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Abstract

The Office of Development Effectiveness, an independent unit within AusAID, recently undertook a review of how its evaluations and analysis have influenced policy and practice within the Australian aid program. This paper presents conclusions about how to increase the impact evaluations on aid policy and practice. Early and consistent engagement with potential end users of analysis – most commonly senior managers and program staff – is critical if it is to have influence. Engagement helps to ensure analysis is relevant, recommendations are acted upon and stakeholders are equipped to act as champions and conduits to other audiences. Evaluation managers must identify and communicate clear recommendations to decision makers responsible for policy change as well as lessons and examples of good practice that can be applied more widely. Improving the accessibility of findings often requires targeted marketing of products to prospective users, producing communication materials in multiple and alternative formats, and building alliances and networks within a national and international community of practice.

1. Introduction

The Office of Development Effectiveness (ODE) occupies a unique role within AusAID, and the Australian and international development policy community more broadly.  Through in-depth evaluations and reviews of Australian aid, analysis of AusAID performance systems, and collaborations with leading international think tanks and research organisations, ODE seeks to improve the effectiveness of the Australian aid program.  Sound analysis is intended to flag emerging issues for attention and provide input and evidence into developing improved systems and practice.  In short, ODE’s research and analysis is expected to have influence – over policy, design of programs and understanding of aid effectiveness.  
In December 2010, ODE conducted an internal review in order to more clearly understand how ODE has influenced, engaged and communicated with its stakeholders and identify opportunities for ODE to increase the impact of its work.

What do we mean by influence?  This paper conceptualises ODE’s work as having three overarching influencing objectives, where its findings, recommendations and lessons could be used: 

· To improve the systems, processes and policies within AusAID as well as other whole-of-government agencies, which guide the effectiveness of the overall program.  These were largely seen as high level issues and the purview of senior management, while nevertheless recognising that more junior staff may also be involved in preparing policy and guidance.

· To increase staff knowledge and improve understanding of effective practice, so that mid-level program managers are aware of and can apply lessons from ODE’s evaluations to their own work.

· To contribute to broader knowledge and debate about development effectiveness for a wider community of development practitioners, including civil society, academics and think tanks and donors, who shape the national and global effectiveness agenda.   

2. Approach

The review approach was loosely based on the Overseas Development Institute’s Rapid Outcome Mapping Approach (ODI 2009).  The review team used internal workshops, consultations with internal and external stakeholders and a staff survey to:

· Define a working set of ODE ‘influencing objectives’, described above.  

· Map the political and operational context within which ODE seeks to have influence.
· Identify key influential stakeholders, both as direct targets for influence as well as intermediaries for other audiences
· Identify the strengths and weaknesses of our engagement with those stakeholders to date, and develop strategies for future engagement. 

The review team conducted a series of consultations inside and outside of AusAID. Within AusAID, the review team selected key informants working in country programs as well as cross-cutting thematic areas like health, education and gender.   Most informants had responsibility for some aspect of program performance and evaluation, on the assumption that they would be most familiar with ODE and effectiveness issues more broadly.   Informants from branches with complementary or overlapping remits to ODE were also consulted, including corporate areas managing AusAID performance management systems, budget and agency-wide research program.   In all, 39 consultations involving 48 staff were conducted within AusAID, including with desk officers, middle managers, senior managers and sector advisors.
Additionally, the review consulted with a range of external organisations, including: other government agencies (Finance, Treasury, DFAT, Prime Minister and Cabinet, Attorney-General’s Department and the Australian Federal Police); development think tanks (Brookings Institution and the Lowy Institute), the Australian Council for International Development (ACFID) and the UK aid agency, DFID. 

ODE also deployed a targeted staff survey to capture a broader range of views on key issues identified through the consultation process. 20 senior managers in Canberra and in overseas offices were each asked to nominate a small group of staff from their team to respond to the survey.  ODE called for nominees working on different aspects of agency business (program design, management and reporting) as well as a cross section of Canberra-based staff, as well as Australian and locally-engaged staff based at overseas posts.  The survey was also publicised within AusAID so that other interested staff could opt in as desired.  

