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Executive summary 

E X E C U T I V E S U M M A R Y A N D 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Learning from experience is important to 
improve the success of development aid. 
This study was set up to investigate how the 
Norwegian aid administration learns from its 
evaluation system. It limits the focus to 
bilateral aid administered by the Norwegian 
Agency for Development Cooperation 
(NORAD), and concentrates on the produc
tion and use of evaluation reports and 
project reviews. 

The study is based on a large empirical 
material; 7 case studies of evaluation pro
cesses; a questionnaire to all professional 
staff in the administration; a contents analy
sis of reports; interviews with selected 
groups and senior management; and special 
purpose reviews of the instruments of 
corporate memory. The study was under
taken between October 1991 and September 
1992. 

The importance of systematic evaluation is 
fully recognized in the aid administration. It 
has been encouraged by political authorities 
at the highest level. The Norwegian aid 
administration has two evaluation systems. 

The first is centred around the production of 
evaluation reports. Most of the more recent 
reports are studies of a policy nature and 
often concern the impact of aid. The 
activities are lead by the evaluation unit at 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The reports 
are of a high quality, expensive and are 
undertaken by external, independent expert
ise. Less than ten reports arc completed per 
year. 

The second system is centred around the 
production of project reviews. These are 
commissioned by the aid agency (NORAD), 
by its sectoral, regional or field offices. 
They are mostly concerned with delivery of 
aid (and to some extent impact of aid). 
Some 40 to 50 reviews are undertaken every 
year. The quality varies, perhaps because 
there are no standardized formats or meth
ods. The reports are often undertaken to 
satisfy a particular need for information. 

At present there is a gap in the evaluation 

system between the broad, policy oriented 
studies and the more narrow, in-house 
reviews of projects and programmes. There 
is a need to clarify the roles and responsibi
lities between the Ministry and the Agency 
in this area, to ensure that high quality 
impact evaluations of individual aid activi
ties are carried out. 

Evaluations and project reviews serve the 
purpose of learning - but are also manage
ment tools and instruments to exsert control/ 
ensure accountability. 

Project/programme evaluations which are 
traditionally seen as instruments to analyze 
impact and policy related questions are 
surprisingly strong on more detailed ques
tions related to aid delivery, and relatively 
weak on questions related to policy. Thus, 
many of the evaluations had more the 
character of a combined project review and 
evaluation and therefore became more 
expensive and time consuming than necess
ary. Such evaluation reports therefore seem 
to serve the combined purpose of control 
and management decisions better than les
son-learning. This is rather contrary to what 
would be expected since one would assume 
that the main concern at the ministry level 
should be to draw lessons which can be 
used as a basis for policy decisions. 

Information needs forming the basis for 
evaluations are often unclear, contradictory 
and vaguely articulated. This gives the 
evaluations a weak basis in the aid 
administration, and make them less useful 
as management tools. 

In terms of making use of evaluation 
results, channelling of information is not the 
critical part, but rather the content itself and 
the timing in relation to management cycles, 
since the average evaluation would take 
about 2 years from the first initiative to the 
report is published. 

There is no doubt that evaluations generate 
much information which is spread, read and 
used. The average person in the aid 
administration takes part of 3 to 6 cvalua-

1 



Executive summary 

tions and project reviews per year. That 
would often represent 1 to 2 evaluations and 
probably all reviews that come close to the 
person's own tasks. The evaluation system 
reaches its targets with information. 

But does it generate learning? Yes, people 
in the organization think so. They rank 
learning from project reviews highly, but 
learning from evaluations does not appear to 
be so significant. Some evaluations reach 
very few but others reach a lot of people. A 
typical evaluation is read by a handful who 
are concerned with the particular aid activity 
itself; that type of activities; or the country 
in question. But there are also evaluations 
that reach large numbers - if not all - of the 
staff members. 

Some evaluations contain much inputs to 
learning. The quality varies. Other evalua
tions contain little that is new; they may 
summarize existing knowledge, codify the 
"state of the art" of something, or simply 
fail to add new insights within the field. If 
nobody learns, it is not necessarily the 
administration which is at fault. 

When these two dimensions (scope and 
extent of learning) are combined they show 
four patterns of learning, that; (1) many 
learn a lot; (2) many learn a little; (3) few 
learn a lot; and (4) few learn a little. The 
predominant mode is that few learn rather 
little. One possible hypothesis is that the 
approach to evaluations in the aid administ
ration suffers from the ambition that large 
numbers of people should maximize their 
learning. By all evidence this is overly 
optimistic and it does not take into account 
how learning really occurs. The system risks 
becoming dysfunctional when it tries to 
make the many learn a lot, and instead ends 
up with few learning a little. Why? 

Knowledge structures - organizational and 
individual - put a limit on the absorptive 
capacity of the aid administration. The 
absorptive capacity is much higher in res
pect of specific inputs of knowledge, for 
example in a technical field. Consequently 
learning can be very high when the explo
ration and solution of a problem takes place 
close to the ordinary tasks of an individual. 

When he or she is given the opportunity to 
investigate a problem, develop knowledge, 
learn and apply the learning on the daily 
work tasks, then the learning effect can be 
high. 

On the other hand the organization is 
weaker on abstract knowledge that is politi
cal, socialand cultural in character. It is not 
very likely that even information of high 
quality, with a high potential for learning, 
will achieve much. As the absorptive capa
city is low, the amount of learning will 
remain low. 

