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Abstract:	 Reflecting the long experience of the main organizers of the Paris 
Declaration evaluation, dissemination and use of the national 
and synthesis evaluation results were conceived, born, and car-
ried out with a consistent view to the usefulness of both its 
processes and products for policy. This shaped all aspects of the 
Evaluation: governance, stakeholder participation, setting the 
evaluation questions, design and implementation of the proc-
esses and methods, and injecting findings and recommendations 
into the policy bloodstream. The focus on utility imposed the 
challenges of combining rigorous evaluation with a high degree 
of transparency and accessibility for the intended users and 
audiences, while building a network of stakeholders sufficiently 
committed, engaged, and comfortable with the results to be able 
to champion them through the tools and channels available to 
them, individually and collectively. However, the early record of 
influence illustrates the limits of evaluation in the face of rapidly 
changing political agendas. 

Résumé :	 Témoin de la longue expérience des principaux organisateurs 
l’évaluation de la Déclaration de Paris, la diffusion et l’utilisation 
des résultats des évaluations nationales et de la synthèse ont 
été conçues et mises en œuvre dans le souci constant de favo-
riser l’utilité autant des processus que des produits en termes 
de politique. Cette préoccupation a influencé tous les aspects de 
l’Évaluation : gouvernance, participation des parties prenantes, 
choix des questions d’évaluation, conception et application des 
processus et méthodes, et intégration des conclusions et recom-
mandations dans l’élaboration des politiques. L’accent mis sur 
la fonctionnalité a imposé les défis de parvenir à la fois à une 
évaluation rigoureuse et à un haut degré de transparence et 
d’accessibilité pour les utilisateurs et publics visés, tout en bâ-
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tissant un réseau de parties prenantes suffisamment impliquées, 
engagées, et à l’aise avec les résultats pour être en mesure de les 
défendre, individuellement et collectivement, par l’intermédiaire 
des outils et des canaux à leur disposition. Toutefois, les premiè-
res constatations quant à l’influence de l’évaluation illustrent 
les limites d’une telle évaluation face à la volatilité des priorités 
politiques. 

This article analyzes and assesses the different elements 
that went into the communications and dissemination strategies 
around the Paris Declaration Evaluation, which very consciously 
aimed to maximize the usefulness and use of both the process and 
the products of the Evaluation. The article begins by setting out 
what were fundamental “enabling conditions” for a communications 
and dissemination strategy that would be conducive to maximum 
usefulness. It then recounts the early steps taken, with professional 
communications advice, to formalize the strategy and the different 
elements making up the strategy. This is followed by an analysis of 
how the dissemination strategy was actually implemented. Finally, 
the article presents some assessment of the results achieved in these 
areas, drawing on self-assessment, expert independent observation, 
and some tangible early evidence. That evidence includes some dis-
couraging indications of the limits on the real-world influence of even 
the strongest evaluations.

ENABLING CONDITIONS: MANDATE, PARTICIPATION, 
TRANSPARENCY, AND PLAIN LANGUAGE

Mandate

The starting point for the dissemination and use of the Evaluation 
results was a fairly strong one in one respect—the high-level endors-
ers of the original Declaration had explicitly built a requirement for 
monitoring and independent evaluation into the text itself, formally 
mandating these activities. Moreover, it was fairly clear that the re-
sults of monitoring and evaluation would be expected to be reported 
back to future High Level Forums, the successors of the Paris Forum 
in 2005, so that there was at least a formal home or target platform 
for the results. More generally, tying Evaluation activities and/or 
presentations to “forcing events” and “piggybacking” on meetings at 
the international and national levels was taken as an opportunity to 
keep the work timely and relevant, and to promote interest, dialogue, 
and use. 



131131La Revue canadienne d’évaluation de programme

Genuine Participation

Less positively, the Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and its roots 
were never well-known outside a relatively small circle—mostly of 
informed officials—in any country, so that mobilizing wider inter-
est and potential action would be a challenge, and even the regular 
changes of ministers or senior officials would require refamiliariza-
tion with this work, its reasons, and its importance. Moreover, a good 
number of non-governmental organizations in the development field, 
in the past a vocal part of any public debate around development is-
sues, were for a long time ambivalent or even hostile about the Paris 
Declaration itself. Many saw it as a government-to-government com-
pact that disregarded civil society participation and contributions. 
Finally, even within the interested circles there was a natural ten-
dency to focus early attention on the immediate and ostensibly more 
tangible monitoring of the 12 indicators attached to the Declaration. 
Meanwhile, most of those concerned with the implementation of the 
Declaration probably assumed that the evaluation work would come 
later and be carried by a smaller group of specialists.