In all ODE received 84 responses, mostly from mid-level managers and desk officers. The survey achieved reasonable balance between Canberra and overseas-based staff. The small sample means that results should be seen as indicative rather then strictly representative of the agency as a whole.  Even so, several strong trends emerged that have informed ODE’s strategy going forward.
The resulting report was circulated within AusAID, and used to inform a series of workshops within ODE.  Using a Theory of Change methodology, the ODE team subsequently worked to clarify its objectives and develop a framework for monitoring and evaluating influence over time.
3. Findings

This paper focuses on four sets of findings relating to: 

· The political and operating context within which ODE seeks to have influence

· Building alliances to influence systems, processes and policies

· Engaging busy staff through learning approaches and intermediaries
· Contributing to broader knowledge, conversation and debate about aid effectiveness
3.1 Context

The review identified a number of contextual issues that present ongoing challenges for ODE as it seeks to increase its influence within AusAID and the overall effectiveness of the aid program.  

First, ODE’s work is competing for attention in an increasingly crowded space.  When ODE was established in 2006, AusAID’s performance monitoring system was underdeveloped and its evaluation capacity limited.  Since then, AusAID has undertaken a series of major policy, institutional and delivery reform processes focused on improving the effectiveness of Australia’s official development assistance, many initiated by, or with input from, ODE.  Recent program and policy reforms include new operational policies, country strategy architecture and quality reporting systems, which together aim to provide practical guidance and support for implementing the effectiveness agenda. This reform agenda has seen the establishment of the Program Effectiveness and Performance Division (PEPD), and greater monitoring and evaluation resources devolved to country programs.  Programs are undertaking more and more evaluations of their own activities, which staff report take precedence over ODE’s broader, cross-cutting evaluations of multiple countries and sectors.

Second, AusAID staff are busy and time poor.  In consultations, even those people who saw ODE’s products as credible and authoritative said they did not have time to read them.  Cutting through the information and reaching a target audience with applicable information is a challenge not just for ODE, but other parts of AusAID concerned with knowledge management and learning and development. 
By contrast, the smaller number of key informants from external organisations interviewed for this review reported doing much less evaluation work in their own jobs.  They also did not have easy access to most of AusAID’s internal evaluation work.  For these reasons, ODE reports were seen as providing authoritative insight into the effectiveness of the aid program.  Several external informants had concrete examples of how they had used ODE recommendations in their own work.  
Third, incentive structures and accountability were raised as issues to be addressed in order to improve the effectiveness of the Australian aid program.  Survey respondents said that ‘responsibility’ for ensuring the effectiveness of the Australian aid program was reasonably equally divided between senior managers, ‘one’s self’ and PEPD.  In consultations, informants said that staff and managers alike need to be held accountable for program effectiveness and for responding to ODE’s recommendations if its work is to have real impact.

5.2 Building alliances to influence systems, processes, policies and agendas

“How much visible senior management support does ODE have? Are you ensuring ODE is relevant to the current priorities of senior management?”- Key Informant, ex-AusAID
When it comes to influencing the important systems, processes and policies that underpin effective aid delivery, senior managers within AusAID (as well as other government agencies), are influential both as decision-makers in their own right, and because they set agendas and priorities for staff who manage aid programs.  Senior managers are also influential upwards to the senior executive, and so can act as important champions for ODE’s work.  
ODE’s experience bears out the basic principle that early and consistent engagement with potential end users of ODE’s work – whether it be evaluation, performance analysis or synthesis – is critical if that work is to have influence.  However, this isn’t straightforward, and with limited resources ODE has to sieze opportunities where it can.  Two cases contrast different approaches to building alliances for influence with senior management. 

The Violence Against Women in Melanesia and East Timor (ODE 2008) evaluation was praised in consultations and the survey both as a good evaluation and an example of good practice in engaging with senior management (and other staff) throughout the process.  The report gained significant traction with AusAID senior management and the Executive, resulting in the development of an AusAID Stop Violence Against Women strategy and the commitment of new resources.

Informants identified five key aspects contributing to the successful outcome:

1. The Executive had early buy–in to the decision making process, choosing and endorsing the study as a management priority.

2. Senior manager support was visible through engagement in the ToR and preliminary meetings.

3. ODE provided systematic progress reports to a range of stakeholders throughout the evaluations, including staff at desk and post and reference groups in each country. 

4. ODE provided presentations and publications to senior management on preliminary findings so they were aware of looming issues.

5. Senior managers were engaged in interpreting findings, so that the final report addressed key issues for decision making.
In this example, ODE is playing a particular role as part of a broader coalition, including key members of the AusAID Executive and Senior Management, to draw agency attention to violence against women as a development issue.  Here, ODE was able to build and contribute to an evidence base, which was used by other members of the coalition to make the case for additional resources.  By aligning itself with existing interests, this particular report has had significant and lasting influence.

