnam (cf. IFAD & BMGF, 2013a) enabled better
addressing challenges in the second pilot in Ghana. This report presents a synthesis of the reflections
following the second pilot in Ghana.

1 Participatory Impact Assessment & Learning
Approach (PIALA)

6. PIALA is designed to produce rigorous quantitative and qualitative evidence for collaboratively
assessing, explaining and debating programme contributions to rural poverty impact together with
partners and key stakeholders. Its purpose is to foster learning and influence policy, strategy and
targeting for generating greater and more sustainable impact (IFAD & BMGF, 2013b). Different from
process and performance evaluation is the focus on contributions to impact broader than intended
outcomes and performance against pre-set targets.

7. Impact in this approach is viewed from a systemic perspective, as a system of interactions
between various actors and influences, rather than the direct relationship between intervention and
effect. A systemic approach seeks to move beyond assessing “what works” to also answer the more
difficult “why” and “how” questions and investigate the likely sustainability of changes observed. It
looks at intended and unintended, positive and negative effects of a programme in relation to other
influences that directly or indirectly affected impact on rural poverty (Befani et al, 2015; Burns, 2014).
Generally, the questions PIALA seeks to answer are: “what has changed (or not) for whom and why”’;
“how sustainable are these changes likely to be”’; “what are the impacts of these changes and what

’

has caused them”; “what has been the program’s contributions to these changes in relation to other
causes or influences”; and “what are the implications for policy and strategy” (IFAD & BMGF,

2013b).

* A Design Support Group (DSG) was established to provide critical inputs and feedback on the piloting processes and
products, and ensure maximum alignment with IFAD’s self-evaluation and knowledge management frameworks, systems,
methods/tools and initiatives. The DSG included managers and advisors of IFAD’s Strategy & Knowledge Management and
Program Management Departments, as well as the Independent Office of Evaluation. In addition, also an External Reference
Group (ERG) was established for providing strategic guidance and feedback, and advocating for PIALA in the wider
development and evaluation community. The ERG comprised of four experts: Robert Chambers (IDS); Marie Gaarder (IEG.
World Bank); Carlos Barahona (Statistical Service Centre, University of Reading); and Kent Glenzer (Monterrey Institute of
International Studies, CA).



8. To answer these questions and address the challenge of assessing and learning about program
contributions to impact from a systemic perspective, PIALA draws on five important design elements:
(i) a systemic Theory of Change (ToC) approach; (ii) multi-stage random sampling centred on
“market-bounded systems”; (iii) participatory mixed-methods; (iv) participatory sensemaking; and (v)
configurational analysis (MOFA/GOG, IFAD & BMGF, 2015). Together, these five elements make it
possible to arrive at rigorous causal inference in programme contexts where conventional
counterfactual-based approaches are not feasible —e.g. where credible “control groups” cannot be
identified, such as in programmes where institutional and policy work have affected entire
populations, other donors and influences have augmented the “causal density”, and innovation and
self-targeting mechanisms have rendered programme treatments erratic (Befani, 201 2; Woolcock,
2013). The table in Annex 1 shows how the five PIALA elements were translated in concrete
processes and methods in the three main phases of evaluation:

a) focusing and framing the evaluation;

b) collecting and linking the data; and

c) synthesising the findings for analysing and debating programme contributions to impact.

9. The ToC approach provides the structure for the entire evaluation. It involves a reconstruction
and visualisation of the programme logic and the broader trends and influences, based on a desk
review and discussions with stakeholders. The ToC shows the systemic links and feedback loops
between different programme components and mechanisms and other influences, and their collective
outcomes and impact (IFAD & BMGF, 2013b; Van Hemelrijck, 2013). The methodology for data
collection is a blend of KllIs, household surveys and participatory methods investigating the different
causal claims and links in the ToC. They complement and build on each other analytically. A brief
household survey and a generic change analysis in gender-specific focus groups inquire changes in
household food & income and the influences of changes in livelihoods on these. A livelihood analysis
in gender-specific focus groups is triangulated with the generic change analysis to further investigate
causes and effects of the observed livelihoods changes. Finally, a Constituent Feedback method in
mixed groups is triangulated with the livelihood analysis to investigate the reach and effects of
specific programme mechanisms on the changes and causes in the various intervention areas that
affect livelihoods. Additionally, Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) are conducted with local, regional
and national programme stakeholders to crosscheck the emerging evidence on all the causal links
(MOFA/GOG, IFAD & BMGF, 2015).

10. The household survey uses a simplified RIMS3-type of questionnaire adapted to the programme
context. The generic change analysis consists of two to four PRA-based tools: a social mapping with
timeline (if necessary, depending on the main analysis unit), and a change ranking with a causal flow
mapping of changes in wealth & wellbeing. The livelihood analysis combines two PRA-inspired tools
—change matrix and causal flow mapping. In the RTIMP evaluation, the livelihood analysis also
included a brief SenseMaker study. Constituent Feedback combines group discussion and anomymous
scoring tools drawn from custumor satisfaction study methods used in the private sector. To permit
triangulation, the Klls used similar questionnaires as those used for the anonymous scoring in the
Constituent Feedback method. Tools and guidance for systematic data collation and quality
monitoring during fieldwork makes it possible to cross-check and link the data. Local sense-making
workshops are organized immediately after collecting the data in each locality to facilitate debate with
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local stakeholders and ensure the evidence is sufficient and consistent to assess the programme’s
causal claims (Ibid).

11.  Multistage random sampling enables a nesting of methods for inquiring the interplay between
various programme mechanisms and other influences within market-bounded systems (in the case of
the two pilots: value chain systems) across a large population. These ‘systems’ form the principle unit
of analysis and thus also the principle sample population from which to subsample the populations that
are expected to be affected by and have participated in these systems. For the quantitative poverty
analysis, the total size of subsamples of households must be large enough to arrive at 95 % statistical
precision. For the comparative analysis of the systemic interactions affecting poverty status, the
subsamples of programme beneficiaries together must sufficiently cover the variations in and
configurations of conditions, treatments and outcomes across the entire programme area. A
configurational analysis method is employed that starts with the clustering and comparing of evidence
across all sampled ‘systems’ to surface the configurations supported by the evidence. This forms the
basis for identifying programme contributions to impact. In participatory sensemaking workshops, key
stakeholders debate and value/refute programme contributions to impact among other influences, by
comparing the changes revealed by the evidence with the changes presumed in the ToC (Ibid).

12.  Finally, PIALA is designed and piloted around standards of rigour, inclusiveness and feasibility
considered essential for delivering high quality and high value evaluations. A Quality Assurance
Framework (QAF) was developed and used to guide the stakeholder reflections on these three
standards in the two pilots. Rigour in this framework refers to the quality of thought put into the
methodological design and conduct of the evaluation, in order to ensure consistency and
responsiveness (Rogers, 2009; Stern et al, 2012). Inclusiveness involves meaningful engagement of
stakeholders with diverse perspectives, which has an intrinsic empowering value while also enhancing
credibility of the evaluation through triangulation and cross-validation of evidence (Chambers, 2015;
Pawson, 2013). Feasibility concerns the budget and capacity needed to meet the expectations of rigour
and inclusiveness and enhance learning. The QAF is presented in Annex 2.

13.  The following sections 2, 3 and 4 present a synthesis of these reflections for each of the three
main evaluation phases: (a) focusing and framing the evaluation; (b) collecting and linking data; and
(c) synthesising findings for analysing and debating contributions. Each starts with the key leading
question from the QAF and closes with a synthesis of costs and benefits of using the PIALA methods
and processes for that phase. The report concludes with a summary of results and key learning points
for future pilots.



2 Focusing and framing the evaluation

14.  Focusing and framing the evaluation involves determining what needs to be evaluated and for
what purposes. Clarifying purposes helps to define the scope and scale of the evaluation. Scale, scope
and focus are best decided with commissioners and key stakeholders based on: (a) a projection of the
potential cost-benefits of different design options; and (b) a reconstruction and visualisation of the
programme ToC showing the causal claims and assumptions. The ToC process helps to decide on the
focus and questions and specify the criteria and standards for the evaluation (BetterEvaluation, 2014).
The key question from the QAF for this phase is the following:

How and to what extent did PIALA help adequately identify the causal claims that the evaluation
should focus on, and determine its purposes, questions and standards in an inclusive and rigorous
manner?

