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Introduction

These notes and the PowerPoint presentation they support were enriched by talk and ensuing discussion I gave at the breakout session on performance in the Global Water Partnership’s Consulting Partners Meeting, in Stockholm, Sweden 19 August 2006. The purpose of my presentation was to address the complexities of evaluating international networks such as GWP at a moment when the Partnership will decide on a programme for internal assessment of its performance and achievements. 

I explain four challenges that other network evaluators and I see for evaluating international networks. I derived the challenges from two sources. One is my recent experience evaluating networks in Latin America, Europe and Asia. The second is the knowledge and experiences that the most active members of the small community of network evaluators share with each other. Practitioners are generating a growing body of literature on network evaluation that is rich in general lessons learned to date.
 Nonetheless, relative to other areas of evaluation, the theory and practice of evaluating international networks is in its infancy. Consequently, the ideas I will present are necessarily tentative and made in full awareness that there is probably much more occurring and being learned that is outside of my experience and the grey and published literature. 

Networks operate in complex, open and dynamic environments 

The first challenge for evaluation in an international network is the highly unpredictable environment in which it operates.
 By complex, I mean that the relationships that are the essence of a network are massively entangled. There is a very large number of interdependent variables in the external environment—political, economic, social, cultural, technological, ecological—and among the network’s participants that influence the activities of a network. The Global Water Partnership, for example, has a thousand institutional members in 100 countries grouped into 14 regional partnerships and 60 country partnerships. They have varying missions, ways of working, forms and sizes– national and multilateral government, business, civil society. In addition, a dozen members provide funding and the Secretariat and her technical committees offer support for research, advocacy, capacity building, and communication for development. While the GWP is a large network, even the smaller ones tend to be similarly complex, especially in comparison to other organisational forms. 
The relations between the network actors are open. Their behaviours are dependent on the diverse contexts in which they are embedded and where they act. That is, factors outside the boundaries of the network may have as much influence on behaviour as the social actors within it. What appears to be relevant may become irrelevant, and the accidental may become causal in the course of a network activity. Furthermore, participants enter and exit with sufficient fluidity so that commonly it is difficult to identify at any given moment all who are involved. 

In addition, the relationships amongst network participants are dynamic. The interplay of a large and diverse number of network actors strongly influences them and their environment. Change is constant but discontinuous. Their interaction generates new patterns of relations. New structures are established, and old ones disappear. The network promotes and is nourished by the enthusiasm and energy characteristic of a voluntary membership. It maintains dynamism to the extent to which the network is able to balance the diverse contributions of members with joint, sustained collaboration. 
As a result of the complexity, openness and dynamism, a network’s activities and results tend to be highly unpredictable. Messy, multi-level and multi-directional causality drives interaction in a network. Sometimes the part determines the whole. Sometimes the whole determines the part. Sometimes, parts determine each other.

In sum, the evaluation of the activities and results of a network operating on this complex, open, dynamic and unpredictable stage requires innovative approaches. 

Networks are unique organisations

The second evaluation challenge is that networks are unique organisations that contrast to a large degree with the corporate, governmental or civil society organisational structures of their members. To paraphrase systems thinker Russell Ackoff: A network is not the sum of its parts. It is the product of the parts' interaction.
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The organisational chart on the left is common for government, business or civil society organisations...typically the organisational forms of the members of a network. The network’s own organisational chart, however, is quite different, similar to what is presented on the right. The difference between a network and other organisational forms is more than the structure of relationships of power, money, information, co-operation and activities. The nature of those relationships is also unique in two important ways. 

Democracy is a necessity because network members are voluntary autonomous organisations. Hierarchical management and command and control simply do not work well with these social actors. Success depends on equity in the relations and exercise of power within the network. Leadership must stimulate and strengthen the active participation of all members and effective work in alliances. Democratic management and participation are the keys to empowerment, ownership and concerted, common action in a network.

Therefore, members’ participation in decision-making is the best guarantee that the decision will be implemented. Echoing the folks at the Canadian International Development Research Centre’s Evaluation Unit, the willingness of the members of a network to monitor and interpret success (along with planning, implementing and adjusting activities) constitutes ownership in a network.
 

Another unique difference of a network compared to other organisational forms is the great diversity amongst its members, of course within a unity of purpose. Part of the genius of this organisational form is that its members share common values and a collective purpose but have different visions and strategies on how to achieve change. The organisational challenge is to enable each one of these heterogeneous actors to make a creative and constructive contribution. The evaluation task is to assess how well the actors are interacting and understand the fruits of their co-operation. 

Because networks are such unique organisational forms that demand empowerment of the enormously diverse actors within it, the task of evaluation is also unique. Essentially, it is all about participation. As Madeline Church and colleagues at the Development Planning Unit, University College London say: 

“Evaluation in the network context needs to pay attention to how the network:

· fosters participation by its members, 

· adds value to the work of its participants and 

· links participants and their work together across time and space in ways that mobilise greater forces for change.”