Can the aid administration be classified as a 
system which is open to knowledge - does it 
have a learning culture? The question must 
be reformulated to take into account varying 
purposes and processes of learning. It 
appears as if the best learning culture is 
found at the level of professional subgroups, 
be they sector specialists or regional spe
cialists. At this level there are "dominating 
knowledge structures" and little diversity. 
On the contrary, it is at the more general 
levels of overriding values and interdisci
plinary competence, that knowledge struc
tures are weak and fragmented. 

The capacity to learn is higher further down 
in the organization, and the more specific 
the subject is. The organization is relatively 
more open to learning about, for example, 
methods of forestry, power generation or 
land use. In particular, the more directly 
useful and applicable the information is, the 
more likely is it that someone will learn. 

On the other hand, if the information 
coming to the organization is interdisciplin
ary and if it touches on broader issues of 
why and how development takes place; 
indeed if the information is political, then, 
as the case studies show, it is not so likely 
that anyone will learn. Of course people 
profess an interest in such issues, and they 
are relatively quick to recognize their faults, 
but they fail to change - to learn. Even if 
the single individual would want to learn, 
and perceives himself or herself to be open 
minded, they are not embedded in an 
organizational structure that is conducive to 
such learning. 
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Besides, as the questionnaire suggests, the 
respondents are hypocritical. They think 
themselves open but in practice they do not 
subscribe to values and attitudes that would 
accompany an open attitude towards know
ledge. New thoughts and holistic perspec
tives are among the least valued qualities of 
evaluation reports. Critical and controversial 
evaluation reports are not likely to be 
rejected but the information might be 
neglected. The reason is not unwillingness 
to learn, but a lacking capacity. 

How can then openness at the level of 
individuals (with the above reservations) 
turn to something else at the level of the 
organization? There are several explana
tions. 

(i) an open organization benefits from a 
diversity of knowledge structures, and 
there is diversity in the aid administ
ration. 

(ii) the diversity must not be total. On the 
contrary, there should also be a 
dominating knowledge structure. There 
should be a common frame of reference 
and some coherence to the values and 
ideas espoused by the organization. 
Qualities such as these are relative, but 
the indications imply that the aid 
administration lacks dominating 
knowledge structures. 

(iii) whether a dominating knowledge 
structure facilitates learning or not 
depends on how well developed it is. 
Well developed structures have a 
capacity to absorb radically new 
information and to learn. In plain terms, 
the more you know the more likely is it 
that you will learn something new. 

Consequently, the aid administration needs 
to make a strategic distinction between two 
modes of learning; via communication or via 
involvement. Learning via involvement 
means that the staff of the aid administration 
pursue knowledge themselves. They take 
part on evaluation teams, actively commis
sion evaluations and follow the work 
closely. They learn by doing and by investi
gating the phenomena they are curious about 
themselves. Learning via communication, 
which is the second process of learning from 

evaluations, means to learn by consuming 
the results of evaluation reports, by reading, 
attending seminars and so on. 

The aid administration must pursue learning 
in both ways, but the two roads to learning 
require different methods and approaches. 

Learning via involvement means that the 
staff of the aid administration must pursue 
knowledge themselves, they cannot wait for 
others to serve them with evaluation reports. 
If they are to pursue knowledge effectively, 
the organization needs to change in five 
ways: 

1. Personnel policies must allow staff 
members to spend time to work closely 
with evaluation teams 

2. The scope for initiatives must not a 
priori be limited to any particular type 
of evaluation (policy, impact or 
delivery) 

3. Top management must actively 
encourage and support staff to engage 
in evaluation and learning activities, and 
help create resources so that this is 
possible 

4. Evaluations that constitute effective 
learning arenas are often established 
together with other donor organizations, 
particularly the multilateral organiza
tions. It is important that staff take part 
in their missions/studies. 

Learning via communication means to 
develop knowledge with the help of evalua
tion reports; by reading and taking part of 
evaluation results in other ways. The eva
luation system contains much information 
which is not fully used, and it may generate 
even more. In order to fully utilize intelli
gence from evaluations the organization 
needs to change in four ways: 

5. The evaluation unit at Ministry level 
should emphasize policy oriented 
studies that provide inputs for learning 
on issues of a political nature, and that 
cut across organizational and 
disciplinary boundaries. 

6. The evaluation functions (at Ministry 
and Agency level) need to follow-up 
more actively and imaginatively on 
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evaluations that have significant 
potential for learning. Continued 
seminars, working groups to elaborate 
on findings and implementation,public 
debates, reviews in professional 
journals, as well as standardized 
mechanisms for storing, etc. are all 
examples of means that should be used 
fully. 

7. The mandates of the evaluation unit(s) 
should extend to follow-up activities. A 
major part of the work on any particular 
evaluation should take place after it is 
finished, and be concerned with 
introducing and developing its 
knowledge in the organization. 

8. The organizational culture values new 
thinking and ideas little, compared to 
other qualities of information. These 
attitudes must change. Curiosity, 
experimentation and novelty of ideas 
must be leading elements in the 
organizational culture. 

The School of Development Cooperation is 
an important forum for both types of 
learning and it is recommended that the task 
of operationalizing ways and means of 
learning via communication and involve
ment is done in close collaboration with the 
school. It is recommended that a Board is 
appointed to ensure that the curriculum of 
the school is integrated with the need for 
knowledge. 

