


This unit is a record of the Monitoring Visits workshops run by

Elizabeth Mackie (Christian World Sercvice) and Kim Chamberlain (CID)

in May 2003, and the insights of the participants.
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EXPECTATIONS OF THE DAY?

A A checklist or set of golden rules; some absolute success factors as well as the

opportunity to network with people who have experience in the applicability of monitoring

and evaluation; examples of the tools from different situations.

B To share in the wealth of information. It is important to share and grow together.

Different agencies approach monitoring in different ways. No need to reinvent the wheel

and explore ways already in use somewhere else.

C The opportunity to share what works.

No-one can be a total expert in this as each agency has its own culture and interest and will

do monitoring differently. There is no template or formula. While the workshop may not give

us the way of doing it, it is good to share ideas and the experience of all of us and our

partners in the field, in order to improve practice.

Issues of communication and partnership are basic to all human interaction. Every visit to the

field has some monitoring and evaluation implicit in it, even if it may only be subconsciously

present.

Generally, someone other than us is monitoring the project or programme (e.g. a project

manager in the field). It is unlikely, that we will develop a checklist today, what we will

develop are some key elements, which may provide the basis for your agency.

The focus of the day will be upon providing some tools to acquire information.

MONITORING DEFINITION

“the process of collecting, analysing, reporting, and recording information to assess progress

against a plan (that has been appraised and agreed upon) and early impacts”.

Our partner will already have a plan for this, and will use this to redesign, adjust and balance

up the project. This takes place in the context of the project. The external context is also

critical (e.g. drought or famine, with seeds failing can lead to the collapse of a project). This

is the background against what is done.
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TERMS OF REFERENCE (TOR)

While specific for each visit, there are a number of common elements. These are:

a Purpose;

b Objectives;

c Task-list of activities for the person doing the monitoring project (maybe link the activities

/ tasks to objective);

d Approach and methodologies;

e Timeframe;

f Output or indicators (what happen at end: report preparation / etc);

g Identity of key stakeholders. (who will you report back to?);

h Expectations of the partners;

i Risks or constraints. Purpose might be the same, but the way it is monitored might be

different between donor and partner. Could do it in different way or with a different

approach;

j Costs.

People put TORs together in very different ways. For some, it is like a project, others might

take key issues and then develop how each might be addressed, or a combination of the

above. So, pick and choose items that are relevant to your project.

Question:

Who prepares the TOR?

Usually the project officer prepares the TOR in consultation with the partner. For example at

NZAID, it is the programme manager in consultation with the Director who decides. A draft then

goes to the partner in country. At VSA it is the Field Officers who have the long-term relationship

with the project; and then they, in consultation with Project Officers, develop the TORs.

Question:

What are partners’ rights and concerns and how are they exercised, reflected or incorporated

in the TOR?

In preparation, ask how we can be proactive rather than reactive. While in the field you will

need to come up with issues to look at when planning the next visit. Ask “what would be

most helpful for you and to the partner when we next come to visit?”

Don’t rely on just acceptance by the partner, as often they will be very busy and the culture of the

partner may preclude comment. Identify priorities before you come and draft them up accordingly.

For a visit to be successful, the partner must “own” the TOR. So, when developing it, ensure

there is sufficient “buy-in” and ask the partner to fill in areas. This will be time-consuming, so

you will need to start the process many weeks before the visit.

For people visiting established partners, question the need for a formal check-list. Perhaps a

better and more appropriate response could be a more informal approach.
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Tools for acquiring information:

Key events could include:

1 Walkovers/transect walks: older person/partner commenting on physical or other aspects

of a place.

2 Maps – draw where people go to to do what (could use materials, objects, paper/s etc).

3 Photos – for recording information (can use the photos as gifts next time you visit).

4 Talk to project officers, as they often feel unlistened to by directors.

5 Focus Groups: on specific issues for specific groups, especially with separate subgroups

(e.g. teenagers, males etc. semi-structured with leading questions but also a lot of time

to ask/answer questions and explore issues).

6 Observation: present in all activities.

7 Discussion with shopkeepers/outsiders: might have a more objective point of view.

8 Gender analysis: for tasks (often a source of huge amusement; open people up).

9 Questions like “what is the very best thing that has happened in your family, organisation

etc. this year?” A huge amount of information comes out, including problems.