However, coalitions of this kind do not always form so readily.  It took 18 months of intensive engagement with the Australian Federal Police and the Attorney-General’s Department to design ODE’s major ‘whole of government’ evaluation of aid to the law and justice sector. This evaluation was the first ever external evaluation to look at the activities of these important agencies; AFP delivers approximately 60% of the law and justice aid budget.  

ODE’s engagement with both agencies emphasised the value of evaluation as an opportunity for learning and improvement. The evaluation concept note went through several cycles of comment and draft. ODE added a policing expert to the evaluation team at the request of the AFP. The AFP was also given the opportunity to nominate a member of the evaluation reference group. Once the team was on board, ODE convened a day-long workshop for 30 participants representing 13 government agencies, to walk through the aims of the evaluation and shortlist evaluation questions. After the evaluation plan was drafted, further comments were sought, as well feedback on the selection of case study countries. 

At the time of ODE’s review, the Law and Justice evaluation was viewed favourably by both agencies due to the quality of ODE’s engagement, and the relevance of the evaluation to their own work. Consistent engagement with ODE meant that both agencies felt that the work to date had been appropriate, relevant and useful.  Briefings and meetings with the head of ODE were seen as relationship building and were influential in getting the right people around the table at the right time.  
“If the evaluation comes up with startling and useful findings then this would definitely influence the work of [this department]. We do not do evaluations and as this is so specific and we have been involved in the process, we would consider it stand alone evidence and would use it to inform policy and possible direction.” – Key Informant, Attorney-General’s Department
5.3 Engaging busy staff through learning approaches and intermediaries

After senior managers, survey respondents (most of them middle managers and desk officers) identified ‘themselves’ as being the most responsible for ensuring development effectiveness.  These staff have significant responsibility and input into project design, management and reporting.  AusAID’s recent Workforce Plan and Learning and Development plan recognises the need to improve staff skills to effectively manage AusAID’s expanding program.  The question for ODE is, what role can it play in this process, and how can its ‘findings’ be translated into ‘learnings’ for staff?

One of the most significant ways ODE has influence on staff is through the course of its evaluations.  About a third of survey respondents reported having been involved directly in an ODE-led evaluation; of those, about 80% said that the evaluation process was moderately useful to very useful and 72% said that participation in an ODE evaluation was a good learning experience.   Unfortunately, however, only a small minority of staff will have the opportunity to participate in ODE evaluations in this way. 

AusAID staff are far more likely to have encountered ODE’s work at the end of an evaluation or analytical cycle.  Over the years, ODE has produced a range of publications, including its flagship Annual Reviews of Development Effectiveness (ARDE). ODE’s evaluations and reviews assess the effectiveness of Australian aid to country programs and priority sectors.  ODE has conducted assessments of AusAID performance systems, with findings circulated internally, and produced short briefing notes discussing key issues in development effectiveness.  
The review found a mixed picture about the ‘relevance’ and ‘usefulness’ of these ODE products to AusAID staff.  On the one hand, survey results show that ODE products were both well known and useful to staff.  94% of all respondents were aware of ODE products, publications and resources. Of these, the ARDEs were the most well known products (recognised by 97%), followed by thematic/sectoral reports (89%), such as those evaluating Australia’s support for health and education.  Correspondingly, these two product types were also the most ‘used’ by staff in the course of their work.  Overall, ODE products were typically rated ‘moderately useful’ to ‘very useful’.  The top three descriptive words most associated with ODE were ‘relevant’, ‘important’ and ‘useful’.
On the other hand, in consultations, about half of those interviewed said that they did not see ODE’s products as being especially relevant to their own work.  This seemed to be a problem not of total irrelevance but that ODE products simply weren’t relevant enough to warrant the investment of time required, given the competing demands.  In the survey, respondents were most likely to use ODE resources for general interest/reference (75%), and far less frequently to inform AusAID policy and/or guidance (56%), program design (41%), reporting (34%) or evaluation (32%)  Unless ODE’s products can be seen as more useful to the day to day work of the agency, staff perceptions of relevance are unlikely to improve. 
Nearly half of those interviewed raised the applicability of ODE recommendations to their work as an issue.  