Evaluations are expected to contribute to 
learning, and to be useful as inputs to the 
decision-making process. At the operational 
level, both these objectives will be better 
reached if the following measures are 
undertaken: 

9. Different types of evaluations should be 
more clearly defined and firmly based in 
the appropriate part of the organization. 
The main principle would be to make 
those evaluations which are intended for 
policy decisions more policy oriented; 
those intended for management 
decisions more focused on impact 
evaluation; and to transfer the more 
detailed question of aid delivery to 
improved monitoring systems and 
reporting procedures both at the donor 

and the recipient side. 

10. To improve the flow of information, it 
is necessary to establish effective 
systems for monitoring, evaluation and 
reporting, with well defined require
ments on the division of responsibilities, 
what type of information should pass 
through the system, and what formats 
should be used for reporting. 

11. The Log-frame and Integrated approach 
should be used extensively to draw 
conclusions and summarize the lessons 
learned, (as suggested in the Evaluation 
Handbook) 

12. Evaluation findings which are 
potentially useful for a wider audience, 
should be extracted and presented in a 
more condensed and digestible form 
than the full reports distributed today. 

13. The time of completing evaluation 
reports should be reduced from the 
present average of 2 years to an average 
of no more than 6 months. This is 
possible by systematically improving 
management, refining the mandates and 
limiting the focus to the most relevant 
aspects of the question at hand. 

14. Archive and IDOK should be developed 
further. The systems should be linked 
up and made accessible from the 
terminals in the staff members' offices. 
The documents should be registered 
with annotations in the database. 

15. Files and databases are necessary, but 
not sufficient, as tools in the corporate 
memory. But they must be supple
mented by other inputs; for example, 
debriefing people with field experience, 
network participation, and task force 
assignments within the administration. 

The strategy chosen to guide Norwegian 
development assistance in the 90's suggests 
a shift of responsibilities from the donor to 
the recipient and a shift in types of aid from 
identifiable development activities (project/ 
programmes) towards non-identifiable acti
vities (financial instruments). This is a 
move towards less administrative demand
ing types of aid, which will change the role 
of the donor, the donors' organisational 
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needs, and correspondingly the evaluation 
system. Four different scenarios for develop
ment aid are described in this study, which 
corresponds to four different major types of 
aid activities. At present, Norwegian bila
teral aid is heavily focused on the most 
administratively demanding scenario with 
minor components of the three other types 
of aid in addition. Consequently, the maxi
mum solution is needed, both in terms of 
organisational resources and evaluation sys
tems. 

At present, evaluation is highly centralised. 
Both policy evaluations, impact evaluations 
and to some extent evaluation of aid 
delivery have been initiated at the ministry 
level. The evaluation system at agency and 
field office level is un-coordinated, ad-hoc 
and without any quality control support. 

16. In light of the present division of 
responsibilities between the Ministry, 
agency and field offices; current 
international experience; and the new 
strategy for Norwegian aid, a major 
initiative to decentralise the evaluation 
system should be made. This would 
imply that the Ministry should by and 
large confine its role to policy oriented 
evaluations; the agency should 
concentrate on policy-oriented 
evaluations of direct relevance to its aid 
activities plus impact evaluations; and 
the field office and the recipient should 
increasingly take over the role to 
evaluate impact of aid and monitor aid 
delivery. 

17. Decentralisation along these lines would 
require a strengthening of the capacity 
and capability of the agency and its field 
offices in supporting evaluation 
activities, monitor the quality of 
evaluation material, support recipient 
institutions in developing evaluation 
procedures, processing evaluation 
material, organising learning arenas, 
training personnel and develop 
methodology. 

18. In order to achieve this, an evaluation 
function should be established at agency 
level to provide support to staff 

initiatives. This may take the form of a 
unit or be part ofthe existing structure, 
but the point is that it should not 
undertake evaluations, but provide 
professional support to the evaluations 
undertaken/commissioned by 
departments. The unit should help to 
ensure that the agency gets feedback of 
high quality. 

19. At all levels in the aid administration 
there is a need to increase professional
ism of managers and staff in order to 
develop and operate a reliable and 
cost-effective evaluation system and 
safeguard the quality of information 
generated. 





SECTION A 
The framework; evaluation, organisation 
and learning in development cooperation 

Introduction. 
This section sets the stage for the following discussion of evaluation and 
learning. 
Chapter 1 introduces the subject of this evaluation, its scope as well as 
its limitations. The focus is on evaluation and learning in the aid 
administration and presents the methods of inquiry. These build on a 
combination of case studies, content analysis, a questionnaire, interviews 
and studies of specific topics. 

Chapter 2 presents the stage for evaluation and learning; that is, the 
system of Norwegian bilateral development assistance. The chapter 
reviews briefly the organization at present, the use of evaluations at 
different levels and the role of the evaluation unit. The reader who is 
familiar with the Norwegian aid administration could go straight to the 
next chapter. 

Chapter 3 is a brief summary of the state of the art concerning 
evaluation and learning. The chapter portrays the diversity in aid 
organizations and discusses five major design variables of how an 
evaluation function may fit into the overall organizational structure. 
There is no comprehensive review of the different systems, and certainly 
no comparison of all their effectiveness. 