2.1 Critical reflections
2.1.1 Reconstructing and visualizing the ToC

15.  Every programme has an implicit or explicit ToC. Most ToC approaches are more linear and
focused on the performance of a single intervention, rather than the collective impact of multiple
actors and multiple interventions (Funnell & Rogers, 2011). The ToC approach used in PIALA is
more systemic, showing the various linkages and feedback-loops between multiple programme
components and influences and their collective outcomes and impacts. A systemic ToC approach is
most effectively used as a dynamic and adaptive framework for evaluating and managing complex
multi-actor programmes, for three important reasons. First, as the pilot in Ghana has shown, it allows
for a rigorous assessment of multiple interacting causal links using appropriate methods for data
collection and analysis that are not necessarily counterfactual-based. Second, both the pilots in
Vietnam and in Ghana have demonstrated how it enables different stakeholders to engage with the
evidence collected on these links, probe their assumptions, and critically analyse and debate their roles
and contributions to impact on rural poverty (IFAD & BMGF, 2013a; MOFA/GOG, IFAD & BMGF,
2015). Third, the two pilots suggest that if used from the beginning of a programme, the approach will
permit timely corrections or adaptations based on the learnings from the analyses and debates, while
also contributing to the capacity-building of stakeholders to think and operate more systemically and
evaluative (Van Hemelrijck, 2013).

16.  The reconstruction and visualisation of the ToC, and the framing and focusing of the evaluation
based on this, therefore, needs to be rigorous and inclusive. In Vietnam, insufficient time and budget
was spent on reconstructing and visualising the ToC, affecting the rigour and inclusiveness of the
approach during the entire evaluation. In Ghana, this was corrected by making the ToC a priority and
key deliverable of the evaluation. In Vietnam, a brief workshop was organised prior to reconstructing
the ToC and only with the programme steering committee and managers to discuss the programme
logic. The process of reconstructing and visualising the ToC then happened after the workshop and
almost independent of the evaluation design. The desk review and stakeholder interviews were
conducted by one of the international consultants. The researchers meanwhile were occupied with




testing and refining the field methodology and barely involved in the ToC process. The design of the
evaluation was guided by the generic framework outlined in the PIALA strategy paper (IFAD &
BMGF, 2013b), rather then the ToC process. As a result, the scope of the evaluation remained too
wide and the focus unclear, making it difficult for the researchers to relate the evidence to the ToC and
arrive at greater precision in the causal analysis. Moreover, less ownership of the ToC on the part of
the stakeholders also hindered their critical engagement in valuing programme contributions and
identifying areas requiring more attention in the next programme (IFAD & BMGF, 2013a).

17.  Learning from this first pilot, more time and budget was granted in Ghana for the lead
researchers to conduct a thorough desk review and engage in the reconstruction and visualization of
the ToC. This was crucial for them to fully grasp the programme in its broader context and identify the
programme’s causal claims and assumptions. A design workshop halfway the ToC process convened
national stakeholders to build a shared understanding of the ToC and select the mechanisms and
assumptions to be evaluated and agree on the standards for valuing programme contributions.
Evaluation questions were formulated around these mechanisms and assumptions, and methods were
selected specifically in relation to the causal links in which they occurred. This more rigorous and
collaborative process laid the foundation for the entire evaluation.

2.1.2  Considering different design options

18. Evaluations are often commissioned and conducted on a shoestring budget and under time
constraints, which limits the possibility to contract research teams with sufficient capacity. In such
situations, either scope or scale of the evaluation may need to be downsized. In an evaluation using
PIALA, scale refers to the size of the principal sample of ‘open systems’ (cf. Section 1), from which
households for survey and intended beneficiaries for participatory research are subsampled. Scope
refers to coverage of programme components and mechanisms reflected in the ToC.

19. When choosing for a “full scope - limited scale’ design, the emphasis is on learning about the
programme’s total contribution to impact in select cases under specific conditions. The ToC approach
is useful here for obtaining a systemic understanding. Fieldwork and analysis are less resource-
intensive as the samples are smaller. Evaluation findings are not generalizable, however, and thus
insufficient to report on contributions to impact for the entire population (unless the programme itself
is case-based, thus implemented at a limited scale) (MOFA/GOG, IFAD & BMGF, 2015). When
choosing for a ‘limited scope - full scale’ design, the purpose is to learn about the effects of one or two
particular aspects or mechanisms of the programme. The ToC approach is not mandatory, which saves
time and budget but runs the risk of arriving at flawed conclusions and limiting stakeholders’ systemic
learning. Components are studied in isolation, thus not permitting conclusions about their systemic
interactions. For example, a cost-effectiveness study of Farmer Field Forums (FFFs) in Ghana
recommended a scaling up because of the high adoption of new technologies (MoFA 2014), yet the
PIALA evaluation showed that in a downward conjuncture the success of the FFFs contributed to
market saturation negatively affecting livelihoods across the entire country (MOFA/GOG, IFAD &
BMGF, 2015).



20. In Vietnam this trade-off and its consequences were not yet well understood. The assumption
was that participatory research in a subsample of the already small scale sample of villages where
household surveys were conducted, would be sufficient to conduct a full scope inquiry of programme
contribution to impact for the entire province. This caused problems for the linking of not case-
specific household-level findings to case-specific participatory research findings, and for generalising
participatory research findings regarding the effects of programme mechanisms on livelihoods,
hindering rigorous causal inference (IFAD & BMGF, 2013a). In Ghana, a conscious choice was made
therefore to employ all methods and processes (including participatory) in the same sample, thus at
the same scale (cf. Figure 1).

Figure 1: Sampling hierarchy of the two PIALA pilots
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Three major design options were discussed with clients and commissioners (e.g. ‘full scope - full
scale’, ‘limited scope - full scale’, or ‘full scope - limited scale’) before any procurement or design
work was started, as to give them a good understanding of the value-for-money they could expect.
They chose the most expensive option: a ‘fill scope — full scale” design (MOFA/GOG, IFAD &
BMGF, 2015).

2.2 Cost-benefits

21. The total cost of this first phase of evaluation in Ghana was a little less than USD $ 18,000. This
also included a two-day PIALA design training for less than USD 2,000. The training was crucial to
afford the research team leaders with the basics of PIALA and help them understand what type of
impact evaluation was aimed for, what type of questions were to be answered, the components to be
adapted to the context as part of the in-country design, and the standards and principles to adhere to. It
essentially sought to prepare them for a detailed design of an impact evaluation using PIALA. The
product that came out of this first phase was the Evaluation Design Paper presenting the ToC, the
evaluation focus and frame, the sampling, the methodology and the rating system (MOFA/GOG,

IFAD & BMGF, 2015).

22.  The two pilots have shown three major benefits of using a systemic ToC approach for focusing
and framing an impact evaluation:



a) the creation of shared understanding among stakeholders of the programme theory and broader
influences affecting rural livelihoods, enabling them to meaningfully engage in the analysis;

b) the formulation of evaluation questions around the programme’s causal claims and assumptions,
focusing data collection on the causal links of these claims and thus permitting a more rigorous
causal inference;

c) the selection of methods specifically in relation to the causal links to be investigated, making it
possible to employ the methods concurrently and independently, thus leaving more flexibility in
the organisation of fieldwork.

3 Collecting and linking the data

23.  This phase involves important decisions about the multi-stage sampling, the selection of
methods, and the use of tools for collecting, monitoring and linking the data. The decisions must
ensure data sufficiency and quality while also enabling meaningful participation (BetterEvaluation,
2014). The main QAF question for this is:

How and to what extent does PIALA help rigorously collect, triangulate and link the data needed to
produce the evidence for confidently answering the evaluation questions in a participatory manner?

3.1 Critical reflections
3.1.1 Developing the sample frame centred on “open systems”

24. Market-bounded systems such as value chains have open boundaries, meaning they interact
with their environment (Burns, 2014b; Humphrey, 2014). Such open systems are difficult to discern
and sample. If there is no shared understanding of these systems, using proxy sample units may be
necessary, which will affect the rigour in the analysis.

25. In Vietnam, for instance, villages were considered an adequate proxy for the short value chains
that the programme sought to develop at the local level, close to the farmers and involving few local
actors. However, not having clearly identified the value chain systems, and subsampled the
households and research participants within these, made it difficult to inquire the systemic interactions
and link data on changes in business environment and local capacity of service providers to changes in
livelihoods within the value chains, thus compromising on analytical rigour (IFAD & BMGF, 2013a).
Learning from this, much more work was put into the identification and sampling of the value chains
systems in Ghana. The RTIMP evaluation focused on four commodity chains developed by the
programme, each consisting of many supply chains around the country. These supply chains formed
the principal unit of analysis. Hence the evaluation had four different supply chain populations from
which to sample. The supply chains though formed loose geographic areas where smallholders supply
raw products to a small enterprise or industrial off-taker (called “supply chain leaders”) manufacturing
higher-value products for bigger markets. The chains were not homogeneously defined and
consistently registered. They interacted and overlapped geographically and administratively. Hence
they were hard to discern and in practice often differed from what was sampled on paper. In some
cases, suppliers produced different crops supplying different buyers and markets; in other cases
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different supply chains were mixed up and could not be discerned; and in other cases there were no
suppliers but only off-takers (MOFA/GOG, IFAD and BMGF, 2015). Ensuring the evidence collected
on these systems remained comparable required much creativity and coordination.

