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Abstract:

Résumé:

This paper reports on an evaluation of the organizational im-
pacts of the International Service for National Agricultural Re-
search (ISNAR), a non-profit agency with a mandate to
strengthen national agricultural research organizations and
systems. For the purposes of this study, “organizational impacts”
are defined as the effects of ISNAR'’s activities and outputs on
the external environment, organizational motivation, and ca-
pacity of client organizations. The article outlines the context
and objectives of the evaluation and the conceptual framework
developed for it. A set of component evaluation studies, data
collection and analysis procedures and some salient findings are
described. Overall results are contrasted with the initial evalu-
ation objectives.

Cet article présente le compte rendu d’une étude d’évaluation
portant sur «I'impact organisationnel» des efforts du Service
international pour la recherche agricole nationale. Agence a but
non lucratif, SIRAN a pour mandat de renforcer les organisa-
tions et systéemes de recherche agricoles nationaux. Pour les
besoins de l'étude, 'impact organisationnel se définit comme
les effets réels des activités et services de SIRAN sur
I'environnement externe, la motivation interne et les capacités
des organisations clientes. Les auteurs présentent le contexte
et les objectifs de I’6tude d’évaluation, de méme que le cadre
conceptuel mis au point pour sa réalisation. L’article décrit la
série d’exercices évaluatifs compris dans I’étude globale, les pro-
cessus de collecte et d’analyse de données ainsi que quelques
résultats saillants. Les résultats généraux sont comparés aux
objectifs initiaux de I'évaluation.
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I i the past, international development programs related
to agriculture have generally been conceived of as “investments,”
“aid,” or “assistance” efforts. They have often bypassed local organiza-
tions in order to achieve short-term objectives, construct physical fa-
cilities, or channel resources directly to local beneficiary groups. In
this context, aid evaluations have often focused on the extent to which
projects have implemented planned activities, delivered expected
outputs or achieved measurable impacts on physical or socio-economic
variables such as crop yields, nutritional status, or poverty levels.
Seldom have the effects of development efforts on organizations been
systematically evaluated (Berlage & Stokke, 1992; Kumar, 1995).

It is increasingly recognized that development programs must
strengthen local organizations in order to have lasting beneficial
impacts. Hence, there is a shift from “aid” toward “development co-
operation” and “partnership” (United Nations Development Pro-
gramme [UNDP], 1997). This shift in the purpose and style of
development programs has created new demands for evaluation
frameworks and methods for assessing “organizational impacts” —
the impacts of development efforts on local organizations’ capacity
and performance. Because there has been little work in this area to
date (Goldsmith, 1993; Picciotto, 1995), there is a pressing need to
explore organizational assessment methods that complement tradi-
tional economic and social program evaluation methods (e.g., Alston,
Norton, & Pardey, 1995; Rossi & Freeman, 1993).

This paper reports on a study of the performance of an international
organization in terms of its impacts on client organizations in de-
veloping countries. The organization whose impacts are under study
is the International Service for National Agricultural Research
(ISNAR), one of 16 international centres affiliated with the Con-
sultative Group on International Agricultural Research. The CGIAR
is a network of international research centres established in 1971
to contribute to food security, poverty alleviation and conservation
of natural resources through applied international research and
development (R&D) activities (Brady, 1994; Horton, in press).

Most of the CGIAR centres carry out technical research-related de-
velopment activities on crops, livestock, and natural (including ge-
netic) resources. ISNAR, in contrast, works to strengthen national
agricultural research organizations (NAROs), which are the princi-
pal clients and users of the new technologies and information pro-
duced by the CGIAR. Without strong NAROs, the CGIAR'’s long-term
impact will be greatly limited.
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Established in 1979, ISNAR is supported by a group of international
donors and is governed by an international Board of Trustees. ISNAR
is a small organization, with, at the time of the review, 42 interna-
tionally recruited professional staff members (mainly agricultural
and social scientists), and 45 locally recruited support staff mem-
bers and research assistants. ISNAR’s annual budget is around
US$10 million. Two-thirds of this is provided as “core” or unrestricted
contributions from donors to the CGIAR system, the remainder ac-

quired through special projects designed and funded to achieve spe-
cific objectives.

To implement its mandate, ISNAR established programs of work on
agricultural policy and system development and on management.
Members of these two programs carry out applied research and pro-
vide clients with advisory services and training.

ISNAR’s work is largely demand-driven, in response to requests from
national agricultural research organizations. Since its creation,
ISNAR has worked with research entities in over 90 developing coun-

tries, including the recently-emerged nations of the former Soviet
Union.

RATIONALE FOR THE ORGANIZATIONAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT

In 1996, ISNAR assessed its impact on client organizations in na-
tional agricultural research systems. The assessment was organ-
ized at a time when impact assessment and evaluation were
becoming “hot topics” in the CGIAR. In the early 1990s, the CGIAR
entered a period of financial crisis and downsizing. In 1995 high-
level government authorities met in Lucerne, Switzerland to develop
an action plan for renewal of the CGIAR. A proposal for improving
governance featured prominently in the action plan. The CGIAR was
requested to “strengthen the assessment of its performance and
impact by establishing an independent evaluation function report-
ing to the CGIAR as a whole” (CGIAR Secretariat, 1995, p. 11).