Network stakeholders expect project-type evaluations

The third challenge of evaluating the performance of networks is that stakeholders demand accountability and results seen from a programme or project perspective. Stakeholders want to see quick progress and clear results for money and time invested in the network project. Consequently, donors especially exert project-minded, cost-benefit pressure. The familiar project planning, monitoring and evaluation approach runs along the linear, causal chain: inputs(activities(outputs(outcomes(impact. They expect efficiency in the inputs(activities(outputs sequence, and they want to know that this sequence effectively leads to outcomes and impact. Are we doing well? Was our hypothesis valid? Did we do the right thing in a worthwhile way?
 

These are valid, understandable questions but they are problematic for two reasons. First, when a network carries on projects, typically managed by the secretariat, that mode of evaluation may be appropriate. When, however, the evaluation focus is the operation of the network as a whole, project or programme evaluation methodologies do not work. Why? Well, for three reasons that flow from the two challenges presented above.

1. Networks are in the category of organisational forms that Michael Quinn Patton calls “non-linear, dynamic social change agents”.
 They make interventions based more on values than hypotheses. Their activities take place in complex situations without predetermined, predictable, or controllable results. Even the “right” inputs-activities-outputs equation is often uncertain, because what works and does not work only emerges as the interactions of the network unfold. 

2. In a network’s activities and results—and we are talking fundamentally about fluid relationships amongst members and significant social change—cause and effect is rarely known and frequently not knowable, and then usually in retrospect. 

3. The time horizon of a network is long-term and especially uncertain. The farther out the time horizon, the more uncertainty increases. Opportunities and risks proliferate, and with more time, these variations magnify uncertainty. 
That is, sometimes the environment in which international networks operate is so volatile that project evaluation may not work even for short-term Secretariat projects. The project evaluation approach is even less appropriate for a programme of projects or for the network as a whole. 

Network evaluation requires hybrid, innovative approaches 

The fourth and last challenge I see for network evaluation is the other side of the coin: How can networks demonstrate results if standard evaluation methods are inappropriate? The short answer is that networks must innovate and create hybrid approaches that meet their special needs and circumstances. That, however, requires just as much professional rigour as it does vigour.  

Thus, a basic criterion is that evaluation in an international network must conform to professional standards. These four evaluation standards originally developed by the American Evaluation Association
 are now being adapted around the world. Of course, a network may want to modify these or affirm others. An evaluation must meet standards of:

Utility—Serve the information needs of intended users.  

Feasibility—Ensure that an evaluation will be realistic and achievable in the light of the questions it seeks to answer and the available resources, be politically sensitive and sensible, and cost effective. 

Propriety—Make sure that evaluation is conducted legally, ethically, and with due regard for the welfare of those involved, as well as those affected by its results. 

Accuracy—Utilise evidence generated through appropriate and solid research methods and quantitative and qualitative analytical tools. For example, information should be triangulated—derived from three or more sources.

A second criterion is that you craft the evaluation to be highly participatory, or as participatory as the stakeholders want it to be. This is not simply recognition of the core, democratic values of an international social change network. In my experience, and that of other network evaluators, broad, active participation by stakeholders greatly enhances the validity and cost/benefit of the evaluation. Perhaps most importantly, through their participation, stakeholders and especially the members develop the understanding and the commitment to implement the conclusions and results. 

Third, I have found that the most useful definition of outcomes is IDRC’s notion of changes in the behaviour, relationships or activities of other social actors.
 By focusing on two types of outcomes, international networks can resolve two of the biggest dilemmas they encounter in assessing their achievements: the dilemma of means and ends and impact measurement and attribution. 
Networks are both a means and an end in themselves. The existence of a network is of special value because without it there would not be the interaction of its parts. I know that this is an unconventional criterion for results evaluation. A for-profit business can rarely justify itself by the number of employees it hires; its margin of profit and return on investment is the principal measurement of success. Sometimes the major achievement of a government may be simply to have finished its term of office, but usually its results are evaluated in terms of the quantity and nature of its contribution to the common good. An NGO does not exist to exist; the NGO must benefit other people.

Furthermore, we in the small network evaluation community recognise, as Annelise Riles, the author of the award-winning The Network Inside Out, cautions,

 “There is a tendency for networks to focus not on tangible impacts, but rather simply on the exercise of validating their own existence.”
 

I suggest that the concept of organic outcomes contributes to resolving this dilemma of ends and means. Thus, an evaluation of organic outcomes focuses on the patterns of changes in behaviour, relationships, or actions of the social actors in the network itself, as they reinforce each other and advance together with joint strategies to achieve their common purpose. This would be an example of an organic outcome of a human rights network:

In the past year, two of the seven member organisations have set up centres for psychological rehabilitation for the families of human rights victims, as a result of the capacity building programme sponsored by the network. 