10 Financial checklist: develop a template with an accounts/technical/person.

11 Interviews with key informants.

12 Ask the group to think of a symbol that describes an organisation (e.g. if you had to

describe your organisation, what image symbolises it? (e.g. what kind of a bird would you

be?)

13 Role Playing.

14 Stories.

15 Using art (especially effective with young people).

16 Venn-diagrams to map relationships of any group of people. Useful in teasing out issues

of relationships with government/other NGOs/donors.

17 Wrap-up meeting towards end of project visit is useful to summarise the monitoring that

has been done, and to decide where to from here.

18 Feeding back people’s words to check accuracy of recording and to ensure you’re not

‘filtering’ information and also to give feedback.

19 Use tools that are visual/tactile.

20 Find ways for people to provide information anonymously, as more likely to contribute, (e.g.

posters around wall). Write comments on sheets with people not really watching, invite them

to rate/prioritise; write question/comments on paper, all into box. People more likely to be

honest if they can be anonymous. (Needs a level of literacy not always present)

21 Singing: often a great source of information (example: rape / violence / drunkenness /

environmental issues).

22 Ensure there is some time for group to pursue issues of their own concern as well.
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23 Factor in “down-time”. It’s unrealistic to expect that on a two-week visit you will have the

project director with you all the time. Make time for you to pursue your own leads. These

might comprise

• One-on-one conversations

• Car trips

• Meals

• Kava ceremonies etc.

24 Schedule meetings to coincide with community times in order that people are more likely

to come.

With all of these, make sure that you have put aside sufficient time to do things slowly.

Exercise

You are undertaking a monitoring visit to a project. What specific information would you like

to get from the:

1 Board – update on management/governance/project status.

Tools you could use:

• Interviews with key informants

• Transect walks

• Focus groups

2. Staff – finances and project results:

Tools you could use:

• Checklist

• One to one interviews

• View financial documents

• Make sure staff have an opportunity to respond anonymously

3. Project beneficiaries – try to evaluate effectiveness of programme.

Tools you could use:

• Song/dance/theatre

• Art

• Tracking studies (before and after)

• Stories of significant changes

• Focus groups

4. Peer Educators – The impact and effectiveness of the programme.

Tools you could use:

• Role plays

• Observation

• Art

Try new tools to help build up a repertoire of tools. You need to feel comfortable about the

tools that you choose. Also need to be sure that the tool you use is appropriate for the group

and the monitoring objective that has been set.
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FINANCES

Question:

What do we need to know about finance when going on a monitoring visit?

To have a successful visit, we probably need to understand and have information on:

a Internal financial management systems.

b Other sources of finance outside what has been provided. How does this fit into the

overall project plan?

c The dates of the financial year.

d Is there a dedicated person handling finance?

e Specific issues, including what are people earning? If they are developing a product, what

is the piece-rate compared with say what Trade Aid sells the item for (margins/mark-ups)?

f Measuring the direct vs. hidden incomes.

g In income generation projects how do you measure beneficiary income?

h The economic context in order to gauge what are reasonable costs to factor in (exchange

rate/inflation etc) local/national requirement from NGOs (taxes when and how much?). Is

the NGO incorporated? Are there legal obligations to the government?

i Who makes the decisions about finance? Need to talk to treasurer of Board, and have

defined questions.

j Is donor money clearly tagged?

k What happens to any surplus money?

l Accountability and accuracy of bookkeeping.

m Financial liability – who is liable?

n Budgeting for capital replacement. Is this factored into financial planning?

o External audits.

p What processes are in place if a donor chooses to exit?

q What percentage of the funding is from your government/and what is granted locally or

made available from fundraising? An answer to this helps gauge how much a project

depends on donors and how sustainable it might be over time.
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QUESTIONS AND TOOLS

Do you ask how much staff are earning?

In responding to this, are we transparent and would we share the same information? Do we

ask questions that we would be uncomfortable in answering? If donor is funding salaries,

then it may have a right to know salaries as well as a benchmark against which they can be

measured. Is there a hierarchy of salaries?