Section A, chapter 1. Purpose and method 

1. PURPOSE A N D METHOD 

1.1 Background and objectives of 
the evaluation 

Between 1986-88, the National Audit Board 
reviewed learning in one of the Swedish aid 
agencies (SIDA). The report (RRV, 1988) 
concluded that there are major external 
obstacles to learning in an aid administration 
including: 

The complexity and rapid changes in the 
organisation's tasks 

Unclear and contradictory objectives 

The limited role of aid administrations 
in development since recipient 
governments also strongly influence 
activities. 

It was found that SIDA's ability to learn is 
far from optimal, and that most initiatives to 
improve the situation would only be mar
ginal unless major changes were introduced 
in the organisation, such as to refine the 
overall objectives, introduce a strategy for 
the totality of aid activities, reduce the 
administrative burden on professional staff, 
change their roles from administrators to 
"brokers", etc. 

The Swedish study was read with interest in 
Norway, and it was felt that the findings to a 
large extent also reflected the Norwegian 
situation. 

During the last years, the Norwegian 
administration has initiated several main 
changes which resemble those suggested in 
the Swedish report, such as: 

1. A new overall strategy has been 
introduced 

2. A gradual shift to less administrative 
demanding forms of aid is initiated 

3. A major reorganisation of the 
administration has been done 

4. Efforts to simplify procedures and 
improve management tools is under way 

5. A comprehensive and systematic 
training programme (School of 
Development Cooperation) has been 
institutionalized 

This is expected to result in a more efficient 
aid administration with improved learning 
ability. 

The point of departure for the present study, 
as specified in the mandate (Ajinex 3), is to 
assess whether the Norwegian aid administ
ration is able to learn from its own 
evaluation system, as expressed in the 
project reviews and evaluation reports 
produced each year. The mandate therefore 
is very limited in relation to all factors that 
determine effective learning in an organisa
tion. The changes above (1-5) also limit the 
relevance of some findings in this study, 
since it is yet too early to predict their 
effects. 

The present evaluation was initiated in 
response to these changes. The mandate 
specifies that organisational changes and 
changes in division of responsibility within 
the aid administration call for further clarifi
cation on the roles and division of responsi
bilities with respect to ensuring feed-back of 
experiences from development activities. 
Also the initiatives of international organi
sations, to review the effectiveness of 
feed-back mechanisms from aid evaluations, 
have motivated this evaluation (OECD/DAC 
1989 and EEC 1991) 

The mandate specifies the objective of the 
present evaluation to be: 

To assess whether different parts of the aid 
administration receive the information 
needed on the basis of project/programme 
reviews and evaluations, in relation to their 
roles and responsibilities; and how the 
information is utilised. 

8 
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The users' 
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new information 
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Figure A.1.1 The nine main questions specified in the mandate 
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The mandate further identifies nine main 
questions to be addressed, i.e.: 

1. How are information needs generated 

2. Are users involved in generating new 
information 

3. Is information relevant and adequate 

4. Is information channelled to appropriate 
parts of the organisation 

5. Is the information easily accessible 

6. Do the users have capacity to utilize 
new information 

7. Are the users open to new information 

8. Is the information used in decisions and 
management 

9. How is learning generated in the 
organisation 

The questions are organised in a logical 
sequence which follows the evaluation pro
cess from the first initiative to evaluate is 
conceived until evaluation results have been 
internalized through individual and organi
sational learning. The sequence of questions 
is illustrated in figure A.l.l. 

The present report presents the findings. It 
is divided in 3 parts. Part A describes the 
present evaluation system of the aid 
administration in Norway and some other 
countries. Part B addresses the above ques
tions and presents the empirical findings. 
One chapter is devoted to each question. 
Part C discusses the future organisation of 
evaluation in the Norwegian aid administ
ration, and methods to improve the quality 
of information and learning processes 
generated by the evaluation system. Each 
section and each chapter has an introductory 
text and each chapter a conclusion. The 
reader who wants to get a quick grasp of the 
total text could skim through these sections 
to get an overview and only go into the full 
text where he or she finds it interesting. 

1.2 Methodological questions 
Studies of institutional learning is methodo
logically complicated since it involves the 

studyof a number of individuals with dif
ferent roles and learning needs; and various 
processes at different levels inside and 
outside the organisation. With limited 
resources it is very difficult to satisfy the 
scientific standard of validity and reliability 
of information in such studies. Consider the 
aspect of time. Learning is a slow process 
and since the evaluation is done in one 
specific period, it is difficult to measure 
learning directly. Indirect methods will have 
to be used. 

In the present study, the methodological 
solution is to concentrate in depth on a 
limited number of cases, instead of relating 
to a broad sample of aid activities. This 
makes it possible to study longitudinal 
processes of decision-making and learning 
indirectly, and related to different levels in 
the organisation. With such an intensive 
technique, the sample is not representative 
and the possibility to draw general conclu
sions correspondingly low. This is compen
sated to some extent by using additional, 
more extensive techniques such as inter
views and survey. The approach makes it 
possible to focus on a representative number 
of variables or factors affecting learning, 
and thereby maintain an acceptable level of 
validity and reliability in the results. 

The present evaluation is based on 11 
background studies made over a period of 
one year: 

1. A detailed contents analysis of 13 
project reviews and 4 evaluation 
reports, in order to study the quantity 
and quality of information, the methods 
used, perspectives, whether information 
was decision-oriented, degree of 
standardisation, composition of study 
teams, etc. 