26. Moreover, while in Vietnam demographic data for the entire sample of villages from which to
subsample households was readily available from provincial government agencies, no such population
lists were available in Ghana that could be matched to the sample of supply chains. Budget limits did
not permit extra fieldwork to construct the lists based on house counting. This would have required 1-
2 extra days of work in every district, at a total extra cost of USD 20,000-40,000, which was no option
within the approved budget. Instead, a systematic sampling technique was applied in which every fifth
or tenth household was selected, following a straight or zigzag line from a central point of the main
community in each supply chain area. A major challenge encountered in this was that the vast majority
of towns and villages in Ghana are not laid out in an orderly fashion. The settlements are mostly
scattered and houses are not built in a structured layout. In some cases, it was almost impossible to
count every 5" or 10" house in a straight line. Some settlements in the North were widely scattered
with very few houses, which made the use of the 10" /5™ rule arduous. Also, in more urban areas there
were shops, sheds and other structures in between houses, which made the exact counting more
challenging. Generally the teams stuck to the rule but in some communities they had to use their
discretion while consulting their supervisors (Ibid).

27.  These two sampling issues show the importance of ‘responsiveness’ to the constraints occurring
during the evaluation, complementary to ‘consistency’ in employing methods and processes, in order
to warrant rigour.

3.1.2 Deciding on depth and breadth of inquiry

28. PIALA’s mixed-methods approach pursues depth through focused participatory inquiry of
‘open systems’ and breadth through a representative household survey in the sample of these
‘systems’. The sample size of ‘open systems’ determines the scale (cf. Section 2.1.2), from which
households for survey and intended beneficiaries for participatory research are subsampled. The larger
the scale, the more challenging systematic data collection and collation using this mixed methods
approach will be. Particular participatory research becomes more onerous when done at a larger scale
with limited resources.

29. The choice to conduct a ‘full scope - full scale’ evaluation in Ghana certainly affected quality,
as research fatigue is higher when conducting six weeks of uninterrupted participatory research at a
national scale. Extending the period of fieldwork would have permitted more breaks but likely
affected researchers’ motivation and commitment and obviously increased the cost. Limiting the
period by working with more teams in parallel, on the other hand, would have led to greater variation
in the quality and depth of the work and equally required more budget. So there is no clear-cut
solution for this dilemma. Yet quality can be upheld if working with highly competent and motivated
research team leaders and a research coordinator who takes pride in quality. In Vietnam, researchers
spent only two weeks in the field and had two days of rest, yet didn’t produce higher quality than in
Ghana. They struggled with qualitative data capturing and data linking under time pressure, due to
their limited understanding of the ToC and limited experience with participatory or qualitative
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research. The large amount of qualitative data was overwhelming, which demotivated them to
systematically reflect on quality and crosschecking and linking the data on a daily basis. Reports were
compiled long after fieldwork was finalised, affecting the quality of the evidence and in turn
challenging the aggregated analysis (IFAD & BMGF, 2013a).

30. Learning from Vietnam, a research firm capable of handling large-scale mixed-methods
research, with substantial experience in participatory research, was selected in Ghana, and a senior
statistician was hired and put on the team to lead on the sampling and the quantitative analysis. The
research team leaders had a solid grasp of the ToC, methods were tightly geared to inquire the causal
links in the ToC, and adequate guidance was provided for every single method of tool to be used. This
enabled the researchers to rigorously triangulate and link the data and closely monitor quality. Data
gaps and weaknesses were timely addressed and sufficient evidence was produced to adequately
answer all evaluation and learning questions (MOFA/GOG, IFAD and BMGF, 2015).

31.  This convincingly demonstrates an important win-win as opposed to what on first sight
appeared as a trade-off —namely, that an evaluation does not have to sacrifice depth of analysis for
breadth of coverage (or vice versa) but can achieve both®, if sufficient capacity and motivation to
deliver quality is present. In contexts where local research capacity is weaker, scale and ambitions
need to be lowered and/or more resources have to be put into training, coaching and supervision.

3.1.3 Maintaining independence in field mobilization

32.  Field mobilisation of research participants is best undertaken independently from the
programme to avoid positive bias. This requires sufficient logistical capacity, time and budget for
organising the mobilisation and dealing with unexpected obstructions and problems (e.g. resistance
from local officials). In countries like Vietnam, however, the government controls all fieldwork.
Hence complete independence is impossible. In cases where independent mobilisation is not feasible
or possible, strong facilitation skills are needed to minimise undue influence or interference.

33.  The challenges encountered in Ghana were quite different from those in Vietnam. In Vietnam,
the evaluation took place in one province with good road infrastructure, hence travel distances were
manageable and communities were easily accessible. Focus group discussions were organised within
the villages, so participants did not have to travel. Local transportation and mobilisation was organised
by local officials and programme staff, saving time and making the research more efficient, but also
making it more difficult to maintain independence. On the other hand, staff and officials were more
engaged as the evaluation unfolded (IFAD & BMGF, 2013a).

34. In Ghana, the researchers took responsibility for transportation and mobilisation to warrant
greater independence. Staff and officials were only engaged in interviews and workshops. They were
challenged though by the national scale, very poor infrastructure, remoteness of communities, and
spread of communities in the supply chain areas. Researchers and participants had to travel far on poor

% In some cases more depth might be desirable in relation to some of the learning questions as to obtain more fine-grained
explanations relevant for policy, targeting and scaling up of certain programme mechanisms. But for this, a separate inquiry
in a select subsample would be most appropriate.
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roads to conduct the focus group discussions. Locations for convening focus groups with participants
from different communities (known and trusted by all) were difficult to find. The budgetted
compensation of 4 GHS per person for public transportation was often insufficient particularly for
those living in very remote areas with very poor access roads. Hence in these cases the research teams
had to make their own vehicle and driver available, which in these remote areas was also insufficient
to keep up with the 4-6 FGDs scheduled a day. In some districts, officials were unwilling to
collaborate and hand over the documents requested since some thought their work was being
evaluated. This was partly due to the fact that the field research was organized independently without
much help of RTIMP. Hence a tension occurred between maintaining independence and engaging
officials in the organization and conduct of the evaluation (MOFA/GOG, IFAD and BMGF, 2015).

3.1.4 Contextualising poverty analysis

35. To make it possible to say something about programme influences on poverty, data on these
influences and on poverty need to be linkable. Hence poverty has to be defined in a way that is
relevant to the context and conditions of the villagers in the programme area. In Ghana and Vietnam,
this was done in a participatory manner by employing a PRA tool for wealth and wellbeing ranking as
part of the generic change analysis method. This method is generally used for identifying locally
relevant indicators on wealth and wellbeing and analysing changes in relative poverty status. The
assumption is that by using such locally defined indicators, this helps overcome cognitive bias.

36.  The participatory characteristics of wealth and wellbeing obtained from the ranking exercise,
however, weren’t used as indicators for collecting data on poverty and assessing changes in poverty
status through the household survey. This would have implied participatory data collection prior to the
evaluation as an input for designing the household survey, which in Ghana, given the large travel
distances, would have required substantially more time and budget without producing remarkably
more rigorous or more credible conclusions with regard to the programme’s influences on poverty.
After all, the pilot in Ghana didn’t show major differences between the most pertinent characteristics
of wealth and wellbeing identified by the most of the women and men who participated in the ranking
exercise, and the ones inquired by the household survey and used as the basis for statistical poverty
analysis (IFAD, GOG & BMGF, 2015).