In response to this request, an Impact Assessment and Evaluation
Group (IAEG) was established to foster evaluation as an integral
part of CGIAR activities (Ozgediz, in press). The IAEG has focused,
by and large, on evaluating the CGIAR’s technical research activi-
ties and their impact on food security, poverty, and the natural en-
vironment. However, because many of the CGIAR’s activities aim
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to strengthen agricultural research, IAEG also needs to evaluate
the organizational impacts of CGIAR centres.

There is a strong tradition of economic impact studies in the CGIAR
and elsewhere (Alston, Norton, & Pardey, 1995; Echeverria, 1990;
Williams & Rank, 1998). In comparison, assessment of organiza-
tional performance and impact is still at an early exploratory stage.
Lacking robust theories and measurement methods, organizational
assessment is often conducted by panels of respected experts in the
technical field in which the organization operates. For example, ex-
ternal reviews of CGIAR centres are generally undertaken by pan-
els of experienced agricultural researchers and development
practitioners, who conduct the reviews without an explicit evalua-
tion framework or precisely defined methods (CGIAR Secretariat,
1995). ISNAR initiated applied research on the assessment of or-
ganizational impact in order to begin filling the conceptual and meth-
odological void in this important area.

ISNAR'’s organizational assessment also coincided with a period of
“soul searching” in the CGIAR, in which commitments to develop-
ment-oriented activities such as training, networking, and organi-
zational strengthening were being questioned. ISNAR hoped that
its assessment exercise would demonstrate the importance of con-
tinuing CGIAR work in these areas.

A third, and crucial, factor was that ISNAR was preparing for a
CGIAR-mandated external review. Every five years, the CGIAR or-
ganizes external program and management reviews for each of its
member centres. Centres being reviewed are required to present a
number of background documents to the review panel. One of the
key documents is an assessment of its achievements, impacts, and
constraints during the review period (CGIAR Secretariat, 1995).

OBJECTIVES AND DESIGN OF THE EVALUATION

Objectives of the Study

The study was designed to achieve three distinct goals:

¢ To provide ISNAR with suggestions for improving its ac-
tivities and performance in the future;

* To provide the external review panel with an independent
assessment of ISNAR achievements, impacts, and con-
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straints to its work with national agricultural research or-
ganizations (NAROs) over the last five years;

¢ To pilot and explore methods for assessing organizational
performance and impact that could be used in the future by
ISNAR, other development agencies, and national agricul-
tural research organizations.

The term “impact” is used in many different ways in the CGIAR
and in the broader fields of international development and program
evaluation. It is sometimes taken to mean any effects that can be
attributed to a specific action. Schalock (1995, p. 13) defines impact
analysis as determining “whether the program made a difference
compared to either no program or an alternative program.” Simi-
larly, Rossi and Freeman (1985, p. 185) define the purpose of im-
pact assessment as “establishing whether or not an intervention is
producing its intended effects.”

In other cases, the concept of impact is used in a more restrictive
manner and refers only to the “long-term outcomes of results of de-
velopment programs on the people, economy, society, or environment”
(Kumar, 1995), or the “ultimate effects” on a country or organiza-
tion (DANIDA, 1994). In recent years, to justify further funding for
agricultural research, many donors are demanding convincing evi-
dence of the impact of research on their ultimate development goals—

food security, protection of the environment, and poverty alleviation
(Cracknell, 1996).

However, for both substantive and methodological reasons, it was
decided to focus this initial study on the direct results or effects of
ISNAR activities on client organizations, rather than on exploring
their possible indirect or long-term effects on distant, abstract goals
such as food security, poverty reduction, or environmental sustain-
ability. Evaluation specialists generally maintain that there is no
methodologically sound way to measure the effects of a single pro-
gram’s intervention on distant objectives of this nature. The chain
of causal events is too long and complex and the variables affecting
ultimate outcomes are too numerous to permit the identification and
measurement of impacts of specific interventions on broad social,
economic, and environmental variables (Biggs, 1990; House, 1993;
Rossi & Freeman, 1993). Additionally, ISNAR management and staff
were primarily interested in knowing how effective ISNAR’s pro-
grams were in terms of their immediate results.
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Planning and Organization

The study was of a collaborative type, involving the participation of
both members of ISNAR and external evaluators. An externally con-
tracted team of evaluators took ultimate responsibility for the evalu-
ation design, for much of the data collection, for analysis and
interpretation of results, and for reporting on the assessment. ISNAR
staff members participated in all phases of the evaluation, making
substantive contributions to the evaluation design, coordinating
tasks, and reviewing and commenting on draft reports.

This division of roles and responsibilities reflected ISNAR’s inter-
est in tapping external expertise in organizational assessment and
the perceived need for external objectivity, in order to ensure the
credibility of study results with the external panel that was to re-
view ISNAR later in the year.

Five evaluators were selected based on three main criteria: formal
training and experience in program evaluation, theoretical back-
ground and experience with organizational assessment, and experi-

ence with the management of agricultural research in developing
countries.

A workshop was held in June 1996 to plan the assessment exercise.
At this time, the 5 evaluators and 10 ISNAR staff members devel-
oped the conceptual framework for the overall evaluation, planned a
set of evaluation studies, began preparation of survey instruments,
prepared terms of reference for the external team, developed a budget
for the assessment exercise, and prepared a schedule of activities
(Mackay, Debela, Smutylo, Borges-Andrade, & Lusthaus, 1998, ch. 2).

