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Summary Overview 

This paper tries to examine monitoring and evaluation in relation to target groups 
and impacts. Some priority for this is supported by the need to counteract systematic 
biases of perception away from the poorer and rural groups; by the "talents effect" where-
by development activities tend to favour those who are already stronger and better off; and 
by the concentration of effort and analysis in monitoring and evaluation on inputs, activities 
and outputs to the relative neglect of effects and especially impacts. 

Target groups may be defined in top-down ways, for example by per capita income 
or per capita consumption. However, for operational purposes other categories such as 
occupational or ethnic group, physical status, family status, or geographical or residential 
location may be both simpler and more practical . 

In assessing impacts, and other things being equal, indicators which are easy to 
measure are to be preferred. They should be chosen separately for each programme or 
pro ject . One widely applicable indicator may be satisfaction or dissatisfaction felt by those 
in a target group. Others which may be widely applicable are the nutritional status of young 
children, in-and-out-migration, and "stock" items of wealth. To be cost-effective few 
indicators of impact should be measured and there may be many cases where none should be 
measured. 

Different development activities justify different mixes of approach in monitoring 
and evaluation related to target groups and impacts. Programmes, projects and other 
activities can be roughly classified according to the length of hypothesised causal chains 
from output to impact, evaluation being easier, cheaper and more reliable where these are 
shorter; and harder, costlier and less reliable where they are longer. Attributing net 
impacts to outputs as causes is made difficult by the length of these chains, by multiple and 
alternative causation, by. the with-or-without conundrum, and by the problems of unseen 
l o s e r s . 

Some of the choices about who should carry out monitoring and evaluation and what 
approaches should be used can be presented in the form of a matrix. Informal investigations, 
simple in the sense of involving few people and being open-ended, may be the most c o s t -
effective way of analysing the complexities of change and causality. More work is needed on 
methods of monitoring and evaluation, including how to identify target groups, choose indica-
tors , involve the rural people, carry out informal investigations, and conduct ad hoc "quick-
and dirty" surveys. This requires further exchange of experience, field trials with 
experiemental approaches, and training and reorientation for staff. 



It requires judgment to see where, and to what extent, simple is optimal. It is 
neither easy nor a panacea. There are also cases , especially in research, where 
comprehensive detailed measurements may be essential. But this will rarely, if ever, 
be justified in the monitoring and evaluation of impacts where there is no research 
objective. Unfortunately it is often easier to decide to collect more data than less; and 
it is more reassuring to have some indicators than none, or many indicators rather than 
just one or two. The test is what works, with what costs and what benefits. Simple 
approaches to monitoring and evaluation, if well conceived, may be more cost-effective 
than heavy data collection. Unless those engaged on monitoring and evaluation are 
attacked for being unscientific, unprecise, subjective and naive, they may ask themselves 
whether they are being simple enough. 



Anti-Quotations 

"There are no straight paths in the world" Mao Tse-Tung 

"Truth is never pure, and rarely simple" Oscar Wilde 

"For every problem there is a solution that is simple, 
direct, and wrong" H , L . Mencken 

"We do not want another load of regurgitated pap" UN off ic ial , to 
the writer . 



- 2 -

Terms of Reference 

1.1 The full terms of reference of my consultancy are given in appendix A . In brief , 
I was asked to prepare a working paper for the Inter-Agency Panel on monitoring and 
evaluation of poverty-oriented development activities. This working paper was to contain 
concrete proposals on: 
(i) operational definitions of key elements of poverty-oriented rural development 

activities ( e . g . target groups and'types of impact sought); 
(ii) a set of indicators against which rural development activities could be 

evaluated; and 
(iii) recommendations on how these could be incorporated into the UN agencies' 

reporting systems in order to reflect their activities in poverty-oriented 
rural development. 

