Comments on

SIPP Design Phase Report
1. By Rick Davies, Thursday, 22 July 2004

2. Introduction

3. Overall, I found the document really interesting reading.

4.  I have inserted 38 comments in to the text using the Comment function. This brief report summarises some of the main issues running through those comments. But not all of them.

· These are three main sets of issues that I will comment on here:

·  The categorisation and prioritisation of the processes which are of concern

·  The criteria of quality processes 

·  The set of tools proposed for PM

5.  The first two sets of issues were also raised in my comments on the Inception Report

Categories of processes of concern

6. I found the reference on page 9 on the selection of key processes that are to be monitored was too brief / presumed prior knowledge. This is quite an important decision point in the whole process monitoring process. Is the choice of processes to intensively monitor a once-off decision or will it be revisited in the future? If the choice of three key processes is to be re-examined some time again in the future then there needs to be some discussion of appropriate means of prioritising processes that should get close process monitoring attention.

7. I did note that “The selection of processes for monitoring has been consultative involving project management and stakeholders. This will help to ensure ownership of process M&E activities by key stakeholders.” But the participants’ reasons, and the PM’s analysis of these reasons would be useful to document. Presumably you would not accept any sort of reason, there must be some sort of fit with your own analysis of what most deserved attention.

8. The three selected processes seem to be a mixture of processes taking place within specific relationships, and attributes of processes. The first two could be located within a network diagram of relationships between the various actors involved:
9. “Institutional development (and institutional sustainability)” sounds like something being provided by one organisation to another. Are all partner organisations involved in capacity building relationships with each other? Is so, then how to prioritise which capacity building relationships to focus on? If not, what other types of relationships are there, and how important are they for process monitoring?
· “Client satisfaction with project services” concerns the relationship between any organisation providing services and their clients within poor communities
· The third are more like attributes that could be found in processes located in relationships between any set of actors (“transparency, inclusiveness, equity and cost efficiency”) I think these need to be discussed separately from the analysis of what processes in what relationships to be examined. See below
· At the beginning it is stated that “The Social Development Foundation (SDF) is the executing agency for SIPP, implementing it through a number of project partners”  To me this is a very important feature of this project (and many others these days). This suggests to me we could see two layers or levels of processes

· Those within individual organisations and 

10. Those in the relationships between organisations (including organisation – community relationships)

11. My guess is that this second and more macro level of processes might be more susceptible to breakdown than those processes taking place within each partner organisation, because the authority structure governing the set of partners is probably weaker than the authority structure within each partner. Furthermore, problems at this level may be slower to emerge and become evident, because interactions between organisations may be less frequent than interactions between actors within each organisation. And finally, learning opportunities may well be fewer at this more macro level, because there will be less iterations of process at this between-organisations level.

12. This comment is an attempt to theorise about where processes might be problematic. This hypothesis could be floated with the project stakeholders and then pursued if they bought into it as a plausible view. If they did not then some further ground work to support the hypotheses would be needed first of all

13. As well as identifying particular relationships where processes may be problematic it should also be possible to identify types of processes within a relationship between two partners that may be more problematic than others. The Inception Report rightly paid a lot of attention to M&E procedures and how different parties would be involved (as evident at the design stage of these procedures). However, that emphasis seems to have dropped out of this Design document. Why so? Would it not be worthwhile paying attention to M&E processes as they are implemented?  Especially to the analysis of data collected, a point that you emphasise at one point in the Design paper.

14. Another type of process that links different partners is the flow of money. This is an area where delays can have quite an impact on poor peoples lives (e.g. delays of credit provision during agricultural seasons). It can also be a symptom of and cause of corruption. 

15. Within organisations the timeliness of money flows is also worth examining. Right now I am observing a section of an organisation that has had major problems getting payments approved (for services already delivered) because the section is not helping “share the money around” in a way that the admin people feel is the accepted norm.

16. Another basis for categorising processes is time. Your proposed sampling plan has an implicit theory about how processes will change over time. You intensively sample at the beginning and then less intensively sample later on. The implicit theory here being that the biggest risks of process failure are likely to be at the beginning of engagement with a village. This view needs to be checked up on, as the PM goes on. There are also risks of excessive routinisation of processes, as time goes on. I am sure you have seen many PRA/PLA horror stories, where PRA practice has been routinised to death

17. In addition to consulting with project partners, I could offer some other ideas on the selection of which processes to monitor, which would apply to processes within and between organisations

· Slow (infrequent) processes  (touched upon above)

· These often relate to bigger decisions and 

· Are more at risk of not learning from the past, because they are infrequently re-iterated and there is a long delay between each iteration

· Frequently iterated processes. These can be seen as symptomatic of what an organisation thinks is important – important enough to invest scarce resources in monitoring. For example monthly monitoring of credit repayments. 