Organizational Assessment Model

One challenge facing the evaluators was the absence of an explicit
ISNAR “program theory” (Mohr, 1995) or “theory of action” (Patton,
1997) that explained how ISNAR’s activities (research, training, and
advisory services) were intended to bring about desired results. Only
now are the CGIAR and its centres systematically addressing is-
sues of how their interventions bring about changes in client or-
ganizations and in farmers’ fields, and how these changes may or
may not lead to the CGIAR’s ultimate objectives.! ISNAR did not

have a clear set of performance goals against which its achievements
could be measured.



LA REVUE CANADIENNE D'EVALUATION DE PROGRAMME 7 I

Several different conceptual frameworks for organizational assess-
ment exist (see, for example, Grindle & Hilderbrand, 1995; Harrison,
1994; Lusthaus, Anderson, & Murphy, 1995; Peterson, 1994;
Rummler & Brache, 1995). The conceptualization, analysis, and com-
parison of organizations and their performance has been described
as a “conceptual minefield” (Carter, Klein, & Day, 1992).

For the study reported here, ISNAR adopted the framework offered
by Lusthaus, Anderson, and Murphy (1995) and published by the
International Development Research Centre (IDRC) of Canada. This
model views organizational performance as a function of the organi-
zation’s external environment, its organizational motivation, and
its organizational capacity. This framework includes an inventory
of the components or variables making up each of these four organi-
zational dimensions (Figure 1). The variables in each dimension were
recognized by the evaluation study team as bearing a close resem-
blance to the “characteristics of strength” of agricultural research
organizations listed in a recent report produced for the Technical
Advisory Committee of the CGIAR (TAC Secretariat, 1996, pp. 13—
20). For this reason, the team believed that it was likely to have
credibility with agricultural research management. There was also
substantial compatibility with the organizational performance as-

Figure 1
Four Dimensions for Organizational Assessment
. The External Environment 3. Organizational Capacity
Administrative and legal environment + Strategic leadership

1

External political environment

*  Program planning
Sociocultural environment * Management and execution
Technological environment + Resources allocation and management
Economic environment » Linkages and coordination with clients, partners,
Stakeholders government policy makers, and external donors
Infrastructure

Policy/natural resources environment

2. Organizational Motivation 4. Organizational Performance

* The organization's history ¢+ The effectiveness with which the organization
+  Mission achieves its mission and goal

* Culture + The efficiency of resource use

* Incentives/reward schemes + The organization’s sustainability in terms of its

continued relevance to its stakeholders

Source: Lusthaus, Anderson, and Murphy (1995).
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sessment system devised by an ISNAR professional (Peterson, 1994).
The model adopted promised to complement Peterson’s work.

Graphically, the IDRC framework for organizational assessment is
represented in both the upper and the lower portions of Figure 2;
the dimensions of ISNAR’s performance are in the upper portion,
the dimensions of a NARO’s performance in the lower. Together,
they illustrate how ISNAR impacts on NAROs. The two-tier model
illustrates that ISNAR’s interventions may impact a client organi-
zation's external environment, organizational motivation, and ca-
pacity; these in turn may influence the organization’s performance.
However, ISNAR does not have a direct impact on a national agri-
cultural research organization’s performance, on the subsequent ef-
fects on that organization’s clients (i.e., on farmers), on farm-level
yields, or on broader economic, social, or environmental variables.
For this reason, the evaluation studies described below focused their
attention on ISNAR’s activities, outputs, and impacts on the envi-
ronment, motivation, and capacity of agricultural research organi-
zations, as opposed to the performance of these organizations.
ISNAR’s own environment, motivation, and capacity were of inter-
est insofar as they facilitate or constrain ISNAR’s performance.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

ISNAR and the external review panel required answers to the ques-
tion: “What have been ISNAR’s achievements, impacts and con-
straints over the five-year period since the second external program
and management review in 1991?”

To answer this question, a set of five component studies was de-
signed. Although the different studies tap different sources of infor-
mation and employ different data collection methods, they all provide
information on ISNAR achievements, impacts, and constraints
within the conceptual framework outlined above. The overall result

is a set of complementary studies with multiple lines of inquiry. The
five component studies were:

1. A telephone survey of NARS leaders to obtain structured
perceptual data from a sample of ISNAR’s clients on its
achievements, impacts, and constraints;

2. A telephone survey of officials in donor agencies, advanced
research organizations, and other entities that represent
ISNAR’s main stakeholders;
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Figure 2
Model lllustrating Organizational Performance and impact

ISNAR's environment

|

Capacity

NARO/NARS
Performance

Principal areas of data collection
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3. Case studies of ISNAR’s work and results in three agricul-
tural research organizations with which ISNAR has had
close ties (INIA-Uruguay, KARI-Kenya, and INRA-Mo-
rocco);2

4. A meta-evaluation of ISNAR-commissioned evaluations and
reviews, which had two goals: to obtain evidence of impact
from the source and to assess the methods used in these
evaluations;3

5. Aninventory of ISNAR’s outputs, to provide the evaluation
team with structured information on outputs in relation to
ISNAR’s goals, types of activities (research, training, and
advisory services), client countries, and its major areas of
work.

The methods and instruments used in the first three of these stud-
ies are described in detail below. The latter two will not be discussed
in detail because they did not contribute directly to the study of
ISNAR'’s impacts, but provided inputs for the other three studies.