2. Case studies of 3 project evaluations, 2 
country studies and 2 thematic 
evaluations. These were the core 
activities of the evaluation and took 
more than 50% of the resources. They 
were longitudinal studies of how 
evaluations were conceived, initiated, 
carried out and utilized by the aid 
administration. 
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Figure A.1.2 Institutional learning. This study focuses on the effect of evaluations/ 
reviews which are only two of many factors affecting learning. 
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3. A survey including all professional staff 
in the aid administration. The survey 
included 10 main questions with a large 
number of pre-coded answers and one 
open-ended question. It was adminis
tered to 197 individuals and the 
response was about 60%. 

4. Special studies of the documentation, 
archive and training sections of the 
organisation, based on the study of 
documents, interviews and observation. 

5. A series of 6 individual interviews and 
4 group interviews with 4 managers 
each, where respondents were 
confronted with preliminary findings 
and encouraged to contribute more 
insight and suggest future solutions. 

6. A review of other donor organisation's 
evaluation systems. This included a 
review of literature and a one-day 
briefing by a British consultant, Dr. 
Basil E. Cracknell. 

In connection with the case studies, field 
work was carried out in Tanzania and Sri 
Lanka in November 1991 and April 1992, 
one week each. 

The studies were undertaken in two phases. 
After each phase, a reference group consist
ing of managers from the Norwegian Minis
try of Foreign Affairs and NORAD dis
cussed the results and provided guidance for 
the next phase of the study. The findings arc 
presented in 11 background papers (in 
Norwegian), listed in Annex 1. These 
represent a substantial empirical material 
where the validity and reliability is founded 
on the large number of angles chosen, 
variables studied, and methods applied. All 
papers are available from the evaluation unit 
in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

1.3 Limitations of the study 
The focus of this evaluation is learning. The 
learning arena is the Norwegian aid 
administration. The purpose of learning is to 
improve the quality of Norwegian financed 
aid activities. 

Organisational learning is determined by 
many different factors, such as how effec
tive learning is organized, the motivation of 

staff, time available for learning, etc., as 
seen in figure A. 1.2. There are different 
inputs to learning arenas. Development 
activities in the field is the primary one. 
Secondary inputs are constituted for in
stance by the experience of other indivi
duals or organisations, the corporate 
memory, research, literature, etc. Informa
tion can be extracted from these sources, 
generate learning and also feed back and 
influence them. 

At a more elevated level, the formation of 
overall objectives for development aid, 
strategies etc. is another learning arena 
which will influence and be influenced by 
the learning process. 

To study organisational learning is therefore 
a complex undertaking- Yet the present 
study is by definition limited to the effects 
of evaluations and project reviews, i.e. only 
a small part of the complex, as illustrated in 
figure A.1.2. With this limitation, many 
important aspects of learning can only be 
touched very briefly in the present study. 
For instance, the role of the recipient is not 
covered by this study. 

Taking a closer look at evaluations and 
project reviews, most people agree that such 
documents serve three combined purposes 
at least: as a basis for (1) decision-making; 
as an input to (2) learning; and as a (3) 
control instrument. The focus of this evalua
tion is on the learning aspect. However, 
since the three purposes are strongly inter
related, it is difficult to make a meaningful 
analysis of only one aspect in isolation. 
Other aspects are therefore also included in 
the discussion. This does not contradict the 
mandate, since one of the questions is 
whether information is used in decisions. 

Most evaluations done by the Norwegian 
aid administration and all project reviews 
are related to bilateral aid. The sample of 
evaluations which constitute the basis for 
this study,were drawn in agreement with the 
reference group. All evaluations relate to 
bilateral aid (except for one: Parallel 
Financing and Mixed Credit which relates 
indirectly also to multilateral aid). Hence 
the multilateral side of the aid administ
ration is touched only briefly in this study. 
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1.4 Evaluation team 

The study was undertaken by the following 
team: 

• Mr. Knut F. Samset, Scanteam 
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2. ORGANISATION AND 
EVALUATION 

2.1.The aid administration 
The aid administration has seen major 
organisational changes over the last decade. 
Originally, multilateral aid was channelled 
directly through the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, while bilateral aid was administered 
by a semi-autonomous agency (NORAD) 
under the Ministry. Then a separate Ministry 
for Development Cooperation was establ
ished, which handled both multi- and bila
teral aid, with NORAD as an internal 
department. The Ministry was subsequently 
merged with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; 
NORAD regained its semi-autonomous posi
tion; and the previous division of responsibi
lities between the Ministry and the agency 
was retained. 

For convenience, we are making the distinc
tion in this study between the Ministry level 
(Foreign Affairs), the agency level 
(NORAD Headquarters) and field office 
level (which is of course part of the agency). 

Over the last 10 years, the total budget for 
development aid increased from 2.4 to 7.4 
billion NOK, which represents an increase 
in real terms of 38% (table A.2.1). In the 
same period permanent staff in the aid 
administration increased by 50%, as indica
ted in table A.2.2. The largest expansion is 
at the Ministry level, while also the system 
of field offices have been developed con
siderably. 

