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Abstract

AusAID is the public service agency that administers the Australian Commonwealth overseas aid program.  In the second half of the 1990s, AusAID invested heavily in real-time performance information and quality assurance systems.  This was  accompanied by a relative decline in investment in evaluation.  These changes  reflected developments in the Australian public sector more broadly, as well as in the international donor community.  However, in recent years it has become increasingly apparent that continuous sources of performance information, while useful for management purposes, cannot answer some important questions regarding accountability and high level policy decision making.  Changes under the broad coverage of AusAID’s strategic plan implemented from 2002 have seen a significant increase in focus on information at the outcomes and impact level, including of whole programs (as opposed to individual activities).  Amongst other changes, this has seen strengthened country and regional strategy processes; a renewed interest in more traditional ex-post evaluations; and greatly increased independent scrutiny of activity completion reports.

The Australian environment 

In the December 2003 issue of this journal, Keith Mackay (Mackay, 2003) reflected on “two generations of performance evaluation and management systems in the Australian Public Service”.  He identified a “first generation”, prevalent in the decade from 1987 to 1997, and a second generation, 1997 to the present.

For Mackay, the first generation “emphasised the planning, conduct and use of evaluations, particularly during the budget process”.  There was a strong centralised interest in evaluation, with a Cabinet decision that portfolio evaluation plans must be prepared and submitted to the Department of Finance, and a requirement that evaluation findings be built into budget proposals.

The second generation, growing out of the move towards outcomes and outputs based accrual budgeting, emphasised the production of outcomes-oriented performance information reported annually to Parliament.  Relations between the Government and the public service were increasingly cast in terms of purchaser-provider arrangements, with the intention being that Parliament and the Government could monitor the quantity, quality and price of outputs and their success in contributing towards outcomes; and make decisions about prioritisation and policy from the position of an informed consumer.  Whether by accident or design, this shift was accompanied by a decline in “traditional” evaluations, and certainly a decline in centralised agency interest (the exception being the Australian National Audit Office, or ANAO).

AusAID’s program

Australia’s official overseas aid program was estimated at nearly $1.9 billion for 2003-04, with the vast bulk of it administered by the Australian Agency for International Development, or AusAID.  The program as a whole is diverse.  Tables 4 to 6 in Downer (2003) show the diversity by management type, with significant funds being delivered through multilateral development banks, other multilateral organisations such as United Nations agencies, and Non Government Organisations; or set aside for emergency or humanitarian purposes.  However, I will be discussing the approximately $960 million of the program which, under the heading “Country Programs”, includes long term development programs, focused on priorities agreed with the governments of recipient countries (“partner” is the conventional term normally used), and allocated at the time of the Australian Commonwealth budget to either a specific country or a regional grouping.

The core unit for AusAID’s management of bilateral aid is the “program”, usually but not always a country program (eg for “Papua New Guinea”, “Indonesia”, or “Africa” - regional groupings such as the last being dictated by the size and thematic consistency of the program).  Each program has a three to five year strategy, developed in consultation with stakeholders including the recipient government, and often an annual “High Level Consultation” process whereby, under the broad direction of the strategy, individual activities and thematic priorities are agreed.

Within each program, aid is actually delivered through “activities”.  Until recently, the vast bulk of these activities were projects, based on the classic project cycle (identify-design-appraise-implement-evaluate) and with all the “command and control” characteristics of the project model.  These characteristics include 

· detailed designs complete with logical framework matrices (“logframes”), risk management plans and Gantt charts identifying who is to do what and when; 

· clearly pre-defined objectives and a programming logic linking inputs to outputs and outcomes; 

· relatively independent project management structures, such as an Australian Team Leader in the recipient country and a Project Director based in Australia for the managing contractor; and 

· a defined and finite life (usually three to five years).  