This was the opening setting for the long and hard ground-building 
work described in the article in this issue (Dabelstein & Kliest, 2012) 
on the preparation of the Evaluation. What needs to be recognized 
is that all those steps to enlist interest and participation in the 
governance and management of the Evaluation were also building 
a constituency of coordinators to help carry out the work and at 
the same time to act as “ambassadors” to ensure that it was known 
and supported both in interested circles in their own countries and 
internationally. It should go without saying that building this kind 
of “ownership” is a gradual process of building trust in the genuine-
ness of accountability, balance, and participation. It cannot be done 
overnight, and any bias or manipulation would come to light over 
time, with damaging results. 

Transparency, Communication, and Knowledge-Sharing

Reinforcing the emphasis on participation by a balanced group of 
coordinators from partner countries and donor countries and agen-
cies was a consistent commitment to transparency in all the evalu-
ation processes. This was reflected, for example, in the systematic 
and timely posting of all available reports and dissemination ma-
terials—such as drafts, workshop agendas, inputs, reports, briefing 
notes, power points, video, photos, interviews, audio productions, and 
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so on—on an open and easily navigable website (Paris Declaration 
Evaluation Documents, 2011). This transparency rule does not ap-
pear so much to have been a special decision as an ingrained good 
practice or habit among a group of organizers with extensive experi-
ence in multi-partner evaluations. Working with multiple partners 
across cultural and linguistic lines, full transparency becomes not 
just desirable but essential to build mutual confidence and construc-
tive cooperation, gradually defusing possible suspicions of hidden 
agendas or biases among participants. As the article on preparing 
the evaluation admits, this transparency rule and other confidence-
building practices were not always enough to provide the necessary 
reassurance to all, particularly at points in the first phase of the 
Evaluation, but broad consensus was eventually achieved.

In the second, more ambitious phase, the international Core Team 
supplemented the public posting of all key documents on the OECD/
DAC website with the introduction of an internal communication 
and knowledge-sharing system within and among teams through the 
Evaluation’s Extranet site. This interactive mechanism, available to 
all national and international coordinators and teams, allowed for 
continuous knowledge-sharing, support, peer review, and quality as-
surance, backed by systematic and targeted literature review. This 
tool, which was well used by many teams, also served a confidence-
building function, as well as clarifying tasks, guiding capacity-build-
ing support, and, not least, helping with the practical but critical 
challenges of version control through drafting and redrafting.

Plain Language

As in most other fields, jargon, acronyms, and specialized language 
are rife among both development specialists and evaluators. With its 
focus on usefulness to policy-makers and opinion leaders in many 
countries, it was critical for this evaluation to try to minimize the ob-
stacles to communicating its findings and conclusions to its intended 
users by using plain language in all its reports and as much as pos-
sible in internal communications among the participants. It is clear 
that many specialists have either forgotten how to use plain language 
or deluded themselves that using pseudo-technical jargon somehow 
gives their ideas greater authority, when in fact it more often under-
mines potential interest and influence. Within a multicultural and 
trilingual exercise like this evaluation, the use of straightforward lan-
guage was even more at a premium, when many participants were 
operating in a second language or through interpreters or translators.
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In this process, the discipline of insisting on clear communication 
started with the candid critiquing and revising of drafts among team 
and management group members with different language back-
grounds, leading to documents that were more readily understand-
able to all. At the stage of writing the Phase 1 synthesis report, the 
Team, with Management Group support, pushed further, especially 
by eliminating all but a handful of acronyms from the report. In the 
second phase, the Team members who had worked on Phase 1 and 
the Management Group started with a determination to practice and 
encourage the use of plain language throughout all the operations 
of the Evaluation, as well as capturing the other pillars of effective 
dissemination and use. These conditions were highlighted in the 
Evaluation Framework for Phase 2 in December, 2009:

13.	 The goal of ensuring wide dissemination and use of the 
evaluation by its intended audiences should influence the 
process and products at every stage of the evaluation, by: 
a.	 Keeping the central questions and key audiences con-

stantly in sight; 
b.	 Using straightforward language: minimizing acronyms, 

jargon and unnecessary technical language in all prod-
ucts; 

c.	 Open internal communications—as in the planned 
knowledge-sharing system within and among teams; 

d.	 Trilingual operation: specific work to ensure timely 
translation of key documents and balanced literature 
sources in 3 languages (English, French and Spanish); 

e.	 Building in the time needed for peer exchanges, edits, 
strong summaries; 

f.	 Critically, meeting deadlines for progress steps and draft 
and final reports and dissemination summaries. (Joint 
Evaluation of the Paris Declaration, 2009, p. 5)

It is clear from the above that the Evaluation built on a base of high-
level political blessing, designing for user needs from the outset, 
enlisting a network of engaged advocates, and stating a strong com-
mitment to transparency and clear communication. 