At the ministry level, there are three 
departments under a minister for develop
ment cooperation: the programme depart
ment, the bilateral department and the 
multilateral department. Recent years about 
40-45% of Norwegian aid has been multila
teral aid, mainly provided as general contri
butions to multinational organisations. 
Humanitarian aid is provided both bilaterally 
and multilaterally and amount to about 10% 
of total aid. Also a share of 6-8% of the 
bilateral budget is administered by inter
national aid agencies for specific purposes 
(multi-bi). This means that about half of 
thetotal aid is administered directly by the 

1980 

Multilateral aid 1.0 

Bilateral aid 1.4 

Total 2.4 

Present value (1991) 5.4 

Budget increase in 
real terms 

1991 

3.5 

3.9 

7.4 
7.4 

38% 

Table A.2.1 

The Norwegian aid programme 

(Billion NOK) 

Ministry level 

Agency level 

Field office level 

Techn, assistance 
personnel 

Volunteers 

1980 

10 

174 

35 

205 

95 

1) Includes 21 staff members 
multilateral department 

2) 1992 figures 
• 

1991 

65 i) 

212 2) 

78 

97 

124 

in the 

Table A.2.2 

Number of employees in the Norwegian aid 
administration 

14 



Section A, chapter 2. Organisation and evaluation 

Ministry - generally as financial contribu
tions through international aid agencies. 

At the agency level, Norwegian aid is 
presently organized with separate regional 
and sectoral divisions, and three additional 
divisions for industry/commerce, NGOs and 
volunteer services, and administration 
(figure A.2.1). About half of Norwegian aid 
is provided at a bilateral basis, meaning that 
it rests on an agreement between Norway 
and the recipient country's government. 
Formally speaking, the real development 
activities take place in the recipient country 
and fall under the jurisdiction of that 
country's legal and administrative systems. 
Nevertheless, the division of work is such 
that the Norwegian aid administration has a 
large influence over planning, implemen
tation and follow-up. Multilateral aid, on the 
other hand, rarely involves the Norwegian 
administration in much more than the 
transfer of funds. 

During the last few years a new strategy for 
bilateral aid has emerged. Two of the most 
important aspects are (1) an increasing shift 
of responsibility for aid activities from the 
donor to the recipient; and (2) a gradual 
shift from project and programme level 
assistance towards sectoral and financial 
assistance. The last trend is reflected in a 
marked reduction by more than 50% in 
technical assistance personnel as indicated 
in table A.2.2. At the same time the 
administration is being decentralised; the 
number of field offices has increased from 8 
to 13 and their staff resources have doubled. 

2.2. The evaluation system 
a 

In the present evaluation system there is a 
major distinction between evaluations and 
project reviews as the two main instru
ments used by the aid administration. 
Evaluations are defined as independent 

Director General 

Asst. Director General 
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- Africa 
-Asia, Latin 
America 

Other 
divisions 

- Industry 
- NGOs 
- Administration 
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divisions 
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- Energy 

Field offices 
TAN, ETH, NAM, ZIB, BGD, PAK, NIC, BOT, MOZ, ZAM, MAD, 
IND, LKA 

Figure A.2.1 Organisational structure of NORAD 
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assessments of the effectiveness and impact 
of aid activities where the overall objectives 
for Norwegian development assistance are 
taken as the main references. Project 
reviews are defined as internal routine 
assessments of aid delivery, initiated and 
undertaken by NORAD alone or together 
with the recipient. Project reviews have 
traditionally been seen as a management tool 
which to a lesser extent 
focus on the overall ques
tions of the impact of aid. 

In this study, the term eva
luation is used for both types 
of instruments, unless we 
also explicitly comment on 
project reviews. However, 
since the distinction between 
the two is unclear, we shall 
make a distinction between 
policy level evaluations, im
pact evaluations and evalua
tions of aid delivery. 

"undertake evaluations and provide feed
back of experiences to the Norwegian aid 
administration, the public, Norwegian auth
orities and recipient countries. Contribute 
to international exchange of experience, 
development of evaluation methods, and 
development of evaluation expertise in Nor
way and the developing countries." 

Policy level evaluations 
are undertaken to 
generate knowledge for 
decision making at 
higher levels (e.g. 
thematic evaluations of 
aid delivery instruments, 
aid policy, etc.) 

Bilateral aid S3SSSMSSSS 
:::i:i:i:::;:::;*S::: ::;':::-:-!-•> 
' • • T . - . ' . - . - . -*-. •*"••*'.',-.-,'.-. • . - . • . • . • . • . v i wmmmmmm. ..v 46 

NGO-administrered 

Donor-administered 

Multi-bilateral 

Other 

18 

mt;ffr;'-;;::W;:l 16 

10 

Figure A.2.2 

Evaluations involving aid channels as percentage of 
total evaluations 1981 -89 (source: Stokke, 1991). 

Impact evaluations 
focus on projects, programmes, sectoral 
activities, etc., in order to determine 
effectiveness, the wider impacts, 
relevance and sustainability of aid. 

Aid delivery evaluations arc limited 
assessments of whether aid activities 
have been implemented as foreseen (i.e. 
in quantity, quality and on time) 

The concepts are described in more detail in 
chapter C.l, below. 
Ministry level 

The core element in the present evaluation 
system is the evaluation unit located at 
Ministry level under the Programme Depart
ment, with a professional staff of 3. The 
overall objective of the unit is to: 

Most evaluation activities are directed 
towards bilateral aid (figure 2.2). Over the 
period 1981-89 only 4% of the evaluations 
were related to multilateral aid channels, 
and 10% dealt with multi-bilateral aid 
initiated from the Norwegian side. Evalua
tion of multi-bilateral aid is usually initiated 
by the international agency, occasionally 
with participants nominated by the multila
teral department in the Ministry. The bulk 
of assistance channelled through the multi
lateral system, however, is not subject to 
evaluation from the Norwegian side. 

