Opening session: Panel discussion

Reframing impact assessment and evaluation

Nina Lilja on behalf of the PRGA Program

In June 2003, participants at a stakeholder meeting organized by the PRGA Program in Colombia concluded that the way CG Centers design, implement and assess research outcomes has changed dramatically over the past few decades. One such change is the greater user participation in agricultural research. These changes have significant implications for impact assessment. First, impact-assessment practitioners must document a much broader range of project impacts, especially in the areas of poverty alleviation and environmental sustainability. Further, the number of stakeholders in impact assessment has grown dramatically and now includes Center management, researchers, donors, partner institutions, beneficiaries, and civil organizations. Different stakeholders demand different types of information, in different formats. Internal rates of return and cost–benefit analyses may have been sufficient for the accountability functions of impact assessment, but it does not satisfy those interested in knowing how, and why, a project affects peoples’ lives.

The Cali Stakeholder Meeting recommended that an impact-assessment workshop should be organized, and they set the objectives for the workshop as (1) to build participants’ capacity in impact assessment and (2) to foster mutual learning among the impact-assessment practitioners within the CGIAR Centers, by allowing participants to present their experiences and empirical results, as well as bringing outside experts to present on topics of mutual interest.

It is interesting to consider why so many people find impact assessment increasingly challenging, and why there is an apparent dissatisfaction with what impact assessment can offer in terms of understanding how effective and relevant agricultural research is in addressing the needs and demands of the world’s poor.

One such challenge is that the concept of poverty and the belief in technological solutions to rural poverty have changed. The current definition of poverty goes beyond income and includes such things as access to social services and inability to participate in society.

The complexity of measuring poverty mirrors the complexity of its definition, and the increases where participatory methods are used and people define their own indicators of poverty. The entire field of poverty measurement has emerged in response to the need to define targets for international agricultural research and measure progress against them. Different models of poverty imply different indicators. At the project level, scientists are often left wondering which poverty model to use.

A second challenge to impact assessment is the concept of farmer participation in agricultural technology development. In the past, farmer participation was viewed as an efficient mechanism to disseminate technologies that are developed largely in isolation of end-users. There are now two major sets of goals associated with participatory research. One is to improve the efficiency of the research process by involving its intended beneficiaries in different stages of the process to generate more relevant and appropriate research products— that is, a functional goal or objective. The other goal is to empower intended beneficiaries by supporting the formation of groups capable of assessing their own needs and addressing them either directly or by creating demands on research organizations — that is, an empowering goal or objective.

Functional participation does not itself challenge impact-assessment methodology. Whether or not end-users were involved in the technology development process, agronomically cropping systems are assessed in terms of both yield changes, loss of soil or soil nutrients or changes in pest or weed pressure. Economically, the sustainability of cropping systems can be assessed at the farm level by looking at net income over time, amenity gains, increased positive externalities or mitigating negative externalities such as soil erosion or nutrient loading.

Empowering participation does have significant implications for how impacts are generated and measured. As with conventional technologies, benefits can still be quantified in terms of increased agricultural productivity or reduced environmental damage; however, the sources of the benefits are of two types. Part of any observed increase in productivity can be attributed directly to the superiority of the new technology or practice. These are often referred to as “embodied” effects, since they are part of the technology itself. The second source of improved productivity is the increased knowledge or capacity that the farmer obtains by participating in the research process. These are often refereed to as “disembodied” effects, because they are not part of the technology. These two types of impacts are not independent, since a more knowledgeable farmer can make better use of a new technology. Therefore, it is important to be able to separate the embodied and disembodied effects in order to accurately evaluate the impact of both the participatory research process and the technology.

A third challenge to impact assessment is the increasing interest in what Chambers calls “integrated impact assessment” — that is, the use of various combinations of quantitative, qualitative and participatory methods in impact assessment and evaluation. As a practical strategy, many impact-assessment analysts rely on the well-known process of triangulation, and accumulate a wide range of data from conventional and non-conventional sources. However, this has cost implications.

A fourth challenge to impact assessment is the organizational structure of international agricultural research. The linear, “pipeline” model for agricultural research persists in large part because of the structure and culture of organizations, which effectively “silence” a broader definition and practice of research, including impact assessment, that would be inclusive and seek to “empower” end-users through their integration into the decision-making and agenda-setting processes.

You — the participants at this workshop — will respond to various aspects of these four challenges. Numerous experiences and innovative uses of methods will be presented, in addition to discussion on the institutional issues in impact assessment related to moving from project-level learning to institutional learning. The papers presented here will no doubt provide evidence that, when used well, participatory approaches and methods have their own rigor and can generate not only qualitative insights but also quantitative data that can accurately document project and program impact.
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