The project cycle works well to meet the immediate accountability needs of donors such as AusAID (working in high risk environments where the importance is paramount of being able to separate one’s own activities from those of other, assumed to be less effective or even corrupt actors). Projects are also eminently contractable.  With its emphasis on planning and learning, the project cycle has a sound and coherent rationale.

More recently, there have been widespread criticisms of the project model in the international donor community.  Most generally, projects are often seen as appropriate for infrastructure development projects but not for the more flexible and vaguely defined capacity building and institutional strengthening projects that today predominate in aid circles.  They are seen as being of 

· too short a duration; 

· too inflexible; and 

· too inclined to set up management structures parallel to those of the recipient government.  

The resultant loss of ownership on the part of recipient governments can often severely compromise the sustainability of any benefits.  

While most donor agencies including AusAID have not abandoned the project model altogether, there is an increasing emphasis on “alternative forms of aid”.  These can range from simple variations of the project model (such as the “design and implement” project, often seen as more flexible and likely to engender ownership), through to systems such as Sector Wide Approaches (SWAps), which effectively trade off donor micromanagement for a seat at the policy table to discuss how the recipient government will manage donor funds, which might be spent through the same systems used for their own expenditure in the sector.  Within AusAID, one of the most popular non-project forms of aid is the “facility” whereby a managing contractor is given fairly broad terms of reference to fund sub-activities in consultation with a partner government, often in pursuit of a flexible reform process that cannot be fully designed in advance.  New forms of aid such as this complement the project model as well as other systems such as ongoing scholarships programs which have been around for much longer.

AusAID’s management of aid activities is primarily governed by a procedures manual, AusGUIDE.  AusGUIDE sets out guidelines for designing, appraising and implementing projects, with suggestions on various aspects such as establishing a Technical Advisory Group to form part of the monitoring and evaluation framework.  Some parts of the project cycle, such as appraisal, are prescribed in considerable detail.  While AusGUIDE provides most information for the project form of aid, much of what it contains is relevant for other models, and there are specific guidelines for forms of aid such as facilities.

Each AusAID activity has its own quality control, monitoring and management systems.  These commence with peer reviews (of relevant AusAID staff and possibly external stakeholders and experts) at the concept stage and after the initial design.  Additionally to this, designs - which are usually weighty documents based on field visits, extensive consultation and analysis  - are independently appraised, a significant process which leads to either revision or rejection of the original design.  Project logframes include hierarchies of indicators with means of verification.  Designs include a monitoring and evaluation framework specifying responsibilities and timing.  

Generally aid activities have some form of Coordinating Committee including representatives from AusAID, the recipient government and other stakeholders, with some degree of management oversight.  The managing contractor provides to AusAID regular reports (eg quarterly) on issues, and a final activity completion report.  For significant activities, AusAID often commissions a mid-term review to take a step back and consider management to date and the continued relevance of the approach to the development problem.  A subset of activities undergo ex-post evaluation several years after completion.

The performance assessment problem - and the quality assurance solution

By the mid to late 1990s, however, AusAID had identified a problem with performance assessment.  The problem was this.  Ex-post evaluations - the last stage in the project cycle - were increasingly seen as expensive, slow and late; reporting many years after the project was originally conceived.  They tended to identify the same sorts of “lessons” - that is, the generalisable learning content offered by each evaluation was relatively low and there was a sense that, at least in terms of its library of evaluations, AusAID had learnt most of what it needed to know.  Worse still, the repeated identification of “lessons” such as problems with recurrent cost financing and with sustainability of benefits more generally indicated a systemic feedback problem - somewhere in AusAID may have learnt all it needed, but it wasn’t doing enough to translate those lessons into action.