During the last 10 years evaluation activities 
have been intensified and the focus has 
changed. The number of reports has dou
bled over the last 5 years, as compared with 
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Project evaluations 

Country studies 

Thematic evaluations 

Sectoral evaluations 

Total 

Annual budget 
(mill NOK) 

1981 - 85 

16 

1 

3 

5 

25 

1986-90 

7 

9 

12 

17 

45 

10 

Figure A.2.3 

Different types of evaluations undertaken 
during 1981 - 90 

the first 5 years (figure A.2.3). 6-9 reports 
have been issued each year. There has been 

a gradual shift from project evaluations 
towards sector, thematic and country level 
evaluations as indicated in figure A.2.4. 
These changes follow the objectives of the 
unit, and help the sys
tem draw lessons 
which are more 
generally applicable, 
than what can be lear
ned from individual 
projects. 

Country studies have 
now been replaced by 
country strategy 
papers and the res
ponsibility transferred 
to the bilateral depart
ment of the Ministry. 
The evaluation unit, 
therefore, is at present 
mostly preoccupied 
with programme, sec
tor, and thematic eva
luations. 

Different parts of the 
aid administration are 

annually requested to provide in
puts and comments to the evalua
tion programme established by the 
evaluation unit. Reports are distri
buted for comments from the rele
vant parts of the organisation 
before they are finalized, and a 
cover note containing the Minis
try's conclusions and recommen
dations is issued by the evaluation 
unit for further action at ministry 
and agency level. 

Agency level 

The main instrument at agency 
level is the project review. Over 
the last years, 40-50 such reports 
have been issued annually. Their 
quality varies substantially from 
brief travel reports written by 
internal staff to very comprehen
sive reports made by independent 
external teams which focus on 
both aid delivery, impact and 

policy issues. The tendency has been 
towards more comprehensive reviews, often 
with both internal and external team mem
bers and participants from the recipient 
country. 

Clearly, with a tendency of the Ministry to 

1981 -85 

1986-90 

I I Project ( 

• Sector, 1 

Figure A.2.4 

The changing 

16 
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focus more on sector and thematic evalua
tions, there is a thrust to strengthen evalua
tion activities at agency level. However, a 
separate evaluation system has not yet been 
institutionalized. 

In accordance with the decentralisation 
policy, the field offices have been assigned 
a major role in undertaking reviews of aid 
activities and can request assistance for this 
from different departments in the agency. 

At the agency level the current situation is 
that the regional division has a special 
authority to request other parts of the 
organisation to undertake reviews of aid 
activities. The sectoral division and the 
division for industry and commerce are 
instructed to undertake reviews on request 
from other departments. The division for 
NGOs and volunteer services is instructed to 
establish the requirements for documen
tation and reporting. The administrative 
division is instructed to develop and imple
ment a system for economic reporting. 

In total, the division of responsibilities in 
the field of evaluation seems to be unclear 
both between the agency and field office 
level and between the different divisions 
and departments. Apparently, the main prin
ciple is that different departments and 
divisions should initiate reviews within their 
field of activities, and support review activi
ties initiated by other parts of the organisa
tion on request. There is an underlying 
assumption that internal staff should be 
preferred for external staff in review teams, 
and the recipient should increasingly be 
involved. In fact reviews should eventually 
be initiated and undertaken by the recipient. 

Whereas evaluation reports are published 
and open to the public, project reviews are 
internal documents with limited distribution, 
and available only through the internal 
documentation system of the organisation. 
They have traditionally been used mainly at 
agency level as management instruments, 
but also to some extent by the evaluation 
unit as background information to identify 
the annual evaluation programme and as 
background material for evaluation teams. 

Thus, the present situation is that there exist 
two separate evaluation systems that are 
almost entirely compartmentalised. The dis
tinction between project/programme level 
evaluation and the more ambitious types of 
project reviews seem to be more a reflection 
of the institutional split than of substantial 
differences. It is in the use of the documents 
within the aid administration that the dif
ference becomes salient, as will be dis
cussed in part B of this study. 
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3. THE INTERNATIONAL 
DONOR COMMUNITY'S 
EXPERIENCE OF LEARNING 
AND EVALUATION 

3 .Hntroduction. 

The Cassen report of 1986 is the most 
extensive review of the impact of aid (from 
all donors to all recipient countries) that has 
been done. The report is provocatively 
called "Does Aid Work?". The authors 
answer that question with "Yes, but .. ". 
Aid docs not work as well as it might have 
done, and one of the major reasons is that 
aid organizations fail to learn from 
experience - their own and others. A 
subsequent study Riddell (1987) found that 
no more than 10% of all aid is ever 
subjected to some form of evaluation. 

The OECD s Development Assistance Com
mittee (DAC) is the major forum for 
exchange of experience between donor 
countries. DAC's annual report has repea
tedly called for increasing efforts in evalua
tion among members, and more recently it 
has turned to the broader subject of feed
back and learning. DAC has also had an 
important role in standardizing the vocabul
ary used among aid organizations and many 
of the nations that are new as donors have 
benefitted from this work (OECD, 1986; 
Methods and Procedures in Aid Evaluation). 