1.2 This is a huge task, and one may at once question the prudence and judgement of 
anyone willing, with whatever reservations, to accept to attempt it. Monitoring and 
evaluation, and more so writing on monitoring and evaluation, appear to have taken off 
into self-sustaining growth. They are now sophisticated professional activities. The 
neophyte is intimidated by this new professional culture and weighed down by the burgeon-
ing literature. To add to this already formidable mass of paper is at. best a questionable 
activity. The reader will judge whether the small steps suggested below lead forwards, 
sideways, backwards, o r , as last straws, downwards. I can only say that I have been 
helped by the more recent papers originating from FAO, ILO, WHO and the World Bank, 
and have been impressed by the self-critical monitoring and evaluation of monitoring and 
evaluation which some of them ref lect . I draw on these f ree ly . In addition, I am 
especially indebted to the reports of earlier consultants commissioned by FAO to go into 
related questions within the context of FAO's concerns - A . Roth (1977), Johan Holmberg 
(1978), and John MacArthur (1978). They will, I hope, forgive my selective plagiarisation 
of what they have written. I am also grateful for discussions with staff of FAO, ILO, 
UNRISD and WHO, and for communications from World Bank staff, all of which have 
contributed usefully to what fo l lows. Responsibility for the opinions expressed, and for 
errors and omissions, is of course, mine alone. 

Purpose 

2.1 This paper will be pointless unless in some way, however indirectly, it makes a 
contribution to the welfare of the poorer rural people in third world countries. The causal 
chains whereby this might happen are very long and tenuous. In relation to this purpose, 
the paper might be a positive or a negative event. If at any time it appears likely to be 
negative, it will be best to abandon it quickly. Staff time should not be wasted. 
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Definitions 

3.1 The reader must know what I mean by words. Much has been written on. what 
meanings to give words in this f ie ld . Recent work in UN agencies ( e . g . ILO L978, WHO 
1978) together with the draft glossary of evaluation terms (Sohm 1978) prepared by the 
Joint Inspection Unit show some variation but a good deal of commonality. It would not 
help, and might hinder, to enter this debate. Hopefully to avoid this, I shall adopt, more 
or l e ss , the logical framework of a goal hierarchy as developed by USAID and the 
definitions developed by the December 1976 Copenhagen meeting organised by the World 
Bank (ACC TFRD 1977). I do not think the latter are quite the most useful, but the costs 
of a further (repetitive,dull, scholastic) debate seem to me to outweigh the benefits of 
minor changes which might anyway never be agreed. The reader familiar with the 
Copenhagen definitions may wish to skip them. They are: 

Project Outputs - The (physical) outcome of project activities. Examples of out-
puts of a rural development project are : acreages irrigated, farmers trained, cooperatives 
established, credit provided, kilometres of road constructed, health facilities constructed, 
schools constructed, and so on. 

Proiect Effects (Immediate Objectives) - The outcome of increased use made of 
project outputs. Examples of the effects of a rural development project are: increased 
production, higher crop yields, increased employment, more traff ic , increased use of 
health serv ices , higher attendance at schools , and so on. 

Proiect Impact (Development Objective) - The change in the standard of living and 
the increased capacity for self-sustained development of a group of beneficiaries or 
communities, resulting from project e f fects . These changes can be measured by increased 
income and consumption, improved diets, reduced incidence of diseases, increased literacyj 
increased local participation in planning and decision-making, and so on. 

Monitoring - The continuous gathering of information on project inputs and objects 
ives , and on conditions and complementary activities that are critical to the success of the 
pro ject . It utilizes benchmark information collected during the design/preparation phase, 
and continues throughout the project 's lifetime when it includes the comparison of this 
information against original objectives and standards; it alerts project management and 
pol icy-makers to implementation problems requiring corrective action and it may provide 
the necessary information for the instigation and preparation of on-going evaluation. 

On-going evaluation - The continual analysis during project implementation of 
project outputs, effects and developmental impact. The purpose of on-going evaluation is 
to provide project management and policy-makers with any analytical support that might be 
necessary to enable them to assess and, if required, adjust policies, objectives, institutional 
arrangements and resources affecting the project during implementation. Cn-going evaluation 
studies may also feed into the preparation of projects in other regions. 
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Ex-post-evaluation - An analysis after completion of a project (or a distinct phase 
of it) of its effects and impact. Among other things it may draw on information provided by 
monitoring and ongoing evaluation, though supplementary special studies may sometimes be 
needed. The purpose of ex-post evaluation is to provide policy-makers information and 
analysis for future planning and/or to inform donors and the general public on project 
results . The depth of the analyses and the nature of the reporting will depend on its potent-
ial end-use and benefits. 