· PM could identify these and ask are these really what is most important or are there other processes that should be monitored more frequently.

· Degree of standardisation / variability in processes

· Highly routinised processes show little variation across practitioners and over time. In some areas, e.g. financial control, increased standardisation is normally a good thing. But in other areas, such as the contents of village level development plans the opposite is the case, it suggests that individual villages have little agency. See my paper on M&E of empowerment at www.mande.co.uk/docs/empowerment2.htm, which talks about diversity as in indicator of empowerment.

· Feedback loops

· The traditional cycle showing the project cycle is simplistic in that it only shows one simple feedback loop. Whereas in practice there can be many nested feedback loops within organisation’s work processes. 

· With each step in a process it is worth asking what other steps further ahead should feedback and influence this step

· And what other previous steps should this process feedback into and influence? 

· And claims about feedback loops existing need to be verified by PMs

· The criteria of quality processes
· Performance criteria for processes: Here would be my list, built up from yours:

· Transparency: effects ability of poor people to assess and influence processes in their own interests, and their ability to control misuse of resources

· Inclusiveness (especially of poor households): effects relevance of processes to poor people’s needs and the breadth of impact across a population

· Cost-effectiveness (in terms of participants time inputs versus perceived value of results): effects willingness to participate and net benefit to the poor

· Complexity: effects costs, transparency and sustainability

· Sustainability: effects longer term cumulative impact of processes

· Timeliness: effects likely impact of processes. E.g. time of agricultural season when credit is available

18. In your Inception report the issue of costs to the poor of participating in processes was rightly emphasised, but this concern seems to have dropped form sight in the Design Phase report

19. Other performance criteria for processes can be obtained inductively, through success ranking exercises, where people are asked to rank different processes that have some experience of. E.g. development of Village development plans, stakeholder analysis, annual review meetings, etc

20. Process monitoring tools

21. Is Wealth Ranking a process monitoring tool, or a tool that will already be being used by the partners during the project? Or both? 

22. The criteria used in wealth ranking can and should change over time, and this may be an important development, as well as any improvements on existing criteria. In Britain ownership of a telephone became a “basic necessity that no one should go without, by 1990, whereas this was not the common perception in 1980 (refs available).  The PM team could track and analyse changes in criteria of poverty. Its more demanding analysis than straight observation of changing rank positions.

23. The variability of wealth ranking criteria across villages is also worth tracking. Increased similarity in criteria being used may be indicative of wealth ranking exercises becoming overly routinised.

24. It should be noted that wealth ranking can be done on different scale of aggregation: Of sets of villages as well as of sets of households within a village. Choices of villages to work in, or give specific resources, can have bigger consequences and are less amenable to change, because these choices are typically made less frequently than choices of households within villages. Choices of villages may be a once off event. But decisions about relative staff effort to be invested in the different chosen villages may be revised a number of times during project implementation. Therefore tracking wealth rankings of villages is still worthwhile. Hopefully some connection would be found between wealth ranking of villages and how project resources are invested across the different villages.

25. I think the Field Visit tool is a bit weak on detail, and looks like it needs further development. Ironically it is here in an annex where you actually start listing some types of processes “IC campaign, village selection, CAP, VDC, Implementation of CIW, Implementation of SAP, etc” Why not do this earlier and develop some prioritisation, or criteria / process for prioritisation?

26. You could do success ranking exercises of the various processes, such as those listed, asking villagers, which of these processes do you think works the best/worst. This would enable some locally relevant criteria of process quality to be identified and applied. This would counter-balance the list of process qualities I have listed above and which you have also listed in the Design paper.

27. If you are using MSC for process monitoring then the questions should be focused around peoples’ perceptions of specific processes, not their outcomes via questions about “changes in peoples lives” (as is often the case when used for impact monitoring). For example, “In the last three months, what do you think was the most significant change in the way the DVC consulted with people in this village?” Or “This year, what was the most significant difference in the way the village development plan was developed/revised, compared to last year?” This gets very close to the way we have done some process reviews with here in Dhaka, asking for each step in a process, how is the step different from the previous time.
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