37.  In Vietnam, IFAD’s general poverty impact indicators were found largely irrelevant to the
Vietnamese context and the government’s categories of income-based poverty too narrow to assess
project influences on changes in the distribution of poverty from a multi-dimensional perspective
(IFAD & BMGF, 2013a). In Ghana, greater attention was paid, therefore, to ensure that the household
survey questionnaire and analysis were better adapted to the context. Poverty status was defined in a
statistically relevant manner by first applying a proxy means test for assessing each household on
wealth and wellbeing characteristics identified by the Ghana Statistical Service (GSS) as relevant
proxies in the Ghanaian context, and then using the data collected on these characteristics through the
household survey for computing the categories of poverty status applying a Principal Components
Analysis (PCA). Also here greater rigor could have been obtained in computing the poverty categories
if a more detailed questionnaire would have been used to inquire more household characteristics in
greater detail. But again this would have added a serious cost, while also enhancing the risk of
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research fatigue on both the part of the respondents and the researchers. While the survey
guestionnaire used in Ghana was a bit longer than the one used in Vietnam, it was still kept within the
limit of a 20-minute interview to avoid this risk.

38.  Thus instead of spending more resources on collecting and analysing participatory poverty
characteristics prior to the evaluation for designing the household survey, or on collecting more fine-
grained data on more household characteristics to identify poverty categories, the choice was made in
Ghana to keep the poverty analysis short and enable participants to engage meaningfully in the causal
analysis (MOFA/GOG, IFAD and BMGF, 2015).

3.1.5 Dealing with power and bias in participatory research

39. Participatory methods are often considered not suitable for impact evaluation because of the
perceived risk of bias and/or power-blindness (Copestake, 2013). In-depth case-based participatory
research makes it impossible to draw generalizable conclusions about the difference a project or
programme has made for a large population, thus limiting the ability to influence policy and decisions.
Large-scale participatory research on the other hand tends to instrumentalize and thus de-politicize the
research context and relationships, similar to what large-scale surveys tend to do, thereby enhancing
the risk of power-blindness and thus gaming and bias (Gaventa & Cornwall, 2006; Mohan & Hickey,
2004; Mosse, 2001).

40. A suitable way to address this challenge is to facilitate the participatory processes in a power-
sensitive way, requiring strong facilitation skills. Instead of trying to gain control over the data by
avoiding or ignoring power dynamics (which in real-world evaluation is impossible), researchers
recognize their own position and influence, take a step back and share the control over the data with
the research participants by carefully facilitating a process in which equal voice levels out power and
bias. Rigour then emanates not from controlling the data and avoiding potential influence or bias, but
from the sharp observation of motivation and interaction and from ensuring a continuous cross-
checking during the process. This is what Chambers (2015) calls “inclusive rigor”. Using visual tools
such as causal flow mapping and matrix scoring is particularly useful in this respect, as it enables
people to see how the reconstruction takes shape and indicate where things are mostly relevant or
flawed. There is always the danger of one with more knowledge and power trying to override others
with less knowledge and power, yet good facilitators notice this fairly quickly and know how to derail
these attempts. They also know how to arrange groups and employ methods in ways that enable equal
voice and thus ensure that the voice of the majority is stronger than the one of a single power-holder.

41. In Vietnam, this was quite challenging for the researchers. Most of them came from a purely
quantitative research background and struggled with the principle of triangulation (or cross-checking).
Triangulation in their view was more a means of verification of ‘truth’ than a way to compile a multi-
perspective systemic picture forestalling the dominance of a single truth or bias. They also were less
aware of their own positionality and power reflected in their value judgements about the data. This
didn’t pose a challenge in the pilot in Ghana. The researchers there were well versed in participatory
research and skilled facilitators with a good understanding of the process of triangulation. Also a
major advantage compared to the pilot in Vietnam was that the research assistants were from around
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the areas where they conducted the field research, so they knew the local cultures and political
economies very well and spoke multiple local languages.

42. In Ghana, there was no budget for allowances to compensate for participants’ time. In Vietnam,
small allowances were paid in accordance with the project’s protocol. Although this wasn’t people’s
first motivation to participate since the allowance was too small and much less than what they would
earn at work, it may have generated a courtesy bias in some cases where it was associated with the
project. To avoid this, no allowances were granted in the pilot in Ghana. The principle of voluntary
and non-paid participation was applied very strictly, but the researchers experienced great difficulty in
getting this understood and accepted by the participants, as most of them who had participated in the
programme were used to receive generous allowances. Hence people were generally less keen on
participating in something that did not give them a direct and tangible profit or benefit. Moreover,
people also showed more reluctance as the programme had promised them markets if they would
participate in the programme, but these markets had never come. In Vietnam, people were more eager
to participate, with or without allowances or fulfilled promises, just for the purpose of debate and
learning.

3.1.6  Methodological complementarity

43. Mixed-methods imply the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods. Unique is their
intentional attempt to integrate frameworks, standards, methods and procedures from different social
science disciplines to serve mixed purposes or uses. The intention is to draw on the strength of each of
these disciplines and overcome the limitations and biases that they show when applied in impact
evaluation as a single method or approach. There is a growing consensus in the international
evaluation community that mixed-methods is in most cases a better choice for the design and conduct
of impact evaluation than a single quantitative or quantitative method, in particular when it comes to
evaluating more complex programmes (Bamberger, 2012; Stern et al., 2012; White, 2014).

44.  One of the well-known weaknesses of a classic household survey, for instance, is its length. As
mentioned earlier (in Section 3.1.4), long interviews increase the risk of gaming and bias due to
respondent and enumerator fatigue. Another important weakness of the classic survey is that questions
tend to reflect the assumptions of the designers. As Sarah White (2015: 138) illustrates in her recent
analysis of a large-n RCT impact evaluation of girls’ empowerment in Bangladesh: “hypothetical
questions are susceptible to ‘desirability bias’ in which respondents give the answer they believe the
researchers wish to hear.”® In the PIALA pilots, the household survey was limited to no longer than a
10 to 20 minutes interview, and triangulated with other methods.

45.  Methods however can only be triangulated if they inquire the same causal links. Mostly this is
done in a sequential design in which qualitative methods serve to design and support the quantitative
ones. Sometimes quantitative methods are used to collect generalizable data needed to identify the
outliers and the mainstream cases, from which then a small sample can be taken to conduct more in-
depth case studies. If the methods have to be used concurrently, however, to inquire different links in
the same sample in order to enable data linking and arrive at causal inference, in principle they cannot

® This type of bias is also often called courtesy or politically correctness bias.
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be crosschecked, unless there is some overlap. The methods and tools in the pilot in Ghana were
selected and used in such a way that they inquired different causal links, while also probing for
explanations or causes of causes and thus partly overlapping with each other. Where the methods
overlapped, it was possible to triangulate the data and as such compensate for weaknesses and possible
biases.

46.  Apart from the participatory methods and the household survey that are part of the PIALA
standard package, two new methods were tried out in the evaluation of RTIMP in Ghana: Constituent
Feedback’ and the SenseMaker®. Both were methodological experiments and thus limited in size and
ambition. They served the purpose to pilot-test and demonstrate the potential added value of these
methods and identify the methodological challenges when used in impact evaluation (MOFA/GOG,
IFAD and BMGF, 2015). In terms of added value, both methods generate quantified perceptual data
that is quite different from the statistical data produced by a classic survey. Both use software to
analyse distribution patterns and correlations®, which similarly to a classic survey gain statistical
power when employed in a large sample. But instead of letting respondents answer pre-determined
and pre-quantified questions, these two new methods permit the participants to quantify or score their
own views and perceptions in response to a set of guiding questions, and they do this anonymously
right after a group discussion and/or telling a personal story to which they relate their scorings.
Consequently the analysis of the data produces patterns of people’s perceptions that are much more
recognizable afterwards when shown in a collective stakeholder debate involving the participants.

47.  While Constituent Feedback focuses on performance of specific service delivery mechanisms,
SenseMaker® investigates broader trends or patterns of emergent change and seeks to produce
evidence of unknown or unexpected influences and effects that conventional methods are unlikely to
detect (Deprez et al, 2012; Jenal, 2014; Van Hemelrijck, 2015). Moreover, SenseMaker is designed in
a way that removes intermediary levels of structuring, interpreting and analyzing data, thus permitting
rapid analysis and response, while avoiding researcher bias at each of these levels. It does so by
collecting a large amount of fragmented —thus unstructured— experiences or narratives and letting
respondents self-signify them, while enabling managers and decision-makers to directly access the raw
narratives for making sense of the statistics produced by the SenseMaker® software. Tools such as
triads, diads and stones enable people to self-signify how their story proportionally relate to sets of
competing characteristics and variables reflecting plausible trade-offs or choices. This also helps to
avoid “gaming” that occur in traditional scoring with scales (Ibid, Snowden, 2002), such as the one
used in Constituent Feedback. The purpose of the latter however is rather to generate debate and
learning among key stakeholders around feedback on performance, rather than to avoid bias and
gaming. Rigour in Constituent Feedback is realized through triangulation and cross-validation, rather
than through the method-specific procedure itself such as in SenseMaker or traditional statistical
methods (Jacobs et al, 2010; Van Hemelrijck et al, 2011).