However, the concern for evaluation is 
much older. The first comprehensive text
book was written by Suchman in 1967. 
Since then many have followed that focus 
on evaluation methods (Patton; 1980 and 
1982; Rossi, Freeman and Wright, 1979; 
United Nations, 1972 and 1978), the use of 
evaluation in decision-making (Birgegård, 
1975; Imboden, 1978), the wider ramifica
tions of evaluation (Scriven, 1977), and 
evaluating evaluation systems (Wholey, 
1979; Elzinga, 1981 and Forss, 1985). These 
works are a very small sample of books and 
articles on the subject. But the selection is 
typical in that it reflects how little of the 
substantial development of the subject 
emanates from development assistance, or 
has been brought to bear on the processes of 
evaluation in aid. 

The first aid agencies to devote more 
systematic attention to the evaluation of aid 
were the UNDP, UNESCO and USAID. 
They published handbooks and manuals as 
early as the 1960s. At present all agencies 
have some form of evaluation system. The 
World Bank is outstanding in its coverage 
(all projects are evaluated when they end), 
but apart from that no agency is at the 
forefront of the "state of the art'. All that 
can be said is that systems differ, and some 
have advantages that others lack, but the 
latter may well have different advantages. 
This chapter summarizes some of the major 
differences, based on the reviews by Crack-
nell, 1990; Stokke, 1992 and DsUD 1 
990:63. 

3.2 The structure of aid administ
rations. 
Evaluation units are now an integral part of 
the aid administration in most donor coun
tries. However, the administrative systems 
responsible for the implementation of aid 
differ. The political responsibility for aid is 
usually vested in a ministry (either a 
separate Ministry for Development Coop
eration or as part of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs), although in some cases it is split 
between several ministries. 

In some countries the whole system of aid 
administration is contained within a Minis
try of Foreign Affairs, which means that 
there is in effect one large organization that 
contains all of aid decisions, from the 
ministerial level and down. But it is more 
common that implementation of the aid 
programme is delegated to administrative 
organizations outside the Ministry. 

In some countries there is one aid agency 
responsible for implementation, and in other 
countries there are several. In addition, 
implementation may also be delegated to 
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Figure A3.1 An overview of the administrative structures in development assistance 
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semi-public organization, NGOs or even to 
the private sector - either directly from the 
Ministry or via an aid agency. 

These few design variables in themselves 
lead to several different configurations of 
the aid system. Figure A3.1 shows four 
common patterns of the division of responsi
bilities between one or several ministries 
and one or several aid agencies. Reality is 
not as simple as that; some ministries also 
have an implementing function, and some 
agencies may report to several ministries. 
For example, multilateral aid usually goes 
directly from a Ministry to the UN system, 
the World Bank and others. 

It is also possible that there are small, 
special purpose agencies that are not reflec
ted in the grand overview presented here. 
The point is however that when the evalua
tion function becomes institutionalized, its 
location and task will depend on the 
surrounding system. 

3.3 The place and design of the 
evaluation function. 

Which are the most important structural 
features of the evaluation function? It is 
possible to discern at least five aspects of 
the design of an evaluation unit that dis
tinguish between different practices in the 
donor community. These are; ( 1 ) indepen
dence, (2) differentiation, (3) centrality, (4) 
openness and, (5) the formalization of the 
systems. 

1. Independence. 

In evaluation theory it is often maintained 
that evaluators should be independent of the 
subject they evaluate. Similarly, an evalua
tion unit should be independent of the 
system it evaluates. Among the major 
donors it is only Sweden and the World 
Bank who have independent evaluation 
units, placed outside the agency(ies) and 
with its own governance. Both report 
directly to the main stakeholders; that is, 
parliament (Sweden) and the Board (World 
Bank). The Netherlands Joint Inspection 
Unit also has considerable independence 
from the system, but it reports to the 

Minister concerned with development coop
eration, not to the public . In all other 
countries evaluation unit is a part of the 
administration. 

2. Differentiation. 

In principle evaluations may cover a broad 
range of issues concerning the more limited 
aid delivery, impact assessment at project, 
programme and sector levels, or policy 
issues and other fundamental issues con
cerning sustainability, relevance of different 
objectives, etc. Some of the administrative 
systems limit the scope of the evaluation 
unit to one or a few aspects, as for example 
the ODA which is primarily engaged in 
impact assessment. Other donors assign 
responsibility for different types of evalua
tions at separate levels, as for example 
Norway and Germany. Yet others give 
different levels freedom to pursue the 
questions they find relevant over the whole 
field of possible evaluation tasks. The 
Netherlands, U.S.A., Sweden and Denmark 
may be examples of this. 

3. Centrality. 

An evaluation unit which is centrally placed 
may be more likely to reach top-leveldeci-
sion-makers. But in some systems the 
top-level decision-makers are notable 
through their absence as power is decentral
ized. In that case a central evaluation unit 
faces the risk of being marginalized. But 
that is a risk even if decisions are taken 
centrally, because a central evaluation unit 
may lack a grasp of real issues, that are 
relevant at the moment. In some administ
rations the evaluation unit is centrally 
placed, as in the UNDP and the U.K. Yet 
other systems have evaluation units that are 
not close to the centers of power (Denmark 
and Finland) and others have evaluation 
units at central as well as other levels 
(Germany, Netherlands, Sweden). 

4. Openness. 

The practice of making documentation from 
the civil service open to the general public 
varies from one country to another, and the 
practice of making evaluations of aid public 
follow these general patterns. In several 
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