(Updated) Comments on

Process Monitoring Consultancy Services for SIPP Inception Report

By Rick Davies, Thursday, 15 July 2004

1. I have inserted 73 comments throughout the text of the report, using the MS Word comment function. It should be possible to print out the report with the comment field to the right. The rest of this two-page note summarises the key ideas scattered throughout those comments

2. There are already two main PM outputs. I am not sure if the report makes this fact as clearly as it could. They are:

· Comments on M&E processes, as evident at the design stage

· Comments on people's participation in project processes at the community level, both as planned, and as practiced to date

3. On PM theory 

· I was uneasy about the report spending much time defining PM in abstract, or in black and white contrast with other methods (see inserted comments under table). The best way to define it is by grounded references to other M&E practices within this project

· The same applies to specific concepts like first and second order learning. These need to link to tangible examples from within the project. Examples were given via my inserted comments, of possible examples of first and second order learning.

· The concepts of first and second order learning could be used as a key means of differentiating PM from other procedures (including routine M&E procedures) within the project. PM is inherently meta- in its perspective, looking at procedures present in all stages of planning cycles (planning, implementation, input-output-impact M&E, and communications).

4. Delineation of the specific tasks of PM versus other forms of monitoring is clearly a very high priority. Otherwise other forms of monitoring that should be part of the project management cycle will be ignored or crash into PM efforts, and expectations of PM results will be inappropriate. I think this is already well recognised.

5. A PM strategy should be emerging at this stage about what processes to prioritise, and what quality attributes should be of concern within those processes. This strategy is implicit and emerging in the two areas focused on in this report, but needs to be made more explicit, including why focus on these areas

· M&E processes, especially at the planning stage

· Peoples participation in community level processes

6. Lists of bullet-pointed issues in the two sections of the report addressing these two areas could be structured, in such a way that sub-sections package different type of process issues. The process of doing will clarify the PM's teams thinking about process monitoring and help communicate its emerging framework to project management. These sub-groups of issues could be about, for example (only):

· Processes involving multiple organisations (large scale)

· Short term versus longer term processes (the latter are more difficult to learn from because of slower / fewer iterations), or

· Types of actors involved, and scale of impact of the processes on each

· Processes within individual organisations (smaller scale

· As above…

Or some other categorisation…

7. The second part of the PM strategy is the thinking about qualities of processes. There is already some progress that has been made here in this report, but it has not been summarised as such. I suggested using a box at some stage in the document.

· I think the relationships between costs and benefits of processes are one criterion worth exploring in more detail. Especially as you have rightly pointed out, that there are real costs to poor peoples participation in project purposes. You can ask people to rank various processes in terms of their perceived value, then rank them in terms of time cost, then plot the two rankings to identify important outliers from what ideally would be a correlation between cost and value

· As mentioned in one of my inserted comments, timeliness of processes is worth watching, not in order to discipline people, but to treat this as symptom pointed to the existence of bottlenecks, which could then be investigated by the PM team

· There are other quality criteria that could be considered, such as complexity/simplicity of process, and transparency of process (the two are related)

· Participatory ranking exercises, of different processes, could also bring out participants' criteria of good and bad processes

8. Care needs to be taken about the metaphors / background assumptions that are being supported, implicitly or explicitly. Most notably:

·  Is variation from prescribed procedure being seen as an aberration? Based on a steady state  / homeostatic view of things?

· Or is change to be seen as endemic, arising from varying interpretations of prescribes practice magnified by the large number of participants? And is it recognised that endemic change sometimes lead to some positive variants on existing practice, not just aberrations? [a more evolutionary view]

· The balance of attention given to (centrally) planned versus locally (emerging) developed variations in practices will effect what sort of processes are most suitable for assessing these variants. E.g. peer based reviews, versus central task forces

· If the existing bias is towards the former, then perhaps the PM team needs to emphasise the latter

9. The idea of organisations having particular institutionalised biases in their perception of the world is worth exploring. Where they are found by PM efforts suggestions could then be made for countervailing / compensatory practices. (This has been done in the very practical world of stock market investment, but with a focus on individual investor behaviour - see http://www.finpipe.com/behave.htm ). James March, an organisational theorist, wrote a very good paper on organisational biases called "The myopia of learning" A précis is available at http://faculty.babson.edu/krollag/org_site/org_theory/march_articles/levmar_myopia.html  There are other précis of other March papers on the same website. The original reference is Levinthal DA, March JG. 1993. The Myopia of Learning. Strategic Management Journal 14: 95-112 It may be available in full somewhere on the web.
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