Figure 3 illustrates the relationship between the key questions driv-
ing the organizational assessment, the data collection methods and
sources, and the nature of the data collected.

The following data-gathering instruments were developed for the
studies:

* Two survey questionnaires (one directed at national agri-

cultural research leaders, the other directed at ISNAR
stakeholders);

¢ A checklist to guide country case studies;

* A set of criteria for evaluating ISNAR’s own reviews;

* A database for cataloguing ISNAR’s outputs during the re-
view period.

These instruments include questions and indicators that reflect two
main clusters of variables: the organizational dimensions in the
IDRC frameworks (environment, motivation, capacity, and perform-
ance), and 10 policy and management areas in which ISNAR has
worked. Over the years, ISNAR has structured its activities in dif-
ferent ways. For this study, a list of 10 policy and management ar-
eas was prepared, and data were collected and analyzed so as to
assess the outputs and impacts of ISNAR’s work in each of these
areas (Figure 4).
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Figure 3
Key Study Questions and Data Used in Each Study
Key study questions
What are What are What are
ISNAR's ISNAR's ISNAR's
achievements? impacts? constraints?
Data
Evaluation Data collection
study Nature of data collected sources methods
1. Survey of Data on Data on Data on 27 ISNAR Question-
ISNAR perceived perceived constraints, stake- naire,
stakeholders sources & sources & both external holders telephone
quality of quality of and internal interviews
ISNAR's impacts to ISNAR
achievements
2. Survey of Data on ISNAR Data relatingto Data on 66 NARS Question-
agriculture  input into 10 10 areas of constraints, leaders naire,
leaders areas of management  both external telephone
management and internal to interviews
ISNAR
3. Country Data on Data on Data on Key informants  Case studies
case studies  activities, impacts constraints in Kenya, based on
process and observed in ISNAR Morocco, and  face-to-face
procedures NAROs encountersin  Uruguay interviews
used by ISNAR working with during visits
to achieve NAROs to3
results with NAROs countries
4. Meta- Data on 17 ISNAR Content
evaluation potential for review analyses
of ISNAR reviews as a reports focusing on
reviews iearning tool utility and
quality
criteria
5. Review of Quantitative data ISNAR Use of
inventory of  on ISNAR records on ISNAR
ISNAR's outputs: activities database
outputs documents and and outputs

training events,
1991-96
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Ten Areas of Agricultural Research Policy and Management in Which ISNAR Works

Area .

Area 2.

Area 3.

Area 4.

Area 5.

Area 6.

Area 7.

Area 8.

Area 9.

Area 10.

Formulation and implementation of agricultural research policy

Includes aspects such as setting broad research goals and priorities; alignment of research
objectives with development goals and strategies; taking action to change these goals where
appropriate.

Strategic and long-term planning

Includes aspects such as the development of strategic long-term plans or planning pro-
cesses, consistent with national goals.

Organizational structure and governance mechanisms

Includes defined role and responsibilities for operational units that facilitates communica-
tion flows, coordination, and accountability; legal framework and statutes, and governing
bodies to review and update organizational policies, strategies, and procedures.
Management of research programs

Includes aspects such as research planning based on priorities and identified needs; prepa-
ration of research budgets, work plans, and project statements that include clear objectives
and indicators for measuring progress and success; efficient implementation of programs
and activities; using evaluation results to improve future research in a timely manner; mak-
ing timely decisions and taking corrective actions; monitoring progress; integration of new
topics and new approaches in the research agenda (i.e., natural resource management and
the inclusion of biotechnology and participatory research approaches).

Management information systems

Includes making information accessible on the external environment, resources, activities,
and results, so managers can make informed decisions and satisfy external administrative
and accountability requirements.

Management and dissemination of information

Includes acquiring, storing, cataloguing, reporting, and disseminating scientific information
so that researchers can conduct quality research.

Human resource management

Includes aspects such as training and career development processes that strengthen staff
capacity; adequate remuneration and incentives; recruitment, supervision, evaluation, and
promotion processes that support the organization's objectives.

Financial management and accountability

Includes a transparent financial system that allows timely accessing, disbursement, and

reporting of use of funds, based on organizational objectives, priorities, and accountability
requirements.

International and local linkages and networks
Includes systematic links with farmers, other clients, and stakeholders, including other re-

search institutions, extension programs, government agencies, NGOs, the private sector,
networks, and regional organizations.

Organizational culture, staff commitment, and loyalty

Includes aspects such as support of staff for the organization’s mission, objectives, and
values; staff willingness to defend the organization and its leaders when threatened (e.g.,
by budget cuts) and to overcome organizational problems; organizational culture consistent
with the organization’s prevailing norms, beliefs, traditions, and values.

Source: Survey of agricultural research leaders (Mackay et al., 1998, Annex 4.2).
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ISNAR’s stakeholders and agricultural research leaders were sur-
veyed in order to obtain the views and perspectives of those most
directly involved with and influenced by ISNAR’s work: ISNAR'’s
donors, collaborators and clients. Paul (1995, p. 156) noted in a study
of public services in Bangalore, India that

Because users are at the receiving end, their assessments
of the quality, efficiency, and adequacy of public serv-
ices and the problems they face in their transactions with
public agencies can provide significant input for the im-
provement of service delivery and management of the
agencies involved.