7 Cf. http://www.keystoneaccountability.org/analysis/constituency.
8 Cf. http://cognitive-edge.com/sensemaker.

® The household survey and the Constituent Feedback simply used SPSS, while the SenseMaker required special software
that is designed specifically for analysing and visualising more complex landscape patterns and allows to go back to the
respondents’ original stories behind the patterns.
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48. Inthe RTIMP evaluation in Ghana, the livelihood analysis was combined with a brief
SenseMaker study, making the focus group discussions too long. Across the entire sample, paticipants
had shown the symptoms of fatigue. Particularly for women with small children, the length of the
method was troublesome, as they needed to return to their homes for preparing the food. Moreover,
the abstract SenseMaker tools (triads and dyads) were challenging for farmers (particularly those
illiterate) as well local translators to grasp'®. The researchers also observed that many of the illiterate
participants felt intimidated when they were given a marker to place their dote on a paper with text
they couldn’t read. Some didn’t even want to try; others asked the researchers or other participants to
place the dot for them anywhere they wanted, which created certain power dynamics around those
who understood the tools and those who did not. All this may affect the quality of data, and thus the
credibility of findings (IFAD & BMGF, 2015).

3.1.7 Data linking and quality monitoring

49.  Quality monitoring of data and processes involves daily research team reflections using sets of
guestions that enables the researchers to assess the robustness of the emerging evidence and timely
discover data gaps/weaknesses during fieldwork. This goes hand in hand with data collation (or data
linking) in each locality, which is the process by which all data collected on the ‘open system’
inquired is cross-checked and linked to assess the causal claims in the ToC. It involves a
reconstruction of the actual causal flow with the data that mirrors (and thus validates or refutes) the
ToC for the ‘open system’ inquired in a particular geographic location.™*

50.  While in Vietnam the researchers experienced great difficulty with linking and processing the
large amount of data, in Ghana this problem did not occur. There are three important reasons for this.
First, the researchers profoundly studied the programme and understood the ToC. Second, questions
and methods were well focused on the causal claims and links in the ToC to be inquired. Third, the
researchers were very well versed in more complex and participatory research while also having more
detailed guidance for data capturing, linking and quality monitoring. Learning from the pilot in
Vietnam, much more attention was paid in Ghana to accurate and systematic data capturing and
collation. To avoid data loss or contamination, clear note-taking instructions were followed, and data
were sent to the head research office in Accra on a daily basis.'? To ensure consistency, standardized
data capturing templates and spread sheets were used. For data collation and quality monitoring,
similar but improved tools were used as in Vietnam but with more detailed guidance (MOFA/GOG,
IFAD and BMGF, 2015). Because the researchers in Ghana didn’t experience difficulties with data
processing and linking, they felt more confident and had more time to do their team reflections,
resulting in higher quality evidence.

19 |n Ghana, there are more than 80 different languages. The researchers spoke between 5 and 12 of these. In some areas, they
had to hire local translators. These were village people, thus often not highly educated.

1 The sampled open systems’ were formed by the commodity supply chains in Ghana and the short value chains in
Vietnam; the localities concerned the districts that administered the supply chains in Ghana and the villages and communes
that supported the development of the value chains in Vietnam.

12 \When there was no internet available, data was sent per mobile phone.
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3.2 Cost-benefits

51.  The total cost of the data collection and processing in the ‘full scale —full scope’ evaluation in
Ghana was about USD 152,000. This also included the sampling, the introduction of new methods
(such as SenseMaker and Constituent Feedback), training, tool development and field-testing at a total
cost of USD 22,000. Methods and tools used in Vietnam were revised, new methods and tools added,
and concepts translated in local languages. Although all researchers in Ghana were well versed in
participatory research, none of them had been involved in impact evaluations combining participatory
methods with statistics. Hence the importance of the methods training and field-testing. The main
products that came out of this phase were: the researchers’ field handbook (incl. guidance notes,
questions, samples, note taking formats, research schedules and contacts), and the district data
collation tables and field notes.

52.  The major benefits of using PIALA’s sampling and participatory mixed-methods approach as
demonstrated by the pilots are:

a) the possibility of achieving both ‘breath of coverage’ and ‘depth of analysis’, thus of conducting
a rigorous and in-depth impact inquiry of multiple-interacting or systemic change processes in a
relatively large sample of ‘open systems’ covering a large geographic area (e.g. country-wide in
the case of Ghana);

b) the possibility of doing this in a way that enables local stakeholders to meaningfully engage in
causal flow analysis and debate about change (without needing to ask them directly about
“attribution”);

¢) the robustness of the evidence achieved by: (a) using participatory mixed-methods tailored to
inquire specific causal links in the ToC; (b) systematic and extensive triangulation of methods;
and (c) applying ‘mixed-rigor’ standards comprised of both inclusive and statistical rigor.

4 Synthesizing the evidence for analysing and debating
contributions

53.  This phase involves the process of synthesizing the evidence to facilitate participatory
sensemaking with stakeholders, and analysing the evidence and findings (incl. from the sensemaking)
to draw conclusions about programme contribution to impact on poverty. The process essentially leads
to answering the evaluation and learning questions agreed with stakeholders at the start of the
evaluation. The leading QAF question for this phase is:

How and to what extent does PIALA help synthesize and present the evidence to facilitate rigorous
analysis and solid debate of programme contributions in a participatory manner?
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4.1 Critical reflections
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55.  Particularly the data collation table was key to the analysis and worked very well in Ghana.
Filling in the table involved a scoring of the robustness of the emerging evidence (based on the quality
monitoring) and of the strength and consistency of each of the causal link in each contribution claim in
the ToC (based on the emerging evidence) (cf. Figure 2). After completion of fieldwork, the district
data collation tables were further synthesized in an aggregated collation table as the basis for causal
inference. Scores and explanations entered into the aggregated table were thoroughly cross-checked
with original field notes and district data collation tables (MOFA/GOG, IFAD and BMGF, 2015).

4.1.2 Participatory sensemaking

56. Engaging beneficiaries, service providers and decision makers in collectively making sense of
emerging evidence before turning to final analysis and reporting has both instrumental and
empowering value (MOFA/GOG, IFAD and BMGF, 2015). Doing this in each researched locality
(before ending fieldwork) and subsequently at programme level (right after fieldwork) helps improve
and strengthen the evidence, overcome bias and create ownership of evaluation findings among
stakeholders. A participatory sensemaking workshop model was developed that was first pilot-tested
in Vietnam and then further expanded and improved in Ghana.™

57.  Rigorous facilitation'* in this model is considered essential for enhancing credibility and
confidence of evaluation findings and generating solid debate and systemic learning among key
stakeholders. Group compositions and plenary processes are designed with great care (using the
concept of “patches & nodes”) to enable participants to critically engage and express their views in the
presence of power holders. Meaning and depth of engagement is acquired by going through several
iterations, each adding different dimensions of evidence to the construction of the causal flow
mirroring the ToC.

3 In Vietnam, we organised six village-level workshops with 180 and one provincial workshop with 100 participants; in
Ghana there twenty-three district workshops with 650 and one national workshop with 100 participants. Participants were
purposively sampled from the research participants for the diverse perspectives they will bring to the analysis. Beneficiaries
comprised more than 70 % of those attending the local workshops, and more than 30 % at the provincial/national workshops.

1 Following the definition of ‘rigour’ used in PIALA and its QAF, ‘rigorous facilitation’ is considered as a well thought-
through set of methods, tools and principles applied for designing and facilitating the various participatory processes, which
is done in a way that is both consistent across all localities and responsive to the constraints encountered in these localities.
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Textbox 1: Participatory sensemaking sessions

The sensemaking workshops essentially involve four main
types of sessions™:

a) Focus groups debating prepared evidence statements that
are based on collated quantitative and qualitative data.
The groups are organized around the different causal
claims in the ToC, in ways that convene those most
knowledgeable of the topics and issues discussed. The
groups represent the home “patches” in which the
participants feel comfortable and safe to express critical
views with their peers.

b) Mixed groups constructing a causal flow with the
evidence statements to validate/refute the ToC. The
groups are organised around geographic areas and
comprise a majority of beneficiaries to make them feel
more empowered in the presence of power holders. To
enable equal voice in the plenary sharing and discussion,
beneficiaries always present their group findings first,
before any other group.

c) Plenary discussion around areas of less success. After
minimum two iterations of small group discussions, a
plenary fish bowl exercise is organised to discuss critical
areas of less success requiring more investment. Chairs
are placed in a circle: three for each stakeholder group
(such as farmers, officials, bankers). Only two members
from each can take a seat. When a new participant takes
one of the empty seats, another member of his/her group
has to leave. Intended beneficiaries form at least half of
the discussants at all times.

d) Focus groups valuing programme contributions by
placing the evidence statements along two scales: from
“strong contribution” 10 “contribution overrun by other
influences”, and “positive” t0 “negative” impact. This is
done back in the patch groups. The groups then share
their ratings in plenary and discuss the differences in
their judgments. Beneficiaries present their ratings first,
before the other groups.