Ultimately, however, the success of a network depends on its external achievements, the end results, or enduring, structural impact in society. My working definition of the impact of an international network is the long-term, major, sustainable changes in the structures and relations of power, which usually are a result of many actors and activities.
 Since a network is an association with the aim of changing relations of power and made up of diverse organisations, the problems in evaluating impact are double-edged. On the one hand, how do you measure changes in the structure and relations of power in an environment characterised by complex, dynamic and open systems?  Specifically, these changes occur in heterogeneous contexts, are indefinite in time, and depend on the actions and decisions of many more actors than the members of the network. 

On the other hand, when there is a change that represents impact: Who can assume credit for the change? Who is accountable for what changes (and does not change), and to whom and how? This is a near impossible task for an international network in the light of reasonable constraints of time, human and financial resources and information. 

Therefore, instead of attempting to identify impact, what I am finding more useful is to focus on the second type of network outcomes, what I call political outcomes. I agree with IDRC’s reasoning that since social actors bring about the long-term changes in the relations and exercise of power in society, they are the gateway to impact. I suggest a network focus on the behaviour, relations and activities of the most important outside social actors for the impact the network aims to generate. Thus, a network would seek to identify the verifiable changes in the individuals, groups or organisations that relate to the purpose (or mission and long-term goals) of the network. 

For example, here are three evaluation questions designed to identify political outcomes to which a network contributed. The purpose or mission of the network is in italics:

· Human rights network: In 1998-2004, what were the verifiable changes in the behaviour, relationships or actions of Asian national governments, the UN Human Rights Commission or its members that resolve cases of involuntary disappearances, prevent recurrence, and end impunity in Asia? What is the evidence of the contribution of the network to the change?

· Development network: Since 1999, what changes can you identify in the behaviour, relationships or actions of transnational corporations or their executives, or of civil society actors that influence them, that had potentially positive impact on sustainable community development in Africa? What is the evidence of the contribution of the network to the change?

· Environmental network: In the past five years, what changes can you identify in the behaviour, relationships or actions of civil society organisations or leaders that enhance the environmental security of people? What is the evidence of the contribution of the network to the change?

Formulating the questions is relatively easy. Identifying and registering the outcomes to which the network has contributed, and specifying the evidence of the network’s contribution, is another matter. In my experience, formulating outcomes requires a highly participatory and capacity-building process. Outcomes must be sufficiently concise and concrete so that someone outside of the network will be able to appreciate and verify them. That is a major challenge…and a different presentation.

In summary 

An evaluation of an international network should take into account:

· International networks operate in environments that are complex, dynamic, open and, in sum, unpredictable.

· Networks are unique organisational forms that require unique evaluation approaches.

· Stakeholders’ demands for accountability and results can be met if evaluation breaks out of the boundaries and methods of the project and programme mindsets.

· The changes in patterns of behaviour, relationships and activities of the members of the network can be valuable and valid outcomes. 

· The closest a network can come to understanding its impact is to examine the changes in other social actors that it is generating, directly or indirectly, intentionally or not, alone or with others.
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Notes


�Ricardo Wilson-Grau (ricardo.wilson-grau@inter.nl.net), a senior advisor with Novib until 2006, is an independent consultant. Formerly, he was a director of environmental, development, educational, research and journalistic programmes and organisations. Since 2003, he has focused his consultancy work on evaluating international networks of social change agents and on strategic risk management for civil society organisations.


� You will find the most up-to-date information on network evaluation at the Networks: Analysis and Evaluation page at � HYPERLINK http://www.MandE.co.uk ��www.MandE.co.uk�. Set up in 1999 and managed by Rick Davies, this is to my knowledge the web site with the most complete and up-to-date coverage of the topic. Furthermore, two years ago Rick Davies set up Network Evaluation, the sole international email discussion list (listserv) in English dedicated to the topic.


� For a pioneering analysis, see Glenda H. Eoyang and Thomas H. Berkas, Evaluation in a Complex Adaptive System, April 30, 1998.


� IDRC Evaluation Unit, Annual Report 2005.


� Madeline Church, et al, Participation, Relationships and Dynamic Change: New Thinking on Evaluating the Work of International Networks, 2002.


� See the Very Brief Introduction to M&E Systems Design, PowerPoint presentation by Jim Rugh, CARE, and his book RealWorld Evaluation, http://www.sagepub.com/book.aspx?pid=11577. 


� EVAL-SYS listserv exchange titled “Patton on Complexity”, 25 Mar 2006, eval-sys@lists.evaluation.wmich.edu. 


� http://www.eval.org/


� This section on outcomes calls heavily on the content of the article I wrote with Martha Nuñez, Evaluating International Social Change Networks: A Conceptual Framework for a Participatory Approach, 2006, to be published by Development in Practice.


� Quoted in Edwards, M. and J. Gaventa (2001) Global Citizen Action, London: Earthscan and Boulder, CO: Lynne  Rienner Publishers.


� There will be differences but by and large the impact a network aims to achieve is reflected in similarly broad, visionary statements of mission or purpose and long-term goals.
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