This principle applies as well to international agencies as to national
or local ones. Additionally, as Montague (1997, p. 59) notes, client
surveys are a useful direct way of measuring service results, as “per-
formance minus expectations equals satisfaction.”

Survey of ISNAR Stakeholders

An instrument was developed for the collection of structured per-
ceptual data from ISNAR’s key stakeholders, donors, development
agencies, and other organizations that work with ISNAR or other-
wise have a stake in the delivery of its activities. The instrument
focused on obtaining information about ISNAR'’s strengths, weak-
nesses, constraints, outputs, impact, reputation, and suggestions for
future action and direction. The instrument was used to structure
telephone interviews with stakeholders. The interviews took between
30 and 60 minutes and were conducted by a single interviewer (a
member of IDRC’s evaluation unit) in English and French.

Thirty sample interviewees were selected by the external team mem-
ber responsible for the survey from a list of 101 contacts provided
by ISNAR. The sample was chosen to reflect the overall profile (geo-
graphic distribution, type of relationship with ISNAR, and donor
type) of the original list: 70%-30% North-South distribution, 13 cur-
rently granting donors, 4 donors currently not funding ISNAR, 7
collaborators, and 6 “others.” The regional distribution was 60%-
20%-20% for Africa, Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean re-
spectively.

Some of the response categories were designed to be quantifiable.
For example interviewees were asked, “How would you assess
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ISNAR’s effectiveness in strengthening research policy and man-
agement in NARS, and what are its strengths and weaknesses?”
The first part of the question was scored on a three-point scale rat-
ing the quality of ISNAR’s effectiveness as high, low, or medium.
The second part of the question elicited expert opinion on ISNAR’s
strengths and weaknesses that was recorded as qualitative data.
About a quarter of the 16 questions (which were often composed of
multiple parts) produced quantitative data. The remainder produced
qualitative responses that were organized into thematic categories.
Of the 30 stakeholders selected, 24 were interviewed.

Survey of Agricultural Research Leaders

A second structured interview instrument was developed for the col-
lection of perceptual data from leaders of national agricultural re-
search systems in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Central to the
32-item survey were questions that focused on ISNAR'’s contribu-
tions to the respondent’s national organization in the 10 key areas
of policy and management. Interviewees were asked to rate ISNAR’s
contributions in each of the 10 policy and management areas. They
were asked whether ISNAR'’s research, publications, training, or
advisory services had had any effect, positive or negative, and to
rate the effect as: very negative; negative; no impact; positive; or
very positive.

Because it was essential that interviewees shared a common under-
standing of the meaning attached to the 10 key policy and manage-
ment areas about which they were to be interviewed, the evaluation
team arranged for ISNAR to contact each prospective interviewee
by fax, indicating that an interview would be sought within the fol-
lowing few days and providing definitions for the list of 10 policy
and management areas.

Lists of agricultural research directors who had participated in re-
cent meetings sponsored by the CGIAR were compiled, and a sam-
ple of 100 individuals was drawn by the external study team,
stratified to ensure regional balance. Telephone interviews were
conducted with leaders of 62 national agricultural research organi-
zations and 4 regional organizations. The interviews lasted approxi-
mately one hour. IDRC and the University of Brasilia conducted
the telephone interviews in English, French, Spanish, and Portu-
guese.
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Country Case Studies

Initially, it was hoped that six or more countries could be visited so
that case studies representing various regions and types of national
systems could be prepared. However, due to constraints on time and
funds, only three case studies could be carried out. Kenya, Morocco,
and Uruguay were selected because ISNAR had had considerable
involvement there over a number of years and it was felt that useful
lessons could be extracted from this experience.

In each case, prior to engaging in field work, case-study authors
studied key documents relating to ISNAR’s collaboration with the
country. A checklist was developed to structure interviews regard-
ing ISNAR's effects on the organization’s environment, motivation,
capacity, and performance. Case-study authors helped to focus their
data collection by compiling a list of all of the formal collaborative
activities between ISNAR and the organization during the period
under scrutiny.

In the field, interviews were conducted with key informants repre-
senting each organization’s management and staff as well as key
representatives of the organization’s stakeholders (e.g., Ministry of
Agriculture, major producer groups, faculties of agriculture, and pri-
vate sector research organizations). In addition to conducting inter-
views, case-study authors also sought information about ISNAR’s
achievements and impacts in a broad range of the organizations’
documents, and made personal observations of, for example, the in-
frastructure and resources available in each organization, the use
of management information systems, the distribution of the research
budget across projects, and other areas in which ISNAR had col-
laborated with the particular organization.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

Different members of the evaluation team were responsible for car-
rying out each study, interpreting the information obtained, and re-
porting the results. ISNAR'’s performance was reported in terms of
the impacts reported or observed on the environment, motivation,
and capacity of client organizations. Constraints on ISNAR’s achieve-
ments and impacts were reported in terms of (a) factors in ISNAR’s
own operating environment, organizational motivation, and capac-
ity; and (b) factors in the external and internal environments of the
client organizations.
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As each of the individual studies was completed, a draft report was
circulated among the assessment team members to share informa-
tion and obtain an initial peer review. The second draft of each re-
port was sent to ISNAR to inform management and staff of progress
and to check for factual errors in the reports. The third draft of each
report was made available to members of the external review panel
as a working document, providing them with timely information for
their work. There was a distinct convergence among the findings of
the three case studies and with the findings from the two surveys.

