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First of all
This paper is meant to contribute, from a donor’s perspective, to the discussion on impact assessment within the area of Agricultural Research for Development (ARD). It is not based on scientific study or research. It is evidence-inspired, rather than evidence-based (which is why I did not include a list of all persons, meetings, papers, studies, reports that I ‘used’). It explores issues and views, rather than looking for truths or consensus. And it is in no way ‘technical’ or ‘methodological’. Needless to say that this paper reflects my personal views (at his point in time) and does not contain the official position of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Second. Although the implicit thesis of this paper emphasizes the importance for development co-operation to ‘get in touch with reality’, in spite of the inevitable distance, I am aware that this same paper contains self-referential generalisations on several issues that don’t do justice to the complex realities lying underneath. I’m afraid there’s not escape from that dilemma, so the second-best option is to just be aware of it. 
Introduction

A donor’s perspective on impact assessment. Classically that is, I assume, the perspective of one who strategically spends money, goal-oriented, and wants to know what can (ex ante) or was (ex post) produced with it: output; to what ends this output can be or has been used by target groups: effects; and to what changes these effects can or have led in the longer term: impact. All this, ultimately, referring back to presupposed goals, in this case in the field of agricultural research for development. 
Typical donor questions would be: What improved varieties have been produced, how many farmers have planted them and what has this contributed to the sustainability of their livelihoods? What leadership training has been provided to farmer organisation representatives, how has the new knowledge been applied in their organisations and how has that made them stronger? Or what advice activities has the extension service carried out, how many farmers have they reached and to what extent has this decreased rural poverty? 
Things a donor always wanted to know and even dares to ask.
But why would we want to know all this? 
The ‘hard’ answer is simple and straightforward: because we have to be accountable. Upward accountability, to be precise. The money spent by DGIS is tax payers money. DGIS is held accountable to Dutch citizens. This entails much more than just reporting to Parliament. The days of unconditional trust of Dutch citizens in what is nowadays called ‘The Hague cheese cover’ are over. DGIS has to show results that convince not only politicians, but also the public. And the public is willing to support the poor and deprived, yet is quite sceptical about what development co-operation as an institute is capable of. They rather put their trust in relatively surveyable NGOs, or in their own private foundations and initiatives: do-it-yourself development co-operation. 
I will not elaborate here any further on upward accountability and the public image of development co-operation. Suffice to mention that DGIS is under continuous pressure to justify the Dutch compliance with the OECD/DAC ODA target. That pressure is legitimate, yes, but also leading to sometimes heavy bureaucracy, number fetishism and bias towards that what can most easily be made visible.
Opposed to the ‘hard’ answer of accountability, the ‘soft’ answer to the question why we want to know about impact is of course: because we have to learn. We have to get in touch with reality. I will come to that later. First I will proceed with the hard line, the dominant discourse, and the ‘inconvenient truths’ that come with it.
Yes, we can! Can’t we?
So what can we show? Whatever one might think of the effectiveness of development co-operation, poverty has not ended. There is a sensitive, unresolved issue here. While Jeffrey Sachs, Bob and Bono, tell us that development co-operation works and that it is a matter of scaling up our efforts (‘put more money in Africa’), William Easterly and others convince us that what we do is not working at all (on the contrary) and we should change our ways of doing things. Not even to mention those who analyse development co-operation as part of a capitalist system that favours the powers that be and perpetuates poverty (but they also have a point).