“Recommendations are not directly linked to country level design process. Perhaps [we need] a panel of people to discuss the findings and see how they are applicable [to programs]” – Key Informant, AusAID staff
Framing ‘actionable’ recommendations can help signal the kinds of change and action ODE wants to bring about within program areas.  What constitutes ‘useful’ recommendations, and who they should be directed to, will vary in each case.  Individual evaluations typically have relevance to specific country programs and sectors, and can be framed accordingly.  

For ODE analysis that takes a broader view – such as the ARDEs – recommendations are often framed at a much higher level, that staff say they struggle to apply directly to their own work.  For these more wide-ranging, agenda-setting products, findings may be better framed as lessons, with communication to take a different approach, involving roundtables, or dialogue with senior managers and their teams on key messages .   

Some parts of the agency more likely than others to seek out and consume ODE’s work.   Staff working in ‘Program Enabling’ areas were more likely to engage with ODE’s work, and find it useful, than those working on country programs.  Within AusAID, Program Enabling areas include sectoral programs and advisors (for example, working on cross-cutting health, education, governance or rural development).  This category also encompasses PEPD, ‘keeper’ of AusAID policies and guidance relating to program and country strategies, monitoring and evaluation, and performance. 

In practice, ODE’s work on program performance and evaluation often intersects with the work of PEPD.  It similarly meets a particular set of needs for the Performance and Quality (P&Q) focal points in each country program, networked through the P&Q network.  The specialist function of sectoral advisors and their teams make them natural audiences for ODE’s often technical, in-depth products. These intermediaries play a critical role in translating ODE findings for senior managers and staff alike.  As such, they can help ODE to influence both systems, policies and processes and staff practice at the program design and management level.  

Survey respondents from these areas were far more likely than country program respondents to have used almost every category of ODE product, with the exception of country strategy evaluations.  They were also significantly more likely to have used products for general reference (93% compared with 65% in country programs) and to inform policy or guidance (71%, compared with 55%).  Program enabling staff also thought more highly of the quality of ODE’s writing, and reported higher overall satisfaction with ODE’s work.  

Increasing the use of ODE findings and lessons amongst staff presents significant challenges for ODE if it wants to be more relevant and useful to the AusAID workforce. The review identified a number of ways for ODE to increase the influence of its work on AusAID staff.   

There is a clear appetite for shorter, sharper products, produced over shorter timeframes and in more digestible formats.  In the survey, around 60% of respondents said they wanted to see ‘short summaries of long reports’ and ‘short briefs highlighting specific issues’.  In the survey, 70% of respondents said that they would like to see more good practice examples coming from ODE, suggesting that this might be a good way to present lessons and findings.  Ensuring that long reports come with short, stand-alone summaries and good practice case studies, can provide useful windows into in-depth analysis for different audiences. 
ODE can do more to ensure its products are easily accessible.  Staff said that they found it difficult to locate ODE material and some were not even aware of ODE’s public website.  Survey respondents most commonly sought information via internet search (61%), which suggests making products more ‘findable’ to casual searchers would be a useful step.  

In consultations, informants also said they wanted help to navigate what were sometimes seen as dense and unmanageable ODE products.  Finding ways to better signal and market the relevant information in an evaluation to particular AusAID staff will be an ongoing challenge as products are disseminated.

There was an appetite for some kind of regular communication from ODE about new products and current work.  64% said they would like to see a regular email bulletin from ODE.  Internal communications media are important: most respondents had received/found ODE publications via internal bulletin (70%) or by having a hard copy provide to them (56%). ODE’s page on AusAID’s internal intranet site could be more prominent.
5.4 Contributing to broader knowledge, conversation and debate about development