EVALUATION FINDINGS

A 30-page synthesis report was produced that included: the main find-
ings of the assessment in relation to ISNAR’s achievements, impacts,
and constraints; lessons learned from the assessment exercise; and
some areas needing attention to improve the quality and performance
of ISNAR’s programs. The individual evaluation studies were in-
cluded as background papers. The evaluation reports were all deliv-
ered to ISNAR in November 1996. An edited version of the reports
was later published by ISNAR (Mackay et al., 1998). In line with the
focus of the present paper, this section presents selected results re-
lated to ISNAR’s organizational impacts and constraints on impact.

Triangulation and Corroboration of Results

The multi-method approach adopted by the evaluation team per-
mitted findings to be triangulated, resulting in some convincingly
robust findings with ample data to support them. An example will
illustrate how the survey and case-study results tended to converge
and corroborate findings from each. The corroboration is particu-
larly convincing, as different members of the evaluation team con-
ducted each study and analyzed its results independently.

Stakeholders responded positively when asked about the relevance
and practical application of ISNAR projects. Of those who expressed
views (70%-75% of those interviewed), half of ISNAR’s stakeholders
considered its projects “highly relevant” for strengthening national
agricultural research systems and more than one-third considered
them to be “very useful.” ISNAR’s stakeholders considered its main
strengths to include facilitating broader national policy dialogues
for agricultural research, contributing to closer links between re-
search and extension, and developing tools and methods for, e.g.,
program planning and priority setting (Mackay et al., 1998, p. 48).
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No stakeholder reported ISNAR projects to be “irrelevant” or "not
useful.” NARS leaders, possessing a greater familiarity with the de-
tails of specific contributions made by ISNAR projects, referred most
frequently to the impact of ISNAR projects on factors in the organi-
zational capacity and the external environment dimensions of na-
tional agricultural research organizations. Frequent reference was
made to ISNAR contributions to policy formulation, long-term plan-
ning, and inter-institutional linkages (Mackay et al., 1998, p. 65).

Additional details in support of these findings was offered, independ-
ently, in the country case studies. ISNAR was reported to have con-
tributed to improving the external policy environments of INIA in
Uruguay and KARI in Kenya; to inter-institutional linkages of INIA,
KARI, and INRA in Morocco; and to the development of strategic
planning in INIA and INRA (Mackay et al., 1998, chapters 5—7).

Stakeholders’ View of Impact

Anocther finding that conditioned the remainder of the analysis was
that agricultural research leaders in ISNAR’s client organizations
generally do not view ISNAR has having an impact on them. Rather,
they see ISNAR as one — sometimes crucial — ally in their own
efforts to strengthen their organization’s capacity and improve its
performance. Agricultural research managers clearly see themselves
— not ISNAR — as responsible for implementing changes that af-
fect performance. In any given case where ISNAR has collaborated
with an agricultural research organization, the contributions of the
organization and its members, in terms of time and resources, have
generally exceeded ISNAR’s contributions by a large margin.

This result is consistent with ISNAR'’s strategy for working with
NARS. ISNAR seeks to contribute to the capacity of NAROs to per-
form more effectively; it does not perform on their behalf. In this
sense, ISNAR'’s role is somewhat akin to that of the athletic coach
or the health care worker. Professionals in neither of these “service”
positions claim direct responsibility for championships won or health
recovered; these achievements result from performance over which
only the “client” has ultimate control.

Impacts on Organizational Environment, Motivation, and Capacity

ISNAR’s impacts were found to be principally on research organiza-
tions as opposed to research systems. National systems are usually
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loosely knit networks of diverse organizations — publicly funded re-
search organizations, private corporations, universities, and NGOs
— that have little in common and infrequent or limited interactions.
Hence, although ISNAR often claims to strengthen national systems,
for practical purposes it usually works with, and has its main im-
pact on, individual organizations.

Data from the set of impact studies undertaken indicate that
ISNAR’s main impacts are on the external environment and inter-

nal capacity of agricultural research organizations, rather than on
organizational motivation.

Impacts on the Environment in Which ISNAR’s Clients Operate

According to the stakeholders interviewed, ISNAR has achieved an
acknowledged role as an advocate for NARS and has raised interna-
tional awareness of the importance of national agricultural research,
to ensure that organizational strengthening is on the CGIAR agenda.
ISNAR has helped agricultural organizations gain access to global
data and knowledge, and it has fostered international dialogue and
exchanges of views and experiences related to issues of agricultural
research policies and management in developing countries.

Implementation of recommendations of ISNAR-supported diagnos-
tic reviews and planning exercises has had a major effect on the
environments of some NARS. For example, Kenya’s recent (1985)
policy on science and technology was implemented in the light of
ISNAR’s recommendations, resulting in a more favorable operational
environment for Kenya’s Agricultural Research Institute (KARI).
Subsequently, KARI was reorganized, with ISNAR’s collaboration,
so as to make it a more effective instrument of the new policy. As a
result of reorganization, KARI now has greater credibility with the
government of Kenya and with international donors. This was re-
flected in a four-fold increase in its annual budget between 1986/87
(the year of KARI's reorganization) and 1992/93.