3 .2 In addition, I accept the World Bank's definition of Rural Development. 
"Rural development is a strategy designed to improve the economic and 
social life of a specific group of people - the rural poor. It involves 
extending the benefits of development to the poorest among those who 
seek a livelihood in the rural areas . The group includes small-scale 
farmers , tenants and the landless ." (IBRD 1975:3). 

3 .3 Interpreting my terms of reference in the light of these quite widely accepted 
definitions, attention is directed towards the poorest rural people as target groups, and 
towards the on-going and ex post evaluation of impacts; and these are the main concerns of 
what fo l lows. The reader is asked to bear in mind that this means, in this paper, a relative 
neglect of those who are less poor and of monitoring and evaluation of inputs, activities, out-
puts and effects - all of which are much more widely treated in the literature. 

Rural Trends 

4.1 The main thrust of this paper is supported by a view of the present position and 
trends with rural poverty and of attempts to perceive and reduce it. To be brief, these will 
be put as largely unsupported assertions. They are: 

(i) rural poverty in most countries is not diminishing significantly and 
is often getting worse . Some of the most disturbing evidence for this 
comes from Asia (see especially Poverty and Landlessness in Rural 
Asia . (ILO 1977) ) . Rural populations, despite rural-urban migration, 
continue and will continue to grow very rapidly in most countries (see 
appendix B for examples), and most dramatically in some parts of 
A f r i ca . 

(ii) the extent of rural poverty is systematically masked by mutually re in-
forcing factors , including: 
(a) the movement of poor people into fragile marginal environments 

with bad communications where, largely unseen, they survive 
temporarily by "mining" the environment; 

(b) biases in the perceptions of observers (professional, disciplinary, 
urban, peri-urban, tarmac, roadside, developed region, c lass / 
elite, educated, male, and seeing users as against non-users of 
services , farmers as against landless labourers, and residents 
as against migrants) which divert attention and information sources 
towards those rural people who are better-off to the neglect (often 
unrecognised) of those who are worse-of f ; 
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(c) the seasonal nature of much rural deprivation and impoverishment 
and the simultaneous operation of many adverse factors during the 
rains (appendix C (i) ) when they are least likely to be recognised 
and tackled (appendix C (ii) ) . 1 / 

( i i i ) the "talents effect" (Pearse 1977) - so named after the biblical parable of the 
talents ("Unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance; 
but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath")_2/ 
- operates in rural environments and with many rural programmes and 
projects , the main benefits from which are often captured by those rural 
people who are more powerful and less poor . 

.2 These three points reinforce the need for monitoring and evaluation which identify 
hat is really happening in rural environments, and in particular who is benefitting, how and 

rhy, from what. They direct attention to effects and impacts and to the poorer rural people. 

Types of Programmes. Projects and Activities 

.1 The range of programmes, projects and activities relating to or potentially relating 
o rural development is very wide indeed. There may be no neat categorization. But 
lonitoring and evaluation needs and opportunities will be different as between, at one extreme, 
three-week project identification mission to a country, and, at the other, a ten-year area 

evelopment programme. We find three dimensions varying together: f i rst , the length of 
ausal chains or hypotheses between an output and benefits to poorer rural people; second, the 
ime required for the changes to take place; and third the difficulty evaluating the impact or 
otential impact of the output. In attempting usefully to classify programmes, projects and 
ctivities in relation to M and E approaches, we can list them roughly in descending order along 
hese three dimensions - from long to short causal chains; from long to short periods for i m p a c t 
o follow from outputs; and from difficulty to ease of evaluation. This gives us, approximately, 
he following sequence: 

(i) short visits to third world countries by international staff concerned 
with rural development • 

(ii) technical surveys in rural areas . These are often resource 
identification, mapping, and pre-investment activities. 

/ See also papers to the Conference on Seasonal Dimensions to Rural Poverty, 
organised jointly by the Institute of Development Studies at the University of 
Sussex and the Ross Institute of Tropical Hygiene at the London School of 
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, July 1978, available in limited supply from 
the Secretary to Rupag, IDS, University of Sussex, Brighton BN1 9 RE, 
United Kingdom 

[/ The Bible, St . Matthew, Chapter 25 (Authorized Version) . 