58.  The workshops were very successful and appreciated by all the participants in both pilots. This
was overwhelmingly shown by the micro-surveys and reflections held at the end of every sensemaking
workshop both at local and programme levels. Participants confirmed they gained a better
understanding and more complete picture of the development processes and a better sense of the
learning purpose of the evaluation. There were lively debates about programme contribution to impact
and beneficiaries critically engaged in discussing and identifying priority areas for future investment.
Essential to this success were the time and resources invested in organizing the workshops, and the
capacity to rigorously design and facilitate them. When operating on a shoestring, the amount
workshops and participants may need to be more limited. But this undoubtedly has implications for
rigour and inclusiveness.

%5 In the local sensemaking workshops, the b-, c- and d-sessions are merged and simplified, and happen only in plenary.
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4.1.3  Analysing with/without configurations supported by the evidence

59. Mainstream impact evaluation assumes that comparative analysis of evidence from treated and
non-treated locations is both accessible (thus feasible) and necessary (thus rigorous) to reach
generalizable conclusions about impact on rural household poverty. In most ‘real world” evaluation
contexts (Bamberger, Rugh & Mabri, 2012), however, it is not feasible to assign communities to
specific interventions and identify credible and matching control groups, due to the high causal density
(Woolcock, 2013). In such contexts, different ways for arriving at rigorous causal inference need to be
employed (Befani, 2012).

60. Inthe Vietnam pilot, causal density and heterogeneity in programme treatment and conditions
hampered the matching and sampling of control villages, which made us hesitant to generalize certain
findings regarding program contributions to impact. Attaining the desired level of rigour in
counterfactual analysis appeared not feasible. Our implicit assumption there was, however, that
comparative analysis of data from treated and non-treated sites was possible and necessary to reach
generalizable conclusions with regard to impact valid for all treated sites. If not, the programme’s
evaluability had to be questioned (IFAD & BMGF, 2013a).

61. In Ghana, this assumption was challenged by moving away from the classic counterfactual-
based approach, and using systemic heterogeneity as the basis for identifying and analysing
programme contributions. Instead of a classic counterfactual inquiry of household-level impact, a
configurational methodology was developed (see Figure 3 below), integrated with a “generative
perspective” (Punton & Welle, 2015; Stern et al, 2012). A similar sampling approach was used as in
Vietnam, but without sampling control sites (or sites not covered by the programme). Instead, we
sampled and compared areas with strong and areas with dysfunctional or weak program treatments in
various combinations and gradations, while also taking into account other influences. Hence we
looked at different blends or configurations of treatments, conditions, influences and outcomes
supported by the evidence, in other to identify and assess programme contributions to impact.

Figure 3: Part of the configurational scoring table of the RTIMP evaluation
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62. ‘Treatment’ was looked at in terms of the presence or non-presence of functional or non-
functional programme mechanisms in various gradations; ‘conditions’ included socio-economic,
infrastructural, agro-ecological and demographic differences; and ‘outcomes’ were the observable
changes (both positive and negative, intended and unintended) in livelihoods and household poverty.
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For each supply chain (cf. first column in the Figure 3), the formal presence of programme
mechanisms such as FFF or MEF'® was inputted as a binary code (cf. next four columns in Figure 3).
Starting with the impact claim, the districts were first clustered according to their scores on
improvements in livelihoods. Differences and similarities were examined within and between these
clusters. Next, findings from the analysis of impact-related changes and causes were then used to
examine the changes and causes in each of the contributions claims separately, using a similar
procedure as the one for the impact claim. Differences and similarities were then examined within and
between the different clusters for each of the three claims (MOFA/GOG, IFAD and BMGF, 2015).

63. Rigorous configurational analysis requires high quality data and analytical skills, which in “real
world” evaluation contexts are often not available. The approach can be simplified and brought within
reach of evaluations with less favourable conditions, which is particularly relevant to contexts where
classical counterfactual approaches are not possible. Yet this does not address the challenge of lacking
research capacity. In both pilots, researchers were not experienced with rigorous aggregated multi-
causal analysis. Because of the methodological innovation, the international consultants leading on the
PIALA pilots took responsibility for the final analytical product. As a standard procedure, however,
bringing in international evaluation experts is not the most cost-effective solution and does not foster
in-country responsibility for high-quality impact evaluation. Investing in research partnerships with in-
country research firms, while integrating PIALA in programme designs as part of an impact M&E
process, might be a better option. Presumably this would help build greater ownership of the
knowledge-generation for policymaking and over time create greater democratic space to influence
decisions (Van Hemelrijck, 2013)."

64. In Ghana, we shifted towards this second option by ensuring those involved in the tendering
process fully understood the requirements and including far more days for in-country supportive
supervision and capacity-building by the international consultant who was leading on the pilot. Crucial
was the intensive engagement of the coordinator of the national research team that conducted the
evaluation, resulting in a much greater ownership and responsibility compared to Vietnam. Moreover,
the strong learning orientation and active participation of IFAD’s country programme manager and his
team also fostered greater interest and engagement on the part of the partners. The Ghana initiative
was experienced more as a joint learning journey, a partnership rather than a technical consultancy.

18 FFF stands for Farmer Field Forum; MEF for Micro-Enterprise Fund.

17 Many research firms have become donor-driven and merely implement research contracts without taking responsibility for
the outcomes of the research. This is largely the result of how most research contracts are framed and research is
commissioned and used by donors. Our assumption is that by framing it differently and building more of a partnership,
research firms will become more critical of the quality of their research and take greater responsibility for the added value
and the use of the knowledge it generates.
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4.2 Cost-benefits

65. The total cost of the last phase of the evaluation in Ghana came at USD 64,000. This included
all sensemaking workshops as well as the analysis and final reporting. The key product that came out
of this phase is the evaluation report.

66. Major benefits demonstrated by the pilots of using the PIALA methods and processes for
synthesizing evidence, participatory sensemaking and aggregated causal analysis are:

a) the robustness of the evidence achieved by: (a) the rigorous scoring of confidence in the
evidence and of strength and consistency of causal links based on the evidence; and (b) the
extensive cross-validation of evidence through participatory sensemaking;

b) the systemic learning and ownership of evaluation findings among key stakeholders created
through the participatory sensemaking, which enhances the likelihood that findings will be used
for policy and investment decisions;

¢) the empowerment-related value of engaging stakeholders (particularly beneficiaries) in the
sensemaking and contribution analysis creating space for real voice and dialogue between
decision-makers, service providers and constituents.
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5 Key outcomes and learning points of the PIALA pilots

67. Inthis last section | present a summary of the main outcomes and learning points from the two
pilots, which I hope will be useful for the design and conduct of future evaluations using PIALA. | try
to answer two important questions:

1. To what extent did PIALA help produce rigorous and inclusive evidence adequately
answering the evaluation questions?

2. What were the main processes and decisions that spawned or thwarted rigor and
inclusiveness?

3. What tensions or trade-offs occurred between the different standards of the different
purposes'® that PIALA sought to serve? What context factors influenced these?

68. The first pilot in Vietnam experienced several limitations from which much was learned in the
adjusted approach employed in the second pilot in Ghana. In Vietnam, we encountered issues with
data collation, translation and note taking on participatory processes that affected the quality and
transparency of the evidence. Differences in language use and communication style between
researchers and villagers created tensions and noticeably influenced the group dynamics (IFAD &
BMGF, 2013a). Also government control on planning and mobilization made it more difficult for the
researchers to maintain independence. Moreover, coverage of participatory research findings and
confidence in linking distributed survey data on impact to case-specific participatory data on
contributions remained limited. Although the researchers worked hard to improve the logic and quality
of their analysis, their reports displayed the issues —e.g. insufficient fine-grained explanations and
quant-qual integration, absence of gender differentiation, limited accurate multi-causal analysis®, and
limited indication of confidence or strength of evidence for specific assertions of causes and
explanations. This affected our ability to answer the evaluation question. Despite the issues, the
evidence produced was substantially crosschecked and validated by hundreds of people and therefore
could not be invalidated. Yet it needed reprocessing to arrive at conclusions. A other Viethamese team
was hired to help reviewing all quantitative, qualitative and secondary data (most in Vietnamese). This
delayed® the reporting process but enhanced the robustness of the final report.