The response to these problems was a bold step towards a quality assurance model.  Based in part on a World Bank model and with the assistance of an effectiveness expert seconded from the Bank, AusAID developed a “quality frame” which articulated the indicators and standards of high quality aid.  These standards were based upon the professional experience of AusAID staff and on the lessons identified in years of ex-post evaluations.  For example, the known importance of partner ownership of aid interventions led to the development of several quality standards on issues such as beneficiary involvement in the design, degree of partner ownership, tangible evidence of partner commitment to sustaining the benefits after the intervention, and so forth.  The standards were grouped under four attributes of quality aid: 

· appropriateness of design and objectives; 

· professionalism of management; 

· achievement of objectives; and 

· sustainability of benefits.  

The rationale of the quality frame was that, given the findings of years of research and ex-post evaluations, it was possible to discriminate, in real-time, between the activities that were high or low quality and that would lead to positive development outcomes and impacts.  Measuring current activities against the quality would not just be quicker and more relevant than evaluating long-finished projects - it would also be much cheaper and allow many more projects to be examined in this fashion.  The findings of “quality assurance” studies could be used to improve the quality of the portfolio generally, as well as the particular activities measured against the quality frame.

This quality assurance approach was operationalised in two significant ways.  First, in 1997-98, a new “Activity Monitoring Brief” (AMB) system was made compulsory for bilateral and regional activities.  The AMB was based on the quality frame, with requirements for ratings on a five point scale against the four quality attributes and the overall quality of the activity.  Second, AusAID established a “Quality Assurance Group” (QAG) with a mandate to conduct rapid reviews of random samples of projects.  The QAG used panels of AusAID programming staff in conjunction with AusAID QAG members and consultants to make judgements against the quality frame on the basis of project documentation and interviews with relevant stakeholders.  The first QAG report, a rapid review of “Quality at Entry”, was released internally in 1999.

The new QAG approach was a decisive moment in AusAID.  In the space of a few years, “quality” went from being nebulous term, more of a dinner party discussion topic than a tool for professional aid management, to a well defined and understood set of basic standards that aid activities, whatever their sector or country, should aspire towards.  The first QAG report identified a number of hitherto unknown weaknesses in AusAID systems - such as that many activities were escaping formal independent appraisal - that the AusAID Executive moved quickly to address.  Staff participating in QAG panels consistently gave feedback that it was one of the most valuable (from their personal learning perspective) and interesting experiences they had had in AusAID.

However, the AMB system was relatively unpopular.  It was widely seen within AusAID as an imposition on already overworked programming areas, who objected to its “tick a box” structure and lack of an obvious end use in its early stages.  Despite this, strong management support for the system meant that it quickly became an accepted part of the agency’s systems, and doubtless contributed to the pressure for continuous self assessment and judgement of programs against the standards of quality.  

Perhaps most importantly, however, when the Commonwealth Government moved to outcomes and outputs based accrual budgeting in 1999-2000, the AMB system was quickly adapted to become the basis of AusAID’s reporting to Parliament.  A target of 75% or greater activities to be rated “satisfactory overall” was set as the indicator of AusAID’s progress towards the outcomes for which Parliament appropriated funds; and the 1999-2000 Annual Report was the first to report on this basis.  No other system could meet so well the challenge of reporting to Parliament on around 400 extremely diverse activities.  The quality frame, and the AMB method of assessing it, gave an elegant solution to the reporting problem, by identifying the generic principles of development quality common to aid activities working in different sectors and countries and with very different approaches.  

The quality assessment system has been favourably regarded by independent bodies.  In the words of the ANAO:

“Assessing the performance and quality of aid activities is recognised as a challenging task. AusAID has developed a sophisticated assessment system, which provides a sound basis for assessing the quality of aid outcomes.” (ANAO, 2002; paragraph 20 of Summary).  

The Development Assistance Committee of the OECD was also impressed with the overall quality system: 

“In their design, AusAID's new systems and processes place Australia at the top end of management practices in DAC Member aid agencies. The challenge for AusAID is to ensure that these systems and processes are adopted by its management and staff.” (DAC, 2000)


More problems and solutions

Successful as the quality assurance approach was in the eyes of many in AusAID, recent years have seen two distinct trends that greatly increase the pressure on AusAID to change the basis of some of its quality assurance and evaluation.  