In terms of the assessment framework employed, we might trace the
following “causal network” ISNAR influenced the national science
and technology policy under which KARI operates (external environ-
ment); this inspired internal organizational changes in KARI (capac-
ity); these changes led to the organization’s increased credibility with
its major stakeholders (external environment); and these changes,
in turn, led to an increase in its budget (organizational capacity). This
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example also illustrates the non-linear sequences of events involved
in the complex task of organizational strengthening.

Impacts on the Capacity of Agricultural Research Organizations

High-level officials in a representative sample of national agricul-
tural research organizations in developing countries provided rat-
ings of ISNAR'’s contributions to their organization in 10 areas of
research policy and management. Whenever they indicated either a
positive or a negative impact in an area, they were asked to provide
examples of the contribution(s). Large differences were found in the
proportion of agricultural research leaders who reported impacts in
each area. More than two-thirds indicated that ISNAR’s research,
training, or services had had a positive impact in the areas of man-
aging personnel; strategic or long-term planning; policy formulation
and implementation; and management of research programs. In con-
trast, less than two-fifths of the same research leaders indicated
that ISNAR had had a positive impact on financial management or
on organizational culture (Figure 5a).

In those cases where positive impacts were reported, the degree of
impact also varied. Larger impacts were reported in the areas of
policy, planning, and inter-organizational linkages than in manage-
ment of personnel and financial resources (Figure 5b).

Overall, the survey of agricultural research leaders indicated that
ISNAR has had a greater impact in such areas as agricultural re-
search policy, long-term planning, and inter-institutional linkages
than in those of organizational structure and governance, dissemi-
nation of information, organizational culture, and financial man-
agement. Intermediate impacts have been achieved in areas
associated with the management of research programs and research
personnel (Figure 5b).

These findings support the general hypothesis that ISNAR has had
larger and more widespread impacts in strategic policy and man-
agement areas than in the more operational areas related to inter-
nal structure and administration. Limited impact on internal
organizational structures and governance mechanisms may be ex-
plained in terms of the status of most national agricultural research
organizations as public sector entities. For example, INRA in Mo-
rocco is governed by superordinate civil service directives that do
not permit administrative changes to be undertaken by INRA itself,
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Figure 5
Indicators of ISNAR Impact for 10 Policy and Management Areas
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* “Beneficiaries” are those stating that ISNAR had an impact and citing at least one example
in the area.

** The range of scores is from -2 (very negative impact) to +2 (very positive impact).

1 Formulation & implementation of 6 Management and dissemination of information
agricultural research policy

2 Strategic and long-term planning 7 Human resource management

3 Organizational structure and 8 Financial management and accountability
governance mechanisms

4 Management of research programs 9 International and local linkages and networks

5 Management information systems 10 Organizational culture, staff commitment, & loyalty

Source: Mackay et al., 1998, Exhibit No. 1.14 and chapter 4.
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The case studies provided insights into how organizational impacts
are brought about. ISNAR and INRA in Morocco collaborated to pro-
duce a method for setting priorities and planning research programs
(Collion & Kissi, 1995). The method was developed, tested, and re-
fined in the early 1990s and came to be adopted as the standard
procedure for designing INRA’s research programs. By 1996, 12 of
INRA'’s 18 research programs had been planned using this method,
and planning exercises for the remaining six programs were sched-
uled. The program planning method has proven so useful that it
has been adopted (with the assistance of ISNAR and INRA staff
members) by many research organizations in North and Sub-Saha-
ran Africa and in Latin America.

In this case, the collaboration began with a request to ISNAR to
assist an organization in solving a problem. The response was to
collaborate in developing a prototype method, in testing the method,
and in refining it until it proved feasible and effective. Such
participative approaches to resolving management problems render
the impact metaphor, with its unidirectional connotation, less than

ideal for assessing the results of organizational strengthening pro-
grams like ISNAR.

Constraints to ISNAR’s Impact

The study team examined ISNAR’s environment, its organizational
capacity, and its motivation in order to identify factors that may
have constrained the organization’s performance and impact. Con-
straints in the dimension of ISNAR’s external environment were
found to include: the loose configurations of most national research
systems, which makes it difficult to strengthen the system per se;
the inherent difficulty of working in the “soft” area of organizational
capacity-building; and relatively low priority given to agricultural
research, and particularly to the organizational strengthening of
NARS at both international and national levels.

Constraints in ISNAR'’s organizational motivation include: lack of
clarity regarding who its primary clients are: national systems or
national organizations; inadequate internal procedures for staff re-
ward and development and for promoting organizational learning;
and lack of operational procedures for determining the optimum
balance between the mechanisms through which it achieves its re-
sults (advisory services, research, and training).
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Constraints in the dimension of ISNAR's organizational capacity
include: restricted core budget, which limits its staffing and operat-
ing funds; lack of a clearly articulated “theory of action” to guide its
work, placing a further constraint on its ability to communicate with
clients and stakeholders; lack of clear priorities for responding to
requests from NARS; limited collaboration with other CGIAR cen-
tres and partners; and inadequate internal procedures for monitor-
ing and evaluating its work.

RESULTS IN RELATION TO EVALUATION OBJECTIVES

Areas for Improving ISNAR Performance

The first objective of the assessment was to identify areas in which
ISNAR could improve its performance. While a number of areas were
identified, only one will be mentioned here as an example of the
management consultancy advice that was gained from the evalua-
tion: the need for ISNAR to improve its own management informa-
tion system. This example is chosen because it has far-reaching
implications for ISNAR’s capacity to monitor and evaluate its per-
formance, to improve the management of its operations, and to in-
form its clients and stakeholders about its activities and
achievements.