Our first inconvenient truth is that, in spite of all the evaluation and impact assessment studies, from a classical economic perspective there is no hard evidence that development co-operation positively correlates with economic growth. 
So we keep on explaining, from a broader perspective. Pointing for instance to the local level, where we can show numerous practical examples of things we support and that have empowered and worked for the poor, for the ill, for women, for refugees, for children, for farmers, etc. Especially when DGIS was into ‘projects’ and ‘technical assistance’, working closely to realities on the ground, these examples where abundant, and part of our daily practice. 
Since a decade or so, we have left the project-approach behind and converted to (sector-wise) budget support. Development co-operation practice has consequently shifted, so to speak, from the fields to the capitals. This is positive, seen from the point of view of ownership and alignment: the Paris agenda. But it complicates our need to show results. What is the performance of a complete sector and how does that relate to what is really happening on the ground? And who takes responsibility for measuring that?
Our second inconvenient truth therefore is that with more ownership, and thus distance, impact assessment shifts to higher levels of aggregation, where evidence becomes less direct and the picture increasingly messy. 
The following options to impact assessment illustrate the corresponding, more or less consecutive and cumulative, stages that can be discerned in Dutch development co-operation:
1. (Bilateral) Projects: anecdotic evidence
For decades we have collected and shown stand-alone stories of successful poverty reduction, water management, soil fertility management, improved wood stoves, micro credit schemes, women’s empowerment, farmer organisation building, collective claim making, advocacy, entrepreneurship, partnerships, etc. etc.. The claim of this to the public was: development co-operation works, your money is well spent. But to what extent does all this add up to something like ‘development’? Often we don’t (or didn’t) really know.
More deep-digging and critical studies have been carried out by DGIS’ Policy and Operations Evaluation Department (IOB, which is part of the Ministry but has an independent mandate). In as far as the findings of these studies have been ploughed back into DGIS policy and practice (limited, according to critics), they have somehow contributed to improved impact. However, the policy cycle of development co-operation is inherently too short term to meaningfully include lessons learned over longer time periods. Often new priorities had already been set.

2. (Multilateral) Programmes: integrated reviews
More serious are those attempts that try to grasp the broader picture. On a theme, a sector, an area, a target group. Sophisticated approaches, methodologies and studies exist on the level of NGOs, bilateral donors and multilateral organisations like the EC, OECD, UN Organizations, World Bank, CGIAR. Their claim is to provide evidence for ditto policy making. And one could argue that, indeed, the body of knowledge on what works and what doesn’t in development co-operation is growing. But at the same time it is more and more realised that what we deal with are complex, dynamic systems. These are hard to understand or predict in terms of linear cause-effect or stimulus-response relationships (recently, even equilibrium in ecosystems has been challenged!). I will come back to that later. Systems- and complexity theories are only beginning to emerge and address this in development studies. Whether this is a viable route to pursue remains to be seen.

3. (Sector) Budget Support: downward accountability
As already mentioned, Dutch bilateral development co-operation shifted from projects to (sector) budget support. And as stated above: there’s a world to know between support to the national budget and poverty impact on the ground. Presupposing ‘good governance’ is not a remedy for that: it is not as straightforward as it seems, nor a panacea for well-functioning accountability. What looks as a waste of public money in The Netherlands’ context for instance, might be very functional within a governing system in Africa. Moreover, there are not only many players involved (attribution problem), but these players also have unequal positions in terms of power as well as their particular ‘truths’ about what should be considered as (positive) effects or impacts. So in theory intended beneficiaries (‘clients’) can control and steer service providers, directly or via political representation. In practice, however, they often have little voice; or there is lack of capacity, organisation or even willingness to hear them. There are still a lot of questions to be addressed here.
So yes, we can: we function and account for what we do. And no, we cannot: because of a number of intractable issues that keeps our ‘evidence’ up in the air. 
Instead of trying to settle these issues only through more and better research, more and better evaluations, etc. (which should be pursued of course), I would suggest to look into the trends in international co-operation and analyse what consequences these will have for impact assessment. 
From safe niches to more risky areas
The overall trend in development co-operation is the transition from a separate sector, with its own projects, programmes, control and accountability systems, towards integration into mainstream agendas and mainstream ways of working. In South and North. Simultaneously, these agendas are increasingly becoming global. The future will therefore be that development co-operation as such ceases to exist. It will somehow integrate into regular policy. Impact is then to be realised (and measured) in the context of global policy and change processes. 

For the present this could mean that impact assessment in development co-operation should not so much strive for perfectionism in a niche that becomes increasingly smaller and less relevant. Instead, impact assessment should better contribute to opening up of that niche and add a poverty focus to international policies and programmes.