First, the aid community as a whole has increasingly become critical of a number of aspects of its mode of operation.  Key problems such as poor sustainability of benefits were still being repeatedly identified but not fixed.  As discussed earlier, there is increasing distrust of the project as the primary form of aid and interest in other, more flexible aid delivery mechanisms, as well as ways to increase the ownership felt by recipients.  A quality assurance approach - based on the idea of essentially homogenous “projects” that can be assessed against a known quality frame which focuses to a large degree on process with little need to invest in assessment of actual impact - became increasingly problematic.

Second, there has been significantly increasing pressure from stakeholders such as the Australian Government and public on AusAID to demonstrate the impact of aid, including at the country program level.  Annual reporting based largely on quality assurance cannot answer some of the most important questions regarding actual “on the ground” outcomes and impact.

December 2001 saw the release of a new Strategic Plan for AusAID (AusAID 2001).  The Plan signalled a significant change in how AusAID does business, with widespread implications for organisational structure, recruitment, processes, and program management.   The Plan aims to “improve policy and program outcomes through a greater analytical and strategic focus”.  Two core areas for change were an increased emphasis on program quality; and enhanced policy and analytical capacity.

In this environment, AusAID is moving to significantly increase its understanding of impact at the activity and program levels; and to significantly increase our awareness and appreciation of other aspects of quality at the program level and for non-project forms of aid.  The key changes made in the last eighteen months are described below.

Independent Completion Reports

New guidelines on activity completion reporting were incorporated into AusGUIDE in September 2003.  From that date, all significant activities need their Activity Completion Report (prepared by the implementing contractor) to be supplemented by an Independent Completion Report (ICR).  This change was made in response to the failure of the existing completion report system to provide useful information on outcomes or predicted sustainability.  There was an excessive focus on inputs and outputs, insufficient rigour, and insufficient critical discussion.

All ICRs will be collected by AusAID’s Program Evaluation Section (EVAL) and included in the AusAID Knowledge Warehouse (AKWa).  There will be analysis of their aggregate findings, and appropriate lessons learned will be summarised in digestible form for AKWa.  ICR findings and trends will also inform judgments on activity selection for ex-post evaluations.

Ex-post evaluations

From 2004-05, the programming branches within AusAID will be required to fund and manage a total of around 8 ex-post evaluations per year.  This will be a large increase from the current agency-wide output of around 1 or 2 per year.  To make this feasible, EVAL will engage a small panel of possible evaluation service suppliers that will provide independent, professional and rigorous evaluations.

EVAL, in consultation with AusAID’s policy and contracts areas as well as programming Branch heads, will take primary responsibility for identifying activities for ex-post evaluation.  The criteria will be AusAID’s strategic information needs.

A number of initiatives place ex-post evaluations in a broader context of improving AusAID’s understanding of its program:

· incorporation of ex-post evaluations into a balanced broader framework which continues to include real-time quality assurance such as the QAG and a revised AMB system

· feeding findings, particularly on impact, from ex-post evaluations into AusAID’s external reporting (eg the Annual Report) in a structured manner

· concerted efforts to improve consideration of impact during design and implementation (eg new guidelines for conducting baseline studies)

· increased ownership of AusAID’s programming areas and contractors in impact issues (eg by funding ex-post evaluations from program allocations; involving Branch Heads in the selection process for activities for ex-post evaluations; and by making independent completion reports compulsory for significant activities )

· The creation of Quality Improvement Section as part of implementation of the Strategic Plan has seen increased efforts to “close the feedback loop” through initiatives (which cannot be discussed here due to space constraints) such as improved peer reviews of new activities

Performance frameworks for program strategies

From 2002, newly developed program strategies have been required to include a rigorous performance assessment framework.  Research into this area has shown the “results framework” to be international good practice in linking activity-level interventions to higher strategic goals.  However, the great diversity of AusAID program strategies (from large programs in small countries, to small programs in large, complex regions) and the different environments in which we operate make the imposition of a single standard system inappropriate within AusAID.