What about retirement?

If a core salary is funded and the person retires, what capacity is there for saving in a

country where there is perhaps no retirement benefit? There simply may not be

superannuation. To compensate, some workers might develop a side-line business which can

put pressure on and take time and effort away from the project and potentially lead to

conflict of interest.

How do you determine whether a person is earning a fair wage?

What are the benchmarks? Against whom and how do you get that information? Are there

any income-generating projects?

Question:

How often should financial issues be included in monitoring visits?

Not necessary for every visit. If financial issues are likely to impact heavily then financial

monitoring may have to occur every visit. It very much depends on the project.

Issues that can affect ability to get information on finance.

a Need to have a well-developed relationship with partner and there must be an element of

mutual trust.

b Cultural issues (e.g. corruption). There might be a fear that in asking, you think that the

partner is being dishonest - “The very fact that you are asking implies you may not trust

us.”

c Some cultures do not find it easy to talk about issues of finance. (e.g. Western societies

can be reluctant to talk about this).

But there are now international norms, for example principles of transparent financial

management do exist and are designed to govern international donor funds. While some

organisations may not like it or choose to use them, such principles are useful for

transparency. The bottom line is control – who controls the process?

The more normal looking at finances can be, the better, as it will become routine. You are

building a relationship with a partner. This can be source of pride. It can demonstrate that

the partner is managing the books well and can help build up a trusting relationship.
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It is widely accepted that poor financial accountability can bring down a project. It is important to

be “squeaky clean”. Avoid being seen as having some sort of enforcement or policing role. So talk

to the treasurer and develop a financial checklist which can be regularly used.

Using “outsiders” to gather financial information can be appropriate at times, but it does

remove the opportunity for direct engagement. Having said that, if you get a charge of

corruption directed to you then it is probably appropriate to contract out the investigation

rather that investigate it yourself. It is impossible to verify such accusations from here in New

Zealand. Need to do it at the project end. There are many cautionary tales that basically

confirm the need to be “up front”.

Financial Tools

Ask to see the latest bank reconciliation and monthly statements. If they are up to date then

everything is usually OK. Pick out a couple of payments and track them through. Do this

regularly as partner might assume that something is wrong when you do suggest doing this.

Develop a financial checklist in consultation with partner.

Collecting Information

How best to collect information in the field?

a Take notes, tape-recorder, photos, laptop. Try to remember as much as possible without

taking notes. Be careful, listen and observe and write later if at all possible. There is

nothing worse than writing while talking with a participant.

b Use photos, perhaps get two sets developed – keep one and give other set to partner.

After all, they belong to the people who are in the images. State if we are going to use

them in publications and ask if anyone has objections. Perhaps laminate and put on wall.

Laminating is useful as photos have a tendency to disintegrate with excessive humidity.

c Prepare report. Remains a draft until partner has seen it and endorsed it. This requires

negotiation early on. Partner has the right to question and seek clarification. Before

proceeding with the writing of a report, ask partner what they would like to see in it. This

helps with ownership.

d Debrief back home. Don’t come back and forget about it all. Use the information and

establish an effective process for applying it on the next visit. This is all about best practice.

Need a really thorough paper-trail, so someone coming in doesn’t have to ‘second guess’ or

try and put everything together. Always write a report and always make the TOR the first

appendix.

There is a lot of technical language in the TORs perhaps something is written up by the

partner, but not in the language we might be familiar with. Find new and better ways to

encourage partners to have early input (perhaps based on a previous visit). Tell the partner

you are coming and give them plenty of warning. Again, this will help to ensure ‘buy-in’.
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You need to have a purpose for going. How that is expressed depends on the project and

your relationship with your partner and agencies are different. The important thing though is

that we measure what that purpose is.

When working with an external consultant, ensure that there is an understanding between

them and your partner. So much depends on the consultant and how much preparation they

have done; what their agendas are and how much time they have.

Action Point:

Share stories and processes. This might lead to the development of a common ‘template’ that

can be modified to suit the particular situation. We need to learn from each other to share

useful tools. While a document may be agency specific and not transferable, there may well

be issues that are relevant to other agencies.
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