What do these general observations mean for impact assessment (IA) in agricultural research for development (ARD)? 
It is a cliché to state that current IA in development co-operation is often technocratic and self-referential. But it is probably true for most IA in ARD. Moreover, IA is often also risk-avoiding and strengthening the status quo: politically sensitive and complex issues are ignored or rendered harmless and ‘truths’ are reconfirmed within communities who share the same values and frames and have no interest in challenging these. Institutionalised power relations (f.i. between donor and recipient or between researcher and farmer) stabilise and legitimise this system. Within this context, ‘the way we know and do things’ is defined and confirmed as rational. So in a way we know what is effective, or efficient, or good practice, simply by defining it together.
This whole constellation can be pictured as a relatively safe haven, where donors are (or think they are) in control. This as opposed to an unknown, risky, unpredictable outside world that surrounds it. In that outside world other values, knowledges and practices prevail. Donor power is quite meaningless there. Development just happens (or not), disregarding agreed upon plans that are implemented and controlled. It’s rather a matter of gradual evolution, trial and error. And assumed rationality determines only to a limited extent what actions are taken and how. It is rather social interactions that construct reality. 
This might sound a bit abstract and vague. But still, it directly relates to how IA is conceptualized, organised and carried out; as follows:
Broadly speaking, IA has two main functions. First, to account for money spent, of course. We have covered that and stated that solidified power relations play an important role there. But IA is also meant to generate information, knowledge, with which development co-operation practice can improve. Learning, connecting to reality, allowing for gradual evolution. Many evaluations serve both objectives, by the way, which often leads to confusion amongst stakeholders: are we taken measure by a ‘higher’ authority, who then will decide whether to continue with us or not; or are we interacting with a partner to see how together we can become more effective in reaching our common aim? 
In addition, IA can be done from two different approaches, different concepts of the relationship between cause and effect. First, the well-known linear rationality. Output leads to effect, which leads to impact. Thus, if we measure effects/impact and can trace it back to output, i.e. activities financed by development co-operation, we can tell how effectively the money has been used. Just a matter of reversing the cause-effect chain. This works well for relatively simple interventions, where there is consensus about problems and solutions within a homogenous group (f.i.: building a road from A to B). But not for more complex settings, where there are differing opinions and positions within heterogeneous groups (f.i.: introducing a new cash crop). In these cases, an alternative approach is to look at development interventions as part of a wider system. Any financed activity then becomes part of multiple interactions between networks of stakeholders. A complex web of actors’ options and motivations co-creates effects and impact. Reverse engineering, back to a specific intervention, gives only a very limited idea of what has really happened. We now have to deal with the unknown, risky, unpredictable outside world. More revealing then is to analyse how the intervention has interacted with stakeholders in the wider context and how that has contributed to creation of opportunities and dynamics.
The modes we’re in

By way of overview of what IA is or might be about, the following scheme puts the two functional frameworks of IA (accounting and learning) against the two approaches to IA (linear and systemic). 
	                          Framework:
Approach:
	Accounting 
(control)
	Learning 
(gradual evolution)

	Linear 
(rational logic)
	Result
(performance)
	Knowledge Management
(learning curve)

	Systemic 
(social network)
	Positioning
(comparative advantage)
	Change
(co-creation)


The four fields in the matrix represent the ‘modes’ in which IA can be conceptualised, organised and carried out:

· The result mode. Traditionally, development co-operation is strongly focussed on measuring results with the purpose of controlling processes. This field is therefore well-known and well-filled with institutions, arrangements, procedures, guidelines, etc. with the aim to measure performance.


· The knowledge management mode. This is upcoming. Knowledge management has received a lot of attention of donors lately. There is clear willingness to draw lessons from experience and feed these back into donor practice. Policies and strategies are being formulated. I have no evidence of this, but I would expect donor’s learning curves to be a bit steeper these days than a few decades ago.

· The positioning mode. This is again about justification (control), but now with emphasis on added value vis a vis other actors. Results in itself are not enough, because they could have been realised better, quicker or cheaper by or with others. This mode is widely advocated for, but in an ambiguous way. There is a lot of talk about strategic positioning within wider networks and contexts. The Paris agenda has definitely resulted in thinking in terms of who is best fit to do what and with whom. But old habits don’t die easily and few donors are prepared to define themselves as part of networks or approach their development partners as such. To what extent the Paris agenda leads to improved impact has yet to be seen.