Even with such a base, however, the Evaluation still needed a clear 
dissemination strategy and a suite of tools and techniques to carry it 
out. After describing and analyzing these, we will return in the final 
section of this article to the goals that had been set out for dissemina-
tion in the December 2009 Framework, and provide an assessment of 
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the Evaluation’s performance against each goal, together with addi-
tional key points about performance in dissemination and early use.

STRATEGIC THINKING AND EXPERT ADVICE ABOUT 
DISSEMINATION

In September 2007, early in the multiyear evaluation process, the 
Secretariat commissioned the preparation of a “Guiding Note on 
Dissemination and Communication” by a Danish consultancy spe-
cializing in communications and media in developing countries. With 
this focus, the guidance was mainly intended to “facilitate the devel-
opment of dissemination strategies at national level in partner as 
well as donor countries,” but added that “The Management Group 
and Secretariat, who are responsible for preparation of a strategy for 
international dissemination of the synthesis, will also benefit from 
the contents of the note” (Danicom, 2007, p. 1).

In order to facilitate communications strategies, the guidance first 
had to help build a sense of their importance and motivate the Evalu-
ation participants to invest the necessary attention and effort, par-
ticularly since this aspect of communications in evaluation is so often 
left to the last minute, or too late altogether. It began by quoting 
Erskine Childers, an eminent Irish communicator in the UN system, 
stressing the critical role of communication in development itself:

No innovation, however brilliantly designed and set down 
in a project plan of operations, becomes development un-
til it has been communicated…. While it is fairly easy to 
control the production and distribution of the evaluation 
report, it is more challenging to ensure that the report is 
actually read and understood, and the findings used. This 
is the reason why this strategic framework put emphasis 
on information (generating and disseminating informa-
tion, facts, and issues to create awareness) and commu-
nication (exchange of information and ideas, promoting 
dialogue, feedback, and increases understanding among 
various actors) indicating the need for dialogue based on 
the evaluation findings. (Danicom, 2007, p. 1)

The 2007 guidance note had set out a 10-step strategic framework 
for implementing a communication strategy, and 6 of these 10 points 
were used to organize the “Strategic Framework for Disseminating 
the Phase 2 Evaluation Results.” This had been produced by the 



135135La Revue canadienne d’évaluation de programme

Secretariat in November 2010 to guide the dissemination of findings 
and results while ensuring coherence and coordination of messages 
and activities at the international as well as at the national levels. 
See Exhibit 1.

Exhibit 1
Summary of the Strategic Framework for Dissemination of the Paris Declaration 
Evaluation Results

The strategic framework specified the objectives:

•	 To create awareness and promote dialogue and action on the results of the Phase II Evaluation
•	 To promote knowledge and understanding of what the Phase II evaluation results mean for aid and devel-

opment

The strategic framework identified the primary target groups as those who are expected to take action 
on the findings of the evaluation and the secondary target groups as those who can facilitate action and 
transmit information. Both target groups were further detailed in 5 subgroups each.
  The substantive content of the dissemination and communication activities should focus on the answers 
to the three core evaluation questions: 

1.	 What are the important factors that have affected the relevance and implementation of the Paris Declara-
tion and its potential effects on aid effectiveness and development results?

2.	 To what extent and how has the implementation of the Paris Declaration led to an improvement in the 
efficiency of aid delivery, the management and use of aid, and better partnerships? 

3.	 Has the implementation of the Paris Declaration strengthened the contribution of aid to sustainable 
development results? How? 

  Of course, at the time of preparing the strategic framework the answers to these questions were not known, 
thus the relative importance of the different means of communication was left open. A whole array of means/
products was identified, and all of them were subsequently used:

•	 Country evaluations and donor/agency studies 
•	 Thematic Studies (Phase 1) and Supplementary Studies (Phase 2)
•	 Synthesis report based primarily on the 21country evaluations, 7 agency studies, and Phase 1 updates
•	 Summaries/fact sheets/briefing notes
•	 Powerpoint presentations 
•	 AV materials: 
	 - Video 
	 - Photos
•	 Website
•	 Electronic and print mass media
•	 Internal and external meetings and workshops

