Focusing M&E activities 

on decision-making needs

Assessment, monitoring and evaluation are designed to feed into decision-making needs.  Data collected must therefore be shaped, at least in part, by the actual decisions that need to be taken, i.e. the more specific end use.  The more closely data collection does so, the more focused, efficient and effective it is likely to be.  Without this focus, one risks collecting a great deal of information that is never used. 

Hierarchy of questions – assessment
The table below flows from a few broad decision-making questions to the many more detailed data collection questions.  When designing an assessment and framing information needs, one must work through these levels to ensure that the eventual data collection questions logically link back to decision-making questions. This also applies to regular situation monitoring work, performance monitoring and emergency rapid assessment.

	Purpose 

	The broad purpose of an assessment is quite focused by nature of the exercise.


	· To determine whether an intervention is needed.

· To determine what type might be feasible.

	Specific decisions to be made 

	These decisions will often depend very much on the users’ mandate and (to varying degrees according to organisation) on the priorities of primary stakeholders.   

For UNICEF, the CRC, Medium Term Plan, and Core Corporate Commitment, as well as national priorities and agreements and primary stakeholders’ priorities, should all shape what decisions are taken.

Note that since primary stakeholders’ priorities are often sought through assessments, it is difficult for their priorities to influence the actual design of the assessment activity.  


	For example:

· Whether child labour is a priority issue in which to get involved, and if so how?

· For UNICEF, in humanitarian crisis, whether the Country Office needs to get involved in child tracing.

	Decision-makers’ questions 

	These questions need to be answered in order to take the above decisions.

	For example, in relation to the second bullet above, for immediate humanitarian response, the questions would be:

· What is the magnitude of the problem?

· What capacities are there to work with?


	Specific types of data to be collected

	These types of data would allow one to answer the above questions.   


	For example:

· How many unaccompanied children are in the affected population?

· Where are they?

· Who else is working on this issue in this area?

· What are they doing?

· What do these actors need to strengthen their response?


The links between performance management decisions and data collected for programme monitoring will be similar. Note that an assessment will be more focused by specifically defined questions when less time is available for data question.  In the extreme, in a rapid assessment in a sudden on-set emergency, the decisions to be taken, and corresponding questions must be very focused. 

Hierarchy of questions — evaluation

The table below flows from a few broad decision-making questions to the many more detailed data collection questions. When designing an evaluation  and framing information needs, one must work through these levels to ensure that the eventual data collections questions logically link back to decision-making questions.

	Purpose/broad decisions

	A first level of broad questions derives from the specific purpose and broad decisions that the evaluation will guide.    Evaluations may have multiple purposes, but some prioritisation is necessary.


	For example:

· Can/Should the programme be scaled up?

· Should the programme be continued?

· What does the programme tell us in terms of lessons for other contexts?

· How can the programme be improved?


	Evaluation criteria

	A second level of evaluation questions derives from the evaluation criteria.  The most widely accepted criteria are effectiveness, efficiency, relevance, impact, and sustainability.  For humanitarian assistance, particularly for evaluations covering more than one agency-specific programme/project, OECD-DAC has proposed four additional criteria: coverage, coherence, coordination and protection (OECD-DAC, 1999). Any single evaluation may not be able to examine each of these issues comprehensively, but they should be taken into consideration.


	Questions deriving from evaluation criteria include:

· What is the value of the intervention in relation to other primary stakeholders' needs, national priorities, programme partners' (national and international) policies and global references such as human rights?

· Is the activity achieving satisfactory results in relation to stated objectives?

· Does the programme use the resources in the most economical manner to achieve its objectives in the given context?

· What are the results of the intervention, including the social, economic, environmental effects on individuals, communities and institutions both in the short and long term? 

· Will the activity and its impact be likely to continue when external support is withdrawn, and will it be replicated or adapted?



	Evaluation questions 

	These questions dictate the scope and the focus of the activity. They most often derive from the broad criteria and specify them. They may also derive from a specific focus within the programme.


	For example, in terms of the relevance of a programme in response to a major natural disaster:

· Did the programme balance addressing immediate needs and priorities of the communities reached and finding and using opportunities to support local capacities?

· How sensitive are programme activities to the differences in needs and priorities within communities — particularly children and women?



	Analytical frameworks for data collection and analysis

	In translating evaluation questions to specific data collection questions, some form of analytical framework is needed.  That is, we need to rely on some theory that identifies the issues we should be exploring.  These may be chosen according to users’ or evaluation managers’ preferences or evaluators’ suggestions.  These may be translated into questions.


	For example, in exploring vulnerabilities and capacities, current analytical frameworks might point to the following questions:

· How did the programme affect communities’:

· Physical and material resources; 

· Organisational resources; 

· Attitudes and motivation resources?

	Specific data collection questions

	Finally the above questions are distilled into specific questions asked in the data collection process: e.g. in an interview.
	· What community organisations were in place at the time of the crisis?

· Did they continue to function? Doing what?

· How were they limited by the affects of the crisis?

· How were they affected by the humanitarian response?


Focusing assessment, monitoring and evaluation – overarching questions

Regardless of the specific purpose or decision-makers’ needs, three questions are addressed by all assessments, monitoring reports and evaluations: 

· Findings: What has happened and how does this compare with what is/was expected?

· Conclusions: Why and how did it happen or not happen?

· Recommendations: What should be done about it?

The emphasis will differ for assessments, monitoring and evaluations. 

Assessments will concentrate on findings and recommendations for programme design.  

The degree to which monitoring activities and reports produce structured findings, conclusions and recommendations may vary.  A survey may lead to include recommendations on issues to be addressed.  A programme review will also include recommendations.  The recommendations may only point to further data collection.  The scope of the recommendations will generally be more limited than in an evaluation.

Evaluations will produce well-researched findings, conclusions, and recommendations that should be fed back into the current programme or to future ones.

Identifying and choosing questions

It is important to always return to the broader assessment, monitoring and evaluation questions in the course of an M&E activity. Keep in mind:

· The philosophy of the assessment, monitoring and evaluation teams and systems members will influence the questions asked.  Be sure to ask yourself and team members why you are asking the questions you are asking and what you might be missing.

· Different stakeholders will have different questions.  Don't rely on one or two people (consultants or donors) to determine questions.  Seek input from as many perspectives as possible to get a full picture before deciding on questions.

· One needs to examine the values embedded in the questions being asked.  Whose values are they?  How do other stakeholders, particularly programme/project participants, think and feel about this set of values?  Are there different or better questions the team members and other stakeholders could build consensus around? 
· Many important questions can be addressed.  Stay focused on the primary purpose for your assessment, monitoring, evaluation activities, then prioritise the critical questions.
(Adapted from: Kellogg, 1998.)

The SMART test for evaluation questions

Apply the SMART principle to each of the priority evaluation questions to make sure they are feasible. 

	Specific
	Is the question specific?  Is it clear?
	If you answer "no" to any of the above questions, revise your questions so that they pass the SMART test.

If you are having trouble, consult an evaluation specialist.  If the revised question still fails the SMART check, eliminate that question.

	Measurable
	Will you be able to answer the question?
	

	Actionable
	Will the answers to the evaluation questions provide you with the information you need to make decisions about your programme?
	

	Relevant
	Are there any questions that you can identify as simply "nice to know" as opposed to "need to know”?  For each question, you should be able to name who needs the information, and clearly define why they need it and/or what they will be able to do with it.
	

	Timely
	Is it important to ask this question now?
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