Beyond AusAID and the Australian Government, there is a community of interest that will actively seek out, consume and use high-quality work on development effectiveness.  Influencing these audiences contributes to national and international understanding of how to make aid more effective.  ODE can play an important role to communicate more widely about aid effectiveness issues, which are often seen as complex and hard to understand.  Increased profile and accessibility of ODE’s work in the public sphere can also improve the accessibility of ODE’s material for AusAID and other government agency audiences.
There is some indication that ODE products can promote constructive debate.   The 2009 ARDE was the subject of several blog posts on the ANU’s Development Policy blog in the months following its release.  Written by development practitioners and experts, these were considered pieces that commented on the critical issues and expanded the discussion about effectiveness within a niche, but nevertheless important, community of interest.   ODE can do more to add its own voice to these conversations, which are increasingly taking place online.  
Developing partnerships and relationships with like-minded institutions create important avenues for influence as well as dialogue about aid effectiveness.  ODE has drawn on ODE and AusAID partnerships with the Brookings Institution, The Asia Foundation and the International Crisis Group to source topics and experts for its podcast series, ODE Talks, which features short interviews on key issues for aid effectiveness, and then promote the podcasts to a wider audience via their networks.
Engagement with other external organisations is also important. ODE’s forthcoming evaluation of AusAID’s engagement with civil society in developing countries was singled out by ACFID and the ACFID Development Practice Committee as a very positive exercise.  ACFID is a considered consumer of ODE products, describing them as good sources of information and literature reviews of current thinking. ACFID summarises some ODE products for its membership, providing a useful conduit for ODE’s work to reach an influential group of Australian NGO constituents.  ACFID members also directly referenced ODE’s civil society analysis in their submissions to the aid effectiveness review, demonstrating how engagement with external organisations can have a multiplier effect for the AusAID audience.
ODE is not alone in grappling with the challenge of how to link the research and knowledge it produces with influence and policy change.  This review spoke with representatives from DFID and the Brookings Institution about their respective ‘influencing’ and communication strategies.  Both described using theory of change-style approaches at the outset of individual projects in order to map out potential impacts of research and advisory work and identify key stakeholders and strategies for achieving them. Both emphasised how difficult it is to draw clear causal relationships between single piece of research, for example, and policy change, which often comes about through a convergence of factors.  The need to engage end-users of research throughout the analytical process is a clear lesson emerging from DFID’s own research unit (see for example Jones and Mendizabal 2010).
6. Implications and where to from here?

The Independent Review of Aid Effectiveness (Australian Government 2011a) and the Australian Government response, Making a Real Difference (Australian Government 2011b), released in June this year, signal an expansion of ODE’s work.  The Independent Review suggests that ODE increase the number of evaluations it produces each year, and play a quality assurance role for AusAID’s new performance framework.  It describes ODE as an “internal think tank” (2011a: 291), and emphasises its role in sharing and disseminating lessons about effective development.  ODE is also charged with “fostering an evaluation culture” (2011a: 298) within the agency. 
As ODE prepares to increase its evaluation output, several complementary initiatives designed to improve its communication, engagement and influence are underway.  ODE is working to improve the accessibility and ‘digestibility’ of its work.  The ODE podcast series, ODE Talks, features short interviews with our partners and consultants about their work and preliminary findings.  The alternative format is designed to provide listeners with a potted summary of key effectiveness issues and findings emerging through ODE analysis, for those who like to access their information on the move.  In line with common practice in public research institutions, ODE is preparing a Briefs series that present key findings and recommendations emerging from major works, in four pages or less.  In addition to presenting practical recommendations for decision makers, ODE can still do more to identify and extract ‘good practice’ examples from in depth evaluations and analysis, to aid staff learning and share lessons about effective aid and development.  Current work to overhaul ODE’s website is focused on creating better windows and entry points to what are often large analytical works, by breaking information down further by specific countries, sectors and aid effectiveness issues.

ODE is also doing more to link itself within its network of peers, and contribute to national and international conversations about aid effectiveness.  An important area for growth is in our engagement with the blogsphere and online knowledge repositories. Preliminary efforts to place ODE’s work in the online spaces where researchers and development practitioners look for information has increased traffic to ODE’s website.  New partnerships with the World Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group and the Overseas Development Institute, in addition to existing partnerships with the Brookings Institution and the International Initiative for Impact Evaluation, create opportunities for cross-promotion of ODE’s work. 
In preparation for increasing its evaluations and analytical output, ODE will develop an evaluation strategy based on consultation, which aims to better ensure ODE’s work meets the needs of the expanding aid program.  This creates important opportunity to engage senior management and seek buy in at an early stage, critical if that work is to eventually influence the aid program. 
Perhaps most importantly, ODE is currently finalising its own performance monitoring framework, drawing on a series of facilitated workshops through which ODE also drafted its Theory of Change.  Its purpose is to help ODE better understand – and capture – the influence of its work within the agency, and without.  The various factors contributing to policy change are complex: ODE’s influence is often subtle and not always visible at the end of the process.  As ODE monitors its influence over time, it will be in a stronger position to know whether the goals it sets itself ourselves are achievable, and whether the work it does is yielding results and contributing to the effectiveness of the aid program.
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