69. The main processes and decisions that affected the quality of the evidence and the credibility of
the conclusions in the pilots, were:

e The selection of a Hanoi-based research firm with a merely quantitative background, very
limited experience in participatory research, limited knowledge of the local context and dialect
in the Mekong delta, and limited logistical capacity to manage complex evaluations at scale.

e Insufficient involvement of the local researchers in the desk review and the reconstruction of
the ToC, resulting in their limited understanding of the programme and limited ability to relate

18 E.g. instrumental and empowering; reporting and learning; replicable and transformational. ..
% Incl. referencing and geographic specificity related to focus vs. non-focus villages.

20 1t can be safely assumed that the time lag in the reporting did not imply any difference in the validity of the conclusions,
since impact in the DBRP had a slow rate of incubation and change, and thus very unlikely would have shifted in five
months’ time. Furthermore, compared to mainstream impact assessments that measure T and T+1 with time lags of up to 5
years, this impact assessment can be considered a real-time evaluation (IFAD & BMGF, 2014).
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data to the program’s causal claims and mechanisms, triangulate the data, identify
complementary or competing mechanisms or explanations.

e Insufficient engagement of stakeholders in the process of reconstructing the ToC, identifying
causal claims and assumptions, and selecting standards and criteria for contribution rating,
which resulted in a limited ownership of the ToC and the evaluation findings®.

o Evaluation design guided by a generic impact framework developed with global IFAD and
BMGF stakeholders, rather than a program-specific ToC process with program stakeholders,
resulting in a lack of clarity and focus of evaluation questions®.

e Employment of participatory and statistical survey-based methods in different samples, based
on the assumption that qualitative and/or participatory methods are only needed to explain
things (thus at limited scale) while statistical methods must measure the real impact in large-
enough representative samples (thus at full scale). If methods are selected to investigate
different causal links, however, downgrading the scale for any of the methods jeopardizes the
ability to arrive at rigorous causal inference (IFAD & BMGF, 2013a).

o Sampling of villages as a proxy for the value chain systems to be inquired, and insufficient
effort put into identifying and agreeing with stakeholders on a shared definition of these
systems before starting data collection.

o Sampling of non-project villages that couldn’t serve as a credible control group due to the high
causal density and heterogeneity in program distribution and treatment.

70.  The second pilot in Ghana successfully addressed all the limitations encountered in the first
pilot. Sufficient time was invested in the procurement and collaborative framing and focusing of the
evaluation together with stakeholders. Local researchers were selected for capacity in mixed methods
and participatory research, and were well versed in handling tensions between participatory process
and rigorous data requirements, maintaining independence in mobilisation and coding and collating
large amounts of qualitative data. Research assistants were from the areas where field research was
conducted, and thus knew about the local political economy and spoke several of the local languages.
The research team led the ToC process and engaged national stakeholders to build shared
understanding of presumed change pathways and contributions. Agreement was reached with
stakeholders upfront about contribution claims and mechanisms to be evaluated and questions and
standards to be used. Methods for data collection and collation were organised around the contribution
claims and tightly focused to inquire the causal links in these claims. Having a more solid grasp of the
ToC, this helped the researchers to rigorously document participatory processes and triangulate
methods, and gave them more bandwidth for data collation and quality monitoring. Also more time

21 Here it is important to note that greater ownership does not necessarily result in more critical engagement and learning on
the part of program managers and implementers. In Ghana for instance, it surprised everybody in the national sensemaking
workshop how after two days of cross-validating evidence and ToC, the program managers and implementing partners still
rated all contributions entirely positive and attributable to the program, whereas the ratings of the farmers and processors and
other local actors were much more critical and honest. The lack of critical reflection and learning on the part of the national
government officials and service-providers surprised all other participants and was received with an earsplitting and
painstaking silence. This clearly shows that more than just a one-time off participatory evaluation is needed to develop a
critical learning attitude.

22 \We assumed that the broader evaluation questions outlined in the PIALA strategy paper (IFAD & BMGF, 2013b) would
be sufficient to guide fieldwork and focused analysis. This was clearly not the case. The researchers experienced great
difficulty to relate the data to the questions and the causal links and mechanisms.
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was spent upfront on defining the sample frame and the value chain system that formed its principle
unit, and on discussing with stakeholders different options of counterfactual analysis. All methods and
processes (including participatory) were used at the same scale to permit systemic analysis in all
sampled value chains and comparison across the entire sample. Interference or influence by
programme staff and local leaders was avoided by mobilising participants independently. A
configurational method integrating a generative perspective was used for conducting a counterfactual
analysis using systemic heterogeneity as the basis for assessing contributions among other (competing
or reinforcing) influences. All these decisions and improvements contributed substantially to
enhancing the quality and relevance of the evidence and our ability to answer the evaluation questions
(MOFA/GOG, IFAD and BMGF, 2015).

71.  Alongside these improvements, there were also some challenges encountered by the team in
Ghana, which merit greater attention in future PIALA applications. These include: (a) the sampling of
value chains that are open, interacting and overlapping systems difficult to discern; (b) the time and
capacities required from (particularly illiterate) people to participate in some of the methods using
abstract concepts (matrices, triangles, etc.) and flipcharts and markers; and (c) the rigid nature of the
methodology to be applied in a systematic manner across all locations, which sometimes clashed with
local village schedules and habits, and the limited time spent in each district (MOFA/GOG, IFAD and
BMGF, 2015). The main take-away for future PIALA applications is that methods and tools need to
be adapted to the participants’ conditions as much as possible, and sufficient time is needed in the
field to accommodate cultural habits and events and address unexpected challenges with regard to
sampling and mobilisation. Another major constraint encountered in both pilots is the limited capacity
to undertake a rigorous aggregated multi-causal analysis. Investment in building in-country analytical
capacity through a research partnership with a local firm is probably the most cost-effective and
sustainable solution in the long run. If PIALA would be integrated with impact M&E from the start of
a programme, then arguably this would help overcome most of these challenges and contribute to
creating more democratic space for stakeholders to influence decisions (Guijt, 2014; Peersman et al.,
2015).
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Annex I. PIALA methods & processes (purposes, costs and

participants)

Methods & Processes

Purposes

Costs & Participants

Focusing and framing the evaluation

1. Outlining of design options and
budget implications (full scale—full
scope; full scale—limited scope; or
limited scale—full scope)

Enable clients and
commissioners to decide on
scope and scale of evaluation

2. Reconstruction and visualisation
of programme Theory of Change
(ToC)

Identify causal claims and
assumptions

Formulate evaluation questions
Create shared understanding
among stakeholders of
programme theory and broader
influences

Participants:

o Evaluation clients and
commissioners (8 participants)

o Stakeholders who were
involved in the design,
management and
implementation of the
programme (32 participants)

o Local research team (5 senior
researchers)

Total cost: USD 18,000

(incl. training & design workshop)

Collecting and linking data

3. Multi-stage sampling with
‘open systems’ as principle sample
unit (e.g. value chain systems)

4. Selection of methods for data
collection, and drafting of ‘how-to’
guidance and templates for each
method and for quality monitoring

Enable systemic inquiry and
comparative analysis of impact
on livelihoods and household
poverty

Enable rigorous use of methods
and facilitation of processes
Enable systematic data quality
monitoring and reflective
practice

5. Data collection on changes and

causes in household food and

income through

¢ household survey

e generic change analysis in
gender-specific groups (social
mapping, timeline, wealth &
wellbeing ranking, causal flow
mapping)

Collect and triangulate data on
impacts

With intended beneficiaries
visually reconstruct and discuss
causal flow of changes in
livelihoods affecting household
wealth and wellbeing

6. Data collection on livelihood

changes and causes through

e generic change analysis (see
above)

o livelihood analysis in gender-
specific groups (livelihood
change matrix, causal flow
mapping, SenseMaker)

Collect and triangulate data on
effects of livelihood changes on
household food and income
Visualise and discuss with
intended beneficiaries causal
flow of changes and causes in
different areas affecting their
livelihood

7. Data collection on reach and
effects of selected programme
mechanisms through
o livelihood analysis (see above)
o Constituent Feedback (CF)
in mixed groups (questionnaire for
discussion & anonymous scoring)
o semi-structured interviews with
service providers and officials
(CF-linked questionnaire)