ISNAR has a project management information system that records
staff time and financial expenditure for each of the organization’s
projects. However, neither this nor any other internal system records
information on the major outputs or impacts of these projects. Over
the last few years, ISNAR’s professional cadre has been more in flux
than that of many NAROs. Hence NAROs’ corporate memory of pro-
fessional interaction with ISNAR may exceed ISNAR’s. As an inter-
national management research and capacity-building organization,
ISNAR could exemplify excellence to its clients by operating a trans-
parent performance measurement system that clearly illustrates
what its objectives are, the extent to which it is meeting these, what
needs to be improved, and whether the prescribed changes are work-
ing. ISNAR would gain enormous respect from its clients by allow-
ing them to see such an exemplary system in operation. In addition,
it would improve its own internal management and be better placed
to report persuasively to its Board of Trustees, external funders,
and other governance mechanisms that influence its direction, fund-
ing, and operations.
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Information for the External Review Panel and Methods for Assessing
Organizational Impact

The second and third objectives of the assessment — viz. to provide
useful information to the external panel that was to review ISNAR’s
programs and management later in the year, and to improve on
methods for the assessment of organizational performance and im-
pacts — can be discussed together because of the external panel’s in-
terest in methodological issues. In their report, the panel commented:

The reports contain a wealth of information on ISNAR’s
outputs, the perceptions and assessments of NARS lead-
ers and stakeholders regarding ISNAR’s activities and
reputation [and] ... a representative set of opinions of
ISNAR’s clients and stakeholders about the effectiveness
of ISNAR. The externality of the study team members
increases the objectivity of what is presented. The data-
gathering effort was based on a conceptual framework
of organizational assessment. The interviews were con-
ducted very professionally, as observed by some of the
respondents. In addition, the surveys provided informa-
tion, heretofore not systematically available, on client
and stakeholder views on ISNAR’s work. Ratings by
NARS leaders of ISNAR’s contributions in specific ar-

eas were particularly helpful to the Panel. (TAC Secre-
tariat, 1997, p. 18)

Nevertheless, the external review panel identified several areas
where the approach used had methodological limitations.

These [limitations] relate to measurement of perform-
ance, measurement of change in performance, measure-
ment of the ISNAR-related intervention, and attribution
of change to the ISNAR intervention. The indicators of
performance used in the surveys were necessarily all
subjective, given the methodology. Also, the methodol-
ogy used did not allow control of factors other than the
ISNAR intervention influencing NARO performance.
(TAC Secretariat, 1997, p. 18)

This evaluation relied heavily on beneficiary and stakeholder as-
sessment to obtain insight into ISNAR’s impacts. Given the
timelines, budget, and lack of base-line data against which to meas-
ure ISNAR’s impacts, these methods proved feasible and provided
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Figure 6
Matrix of Evaluation Techniques Employed in the Three Complementary
Impact Studies

Survey of ISNAR  Survey of NARS Country Case

Stakeholders Leaders Studies

Use of external evaluator v v v
Collaboration with stakeholders v v v
Adoption and use of consistent

conceptual framework 4 v v
Systematic sampling of target

data sources v v/
Systematic collection of data v v v
Structured interviews v v/ v
Open-ended questions v v v
Closed questions with scales v/ v/
Statistical treatment of quantitative

data v v
Systematic categorization of

qualitative data v v
Direct field observation of impacts v
Document reviews v v v
Clear specification of criteria for

judgment of impact v v v
Progress report v v v
Final report v v v
Synthesis report v v v

what we believe were useful and credible findings. Employing dif-
ferent methods (Figure 6), the evaluation studies were structured
and guided by a common conceptual framework that allowed trian-
gulation between methods and between sources of data. The use of
structured telephone interviews enhanced standardization, increased
response rates, and reduced the time required to obtain results. The
methodological limitations, however, must be recognized. One key
group of information users, the external review panel, felt that reli-
ance upon beneficiaries’ perceptions reduced the objectivity and
trustworthiness of the results.

CONCLUSION

The assessment of organizational impacts is still at an exploratory
stage. The study reported on here demonstrates the potential util-
ity of one organizational assessment framework and a multi-method
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approach. More in-depth research is needed to further validate and
refine the framework. Methods are also needed that complement

beneficiary opinion with observations and documentary sources of
evidence.

In a spirit of scientific inquiry, ISNAR is continuing to develop and
test methods in this arena, which is often considered a conceptual
and methodological minefield. In addition to a need for creativity on
the part of evaluators, it is becoming evident that more credible and
useful assessments of organizational performance and impacts will
require that evaluators rise to the challenge of helping organiza-
tions clarify their performance targets and develop better informa-
tion systems that record outputs and results in relation to targets.
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NOTES

1.

Over the last 18 months, the CGIAR been working to develop a logi-
cal framework for its work, which is to be completed and approved
by the CGIAR in October 1998 (TAC, 1998).

2. INIA: Instituto Nacional de Investigacion Agropeduaria; KARI:
Kenya Agricultural Research institute; and INRA: Institut National
de la Recherche Agronomique.

3. In fact, little evidence of impact was found; hence, the meta-evalua-
tion focused on the review and evaluation methods employed.
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