· The change mode. This is again about learning, but not in terms of knowledge management (learning to use knowledge more effectively), but in terms of co-creation of knowledge for change: learning ways out of problems, towards solutions, together with other actors including farmers. Following Gibbons you could also speak of ‘mode 2 IA’. In current development jargon: strengthening the capacity to learn and innovate. This mode is in more than one way the opposite of the result mode. Not by coincidence, institutionally it is nearly void (or, as antagonists would argue, filled mainly with transaction costs). 
This is where we find pioneering, ILAC-like initiatives that look at IA from a systemic perspective, as part of learning processes.
If the challenge for development co-operation is to break out of its niche, the question with regards to IA would be: how do we effectively fill in the open fields to the lower and right end of the matrix? In other words: how do we enrich ‘constructed realities’, where meaning is framed by functional donor-recipient relations and assumed rationality, with ‘lived realities’, where meaning is shaped through social relations and gradual evolution?
The CGIAR………
What can be said about the CGIAR in this respect?

The result mode to IA is traditionally where the CGIAR is best equipped. This corresponds very well to the idea that the CG Centres produce good scientific products (IPGs), which subsequently have to be taken up by others to end up by users/farmers. Measuring uptake, effect and impact on that level can easily be related to IPGs produced. Circle closed. Wide adoption justifies public spending. 
Reality has it, however, that IPGs often difficultly get that far. Impact assessment can show where the hitches in the chain are and how to improve: the knowledge management mode. IFPRI/ISNAR and others provide these kind of studies and insights. My feeling is that a lot of analysis is done and going on on this. Essentially, the knowledge on what the main barriers are to the spreading and adoption of knowledge exists. I guess that some problems just don’t need too much further study any more, they rather need doing.
The added value of the CG is much debated, referring to the famous research-development continuum. We now switch to the positioning mode. The idea of the CGIAR as a global public intermediate between ARIs-North and NARS-South is increasingly surpassed by globalisation of knowledge for development. Positioning the CGIAR will remain a relevant issue and there is a need to understand impact in terms of maximized contribution of the CG, considering the roles that other actors can play. The point, however, is that there is no such thing as ‘a position’ in the research-development continuum or global knowledge chain. Simply because actors as well as knowledge involved differ per situation and, moreover, are continuously on the move. Positioning is therefore a continuous process.
The change mode would imply that steep learning (by doing!) curves are combined with strategic awareness of, and (flexible!) positioning in, the wider context of agricultural innovation systems that the CGIAR itself is part of. Strengthening innovation capacity is however not yet at the heart of the CGIAR mission.

If moving towards the change mode would be ILAC’s objective, IA can only be an aspect of it. In fact the whole cycle of identification, agenda-setting, demand-articulation, programming, implementation, ME & IA and feed back again in ARD should be revisited from this point of view. Although slowly, I think that things are indeed moving in that direction.
……and the Paris-Beijing connection
Donors have committed themselves to harmonisation and alignment (Paris) and the CGIAR is committed to a change management process (Beijing). Where’s the connection?