Collect and triangulate data on
effects of programme
mechanisms on changes and
causes in various areas
affecting livelihoods

With intended beneficiaries
discuss and anonymously score
reach, benefits, outcomes of
mechanisms

8. Data linking & quality
monitoring using a standard data
collation tool and questionnaire for

Enable instant data processing
and cross-checking to identify
gaps and weaknesses

Participants:

e Local research team and
consultants (17)

¢ Randomly sampled households
(837 households)

e Quasi-randomly selected
beneficiaries (439 in the generic
change analysis with 51 %
women; 400 in the livelihood
analysis with 47 % women; 341
in the CF with 53 % women)

o Officials and service providers
(75 district-level and 25
regional/national participants)

Total cost: USD 152,000

(incl. training)
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team reflections on quality of
methods, processes and evidence
using a standard questionnaire

o Ensure robust evidence
(inclusive, sufficient consistent,
rigorous)

Synthesizing evidence and analysing and debating programme contribution

S

9. Local and national participatory
sensemaking

using a workshop model consisting
of design principles and methods
for enabling voice and facilitating
cross validation & contribution
scoring

10. Configurational analysis using
standardized data collation and
scoring tools

o Probe to fill remaining data
gaps

o Enable stakeholders to
understand impact systemically

e Engage stakeholders in valuing
programme contributions and
identifying priority investment
areas

¢ Give voice to beneficiaries and
create space for dialogue with
decision makers

o Arrive at rigorous causal
inference and conclusions about
programme contributions

Participants:

¢ Local stakeholders who
participated in the research (640
in 23 district sensemaking
workshops, of which 80 %
beneficiaries and 48 % women)

¢ Local and national stakeholders
(106 in national sensemaking
workshop, of which 40 %
beneficiaries, 45 % officials and
15 % private sector)

Total cost: USD 64,000

(incl. local and national

workshops)
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Annex II. Revised PIALA Quality Assurance Framework (QAF)
MAIN RIGOUR INCLUSIVENESS FEASIBILITY
Evﬁhxg‘go'\' (methodological consistency and responsiveness) (credibility and meaningful participation) (budget and capacity

for creating added-value)

Focusing and framing
the evaluation

How and to what extent
did PIALA help
adequately identify the
causal claims that the
evaluation should focus
on, and determine its
purposes, questions
and standards in an
inclusive and rigorous
manner?

e Has the focus of the impact assessment been clearly defined against
the programme/project’s Theory of Change?

¢ Is the Theory of Change (ToC) well articulated and visualised?

Does it clearly show the presumed change pathways towards
impact, and the causal links in these pathways?

Does it adequately reveal the change mechanisms and the
project/programme s influences on these that need to be

o

evaluated?

Does it make the assumptions to be evaluated with regard to the
change pathways and the project/programme’s influences

explicit?

Does it sufficiently reflect other influences and contextual factors
interacting with the project/programme and affecting rural

poverty?

clearly defined?

clearly defined?

Have the purposes and questions for conducting the evaluation been

Have standards for valuing project/programme contributions been

¢ Does the theory of change sufficiently
reflect the different views of those who
were involved in the design of the
project/programme?

o Does the theory of change give room for
probing different perspectives of change
towards rural poverty impact?

o Have key stakeholders who were involved
in the design endorsed the focus,
purposes, questions and standards of the
evaluation?

e Do other participants sufficiently
understand the purposes and questions in
order to meaningfully engage in the
evaluation?

Were budget and capacity
sufficient to employ
PIALA’s ToC approach
for focusing and framing
the evaluation in a
rigorous and collaborative
way?

What were the benefits of
using this ToC approach?

What minimum conditions
need to be in place to
make this approach cost-
effective?

Collecting and linking
the data

How and to what extent
does PIALA help
rigorously collect,
triangulate and link the
data needed to produce
the evidence for
confidently answering
the evaluation
questions in a

e Has sample units and populations been adequately defined in a way
that permits rigorous causal inference?

Have contextual variability as well as heterogeneity and time

lags in programme/project treatment sufficiently been taken into

account in the sampling structure?

Have possible biases in sampling been adequately mitigated?

o

o

o

Have appropriate methods been selected to collect sufficient data on
the causal links in the ToC that the evaluation is supposed to focus on?

Have possible biases on both researchers’ and participants’ side
been adequately mitigated by the selected methods and

e Have methods and processes been
sufficiently field-tested to ensure their
appropriateness for the research
participants?

o Have methods and processes enabled key
stakeholders (particularly intended
beneficiaries, both women and men) to
equally and meaningfully engage in the
research?

o Have methods and processes been
employed in a gender/power-sensitive way

Were budget and capacity
sufficient to employ
PIALA’s sampling and
participatory mixed-
methods approach?

What were the benefits of
using this sampling and
participatory mixed-
methods approach?

What minimum conditions
need to be in place to
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participatory manner?

processes? (e.g. courtesy, availability and perception biases, or
the types of biases that are due to the limitations of people’s
knowledge, perceptions and memories)

o Have methods been employed in a way that produces reliable
data and permits systematic crosschecking and elimination of
alternative causes or explanations?

o Have data been consistently triangulated, collated and linked in a
way that permits a reliable reconstruction of the actual change
pathway and a valid judgement of relative strength and
consistency of its causal links?

o Have methods been employed consistently across the sample in a
way that permits rigorous causal inference?

Did the researchers have sufficient autonomy in selecting the
participants, facilitating the group discussions, conducting the
surveys, and processing the data?

Did the researchers have full access to all participants and secondary
sources?

that is open to participants’ feedback?

Have data been collected in an ethical
manner, respectful of participants’ right to
prior consent, confidentiality and
protection?

Have data been collated and linked in a
transparent way that is respectful of
differences in views and perspectives?

make this sampling and
mixed-methods approach
approach cost-effective?

Synthesising the
evidence and
analysing and
debating programme
contributions

How and to what extent
does PIALA help
synthesize and present
the evidence to
facilitate rigorous
analysis and solid
debate of programme
contributions in a
participatory manner?

Have the evidence strands been consistently synthesized and presented
across the sample in a way that permits rigorous causal analysis and
assessment of project/programme contributions in various
configurations?

Have different configurations of project/programme’s influences or
contributions to rural poverty impact been valued in a reliable manner
along the agreed standards?

Have the evidence strands been
adequately synthesised and presented in a
way that permits meaningful engagement
of stakeholders in sensemaking and
contribution analysis?

Have the evidence strands been presented
in a way that is sensitive enough to culture
and context in order to facilitate
meaningful dialogue?

Have the feedback from those who were
supposed to benefit from the
project/programme been adequately taken
into account in the valuing of programme
contributions?

Have beneficiaries, implementers, service-
providers and other actors been given the
opportunity to engage in a meaningful
dialogue around programme contributions
based on evidence?

Has the process of collectively analysing

o Were budget and capacity

sufficient to employ
PIALA’s aggregated
configuration analysis
method and participatory
sensemaking model?

What were the benefits of
using this particular
configuration analysis
method and sensemaking
model?

What minimum conditions
need to be in place to
make the method and
model cost-effective?
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the evidence and valuing
project/programme contributions helped
stakeholders obtain a better
understanding of the systemic interactions
impacting rural poverty?

Assessing the
evaluation outcomes

To what extent did
PIALA help produce
rigorous, contested and
debated qualitative and
quantitative evidence
sufficient to withstand
scrutiny among all key
stakeholders and
answer the evaluation
questions?

Did the evaluation produce sufficient evidence of rural poverty impact
and project/programme contributions to such impact in order to
answer the evaluation questions?

Was the evidence rigorous enough to withstand scrutiny?

Have useful insights about the likely sustainability of the impacts been
generated based on a thorough analysis of the systemic interactions
between the project/programme and other influences impacting rural
poverty?

Have issues requiring more effort, innovative thinking, evaluative
input and policy change been validly identified?

Has the evidence produced been
sufficiently contested and debated with key
stakeholders to be found valid and
credible?

Have stakeholders learned from this
evaluation about the issues requiring
greater effort and innovation?

Did stakeholders found their participation
in the evaluation meaningful and worth
their time?

Were stakeholders satisfied with how the
evaluation was conducted and what has
come out of it?

Is the combination of
scientific and
participatory methods
and processes doable and
replicable?

Were budget and capacity
sufficient to meet the
expectations with regard
to rigor and
inclusiveness, and serve
the intended evaluation
purposes?

e \What were the benefits of

using PIALA as compared
to other approaches?

¢ \What minimum conditions

need to be in place to
make PIALA cost-
effective?
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