AusAID’s Office of Review and Evaluation has developed introductory guidelines to the Results Framework approach and is working closely with individual line areas around the agency on how best to adapt it to their own strategy development needs.  Early work in programs as diverse as Vietnam and Vanuatu shows the two core components of a Results Framework (a hierarchy of objectives and a set of performance indicators) have broad applicability, but the process for developing the framework and its final shape must depend upon program-specific circumstances.

Rapid Impact Assessments for programs

Once properly embedded, the performance assessment frameworks within program strategies will become the basis for regular review of effectiveness and impact at the program level.  However, there is a pressing need more immediately for information of this sort.  Experiments have shown that retro-fitting a results frame to answer questions of effectiveness and impact will not work.  As a second-best solution, EVAL has developed an approach to a Rapid Impact Assessment of country programs in the absence of a unifying program performance framework such as a results framework.  This approach consists of basically three steps:

· Using macroeconomic and social change data, construct a story of development in the country or region over the time period of interest

· Identify one or more plausible hypotheses of the role of aid (particularly Australian aid) in that development story

· Using archival research techniques of AusAID documents (project reports, sector reviews, evaluations, strategy papers, etc) look for evidence to either support or disprove those hypotheses.

This process showed itself to be fruitful in the case of PNG and resulted in the publication of The Contribution of Australian Aid to PNG, 1975-2000.  

Conclusion

In looking over the past decade of evaluation and quality assurance in AusAID, it is apparent that AusAID has to a large extent followed the move between the two generations of performance evaluation identified by Mackay (2003).  From a reliance on ex-post evaluations until the 1990s, AusAID moved to a system based more on “performance information” than traditional evaluations, with a quality assurance approach aimed at improving quality in real time and adapted at least in part from private sector models.  This approach, although seen within AusAID primarily as part of an international movement in this direction by donors, also fitted in well with changes in domestic expectations of public service agencies.

What is perhaps of most interest, however, is the possible emergence of a third generation in performance evaluation in AusAID.  Perhaps best viewed as a synthesis of the traditional evaluation approach with the newer quality assurance approach, the third generation in AusAID is characterised by a combination of real time performance information with a much greater emphasis on evaluating and understanding long term program outcomes than has been the case before.  This is seeing a significant increase in AusAID investment in evaluation, data collection and analysis, as well as systemic changes.  The four key changes are:

· mandatory independent completion reports

· increased number of ex-post evaluations

· stronger performance frameworks for program strategies

· development and application, in the interim, of a Rapid Impact Assessment methodology for programs.

The emergence of the “third generation” is to some extent internally driven - AusAID’s senior managers increasingly feel they need to know the answers to the “big questions” to help them make the “big decisions”, particularly in a time when older models such as the project approach are coming under question.  However, external drivers - particularly the need for the Government, Parliament and the public to better know understand the impact of the aid program - have been important in helping generate the momentum for the change in focus.

References

ANAO, (2002), “AusAID Contract Management” Performance Audit No. 59 2001/02, Canberra: Australian National Audit Office

AusAID (2001), AusAID Strategic Plan: Improving Effectiveness in a Changing Environment, Canberra: AusAID
DAC (2000), Australia: Development Co-operation Review Summary and Conclusions, http://www.oecd.org/document/58/0,2340,en_2649_34603_2087418_1_1_1_1,00.html, Paris: Development Assistance Committee of the OECD, (last accessed 1 April 2004)

Downer, Alexander (2003), Australia’s Overseas Aid Program 2003-04, Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia

Mackay, Keith (2003), “Two Generations of Performance Evaluation and Management System in Australia”, Canberra Bulletin of Public Administration No. 110 December 2003

PAGE  
1