I started with a sketch of the changing architecture of development co-operation, from projects to sectors, and suggested that this trend might continue, further blurring current distinctions between development co-operation and international co-operation as well as between national and global agendas, including scientific arenas. For IA in ARD this implies to get out of the niches of development co-operation, as well as to get rid of the ‘inconvenient truths’ that are inherent to them, and to dare extending its scope into unknown, unpredictable and risky areas. Improved IA within the old niches will not make the difference.
Of course, once we dare to move into uncertainty, there is need for new hold. Donors might tend to hold on to each other: harmonisation. That will, however, increasingly be considered as a reflex from the past, as a clustering of ‘old niches’. The more progressive answer lies in alignment: integrating with (new) global relationships, networks and agendas. This is where Paris and Beijing meet: the need for change in ARD is ultimately a need for new ways of relating, networking, agenda-setting and working. Ways that correspond to the challenges and power-relations of today. It is out of this change that ‘impact’ and ‘impact assessment’ will obtain new meaning and will need new approaches and methodologies.
More down to earth, the bottom-line and only justification for change in the CGIAR is improved impact. And impact here means: positive changes in the reality of the rural poor. As argued, the route for the CGIAR to improved impact goes via the knowledge management and positioning modes to IA, eventually coming together in the change mode. For the CGIAR this implies a process of learning and unlearning: unlearning to operate primarily as self-reliant ‘system’ and learning to accept and cope with a complex world of multiple actors. 
An illustration of this might be the Challenge Programme Sub Sahara Africa and how that programme is assessed in terms of impact. It’s the result mode that dictates that FARA has to come up with a ‘proof of concept’ of integrated ARD (so-called IAR4D), such that it can be accounted for and -if successful- applied and up-scaled as an IPG. Others, in the knowledge management mode, would rather see it as an experiment. A learning-by-doing exercise that -if successful- might be replicated. Not as a blueprint but as a process, approach or methodology. Still others, in the positioning mode, would see it as an arrangement that -if successful- can be copied to ‘force’ the CGIAR to co-operate (compete?) with other actors on its comparative advantages. Ultimately, from the change mode, one would argue that the programme is part of a wider system and that its meaning (impact) can only be assessed from an understanding of the dynamics of that context. From that perspective, there is no point in up-scaling, replication or copying. The question is how the programme has influenced system dynamics (e.g. developed certain skills and capacities, linked certain actors, changed mindsets of decision-makers, built trust in certain institutions, etc.) and how that leads to new windows of opportunity as well as (innovation) capacities to take advantage of these.
Needles to say that what should be avoided is that this Challenge Programme is designed and  implemented in certain modes, and subsequently assessed from complete others.
Conclusion
What donors mean by impact assessment (IA) depends on its intended function (control/learn) and on the approach taken towards development interventions (linear/interactive). The changing architecture in international co-operation (Paris agenda), the globalisation of knowledge, the changing roles of relevant actors and the complexity of rural innovation all point in the direction of a broader, network and learning oriented notion of IA as part of the whole ARD cycle. This is a relief (from persistent intractable issues), as well as a challenge.
These thoughts are not new, of course. The crux is how to translate things into practice. Worldwide, a number of interesting initiatives exist in this respect, for instance: 
The World Bank issued a study on agricultural innovation systems and is now hiring staff specifically on this issue. 
Within the United Nations University (UNU-MERIT) the Learning Innovation Knowledge (LINK) programme pushes for new thinking an practice in rural innovation. 
Wageningen University is re-inventing its former work on Agricultural Knowledge Systems from an innovation point of view through the Convergence of Sciences (CoS) programme.
FARA is doing ‘business unusual’ in the Sub Sahara Africa Challenge Programme, among others co-operating with the International Centre for development oriented Research in Agriculture (ICRA) that has long-standing experience with collective action for rural innovation. 
The Global Forum on ARD (GFAR), as well as the consisting (sub)regional ARD networks, are broadening and strengthening their basis as a functional platform not only for research institutes, but including farmers organisations, private sector, NGO’s and policy makers.
In Science & Technology policies, issues like (open) access to knowledge, IPRs, opening up international knowledge arenas (f.i. the European Research Area) and strengthening knowledge networks (f.i. NEPAD’s networks of excellence) have emerged, indicating a new way of thinking about research and innovation. 
In research in general, interactive arrangements and communities of practice are flourishing as ways to share knowledge, learn and innovate. 
The CGIAR is undertaking a Change Management Process, in which partnerships with other actors are deemed of crucial importance, in order to become more efficient and effective, demand and impact oriented,.
All these are signs that ARD is leaving its niches, shifting to wider networking and learning.

My conclusion therefore is that if impact assessment in ARD wants to have an impact, it should strengthen this transition of getting ARD further out of its familiar, self-created circles and more in touch with reality. This paper has given some clues on what kind of frameworks and approaches are needed for that. Donors can stimulate this, to the extent that they leave room for experimentation and innovation, for learning for change. Of course, within the limits of what is sensible in terms of ‘enlightened cost-effectiveness’. 

Regarding the latter, new terminologies, concepts and methodologies for IA in ARD need to be developed. That is the challenge that lies before you: capturing impact from a perspective of rural innovation. Simultaneously, donors’ perspectives can improve a lot from that.
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