  Plans of action for the production and dissemination activities at the international and national levels 
were to be developed and further elaborated as the results of the evaluation became available. This was in fact 
carried out fairly systematically at the international level and reportedly with more or less thoroughness in 
different partner and donor countries, although there was no across-the-board reporting or tracking.
  The output of the communication activities was to be monitored by the PDE Secretariat and if necessary 
adjusted. This was done informally, with more attention at the international level.
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It is important to note that by the time Phase 2 was launched, many 
of the elements of this strategic framework for dissemination had 
already been used, tested, and refined during Phase 1 of the Evalu-
ation, and before that in the experiences of different members of the 
Management Group and Core Team—especially with joint and multi-
partner evaluations—as well as by members of individual country 
or donor teams. At the same time, this was probably the most ambi-
tious dissemination effort of its kind for any development evaluation 
up to this point. As has been seen, it required considerable advance 
planning, management, time, and attention, as well as considerable 
resources. The planned budget for dissemination amounted to some 
$880,000, although it is important to note that nearly one third of 
that total was used for translation to provide all the evaluation pa-
pers in English, French, and Spanish. 

THE DISSEMINATION STRATEGY IN PRACTICE

Since the whole evaluation process was so decentralized, and what 
was done on dissemination and communication in individual coun-
tries was less systematically reported on than other aspects, the at-
tention here focuses primarily on what was done at the international 
level, organized directly by the Secretariat and the Core Team. At the 
same time, however, any assessment of results of dissemination and 
communication work at the international level has to recognize that 
most of the actors at the international level were actually there in 
their capacity as national representatives. Furthermore, many of the 
most engaged actors at the international level came from countries 
where evaluations had been carried out, so that international results 
almost always build on or interact with a national base.

Country-level Dissemination and Dialogue 

Although the reporting on this aspect was partial and far from sys-
tematic, there is evidence that most countries participating in the 
country evaluations and donor studies did, as intended, use the 
exercise as a vehicle for engaging stakeholders at key milestones in 
the process and around the results (see the survey results in Patton 
and Gornick, 2011).

At the dissemination stages, complementing and building on the 
consultation stages that were a required part of the evaluation in 
each partner and donor country being evaluated, most national refer-
ence groups included activities around the Evaluation results such 
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as in-person briefings to senior government officials, press releases, 
country-specific reports, and public sessions on the evaluation find-
ings. Here again, as in the entire planning of the Evaluation, the 
timing of the reporting stage to feed into the preparatory processes 
for the High Level Forum in Korea was critical to making the most 
of dissemination. The approach of this “forcing event” raised the 
attention level of key decision-makers and opinion-leaders and pro-
vided an important stimulus and incentive for officials, journalists, 
civil society groups, and others to look for and use solid materials 
like the national and international Evaluation reports in preparing 
participants and briefing wider publics. In this context, the online 
accessing and circulation of hard copies of reports, briefing papers, 
and other Evaluation products becomes less supply-driven and more 
demand-led.

Statistics were not assembled on the distribution of individual coun-
try evaluation and donor study reports. At the international level, in 
addition to online accessing, some 6,000 copies of the final synthesis 
report were distributed, as well as 5,000 copies of the Executive 
Summary and additional thousands of sets of the policy briefs on 
key conclusions and recommendations. Interesting examples of re-
quests for distribution included the NGO Reality of Aid coalition for 
1,500 copies to be circulated worldwide; the Bangladesh organizers 
for 500 copies for national distribution: Malawi for 200 copies for 
its parliament; and many copies for global, regional, and national 
events preparing for Busan. The Paris Declaration Evaluation (PDE) 
Secretariat, Core Team, and Management Group members took part 
in these national activities in partner and donor countries where 
possible (some 36 cases in total), helping link information and the 
potential for national and international policy influence. 

THE OVERALL RECORD OF COMMUNICATION AND 
DISSEMINATION AGAINST THE STRATEGY

Selecting Target Groups

Selecting target groups was relatively straightforward in the Par-
is Declaration Evaluation since the High Level Forums and their 
preparations helped define and locate at least the primary target 
groups—those who are expected to take action on the findings of the 
evaluation. Moreover, the coordinators of most country evaluations 
and studies were known and credible to these audiences and were 
even able to engage some of them in the course of the evaluation 
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work itself and then to reach them with the results. Identifying and 
reaching secondary target groups—defined as “those who can facili-
tate action and transmit information,” was necessarily a more diffuse 
challenge, and the results were consequently more scattered. It ap-
pears that, as the preparations around the world for the Busan High 
Level Forum began to heat up in the six or so months prior to the 
event, many in these categories in effect identified themselves. There 
was a growing demand for solid evidence, and the Evaluation results 
were there and in time to inform and help shape the preparatory 
processes. The fact that the Evaluation results were ready at this 
stage, and deliberately targeted to the preparatory phases for Busan, 
not just for the event itself, was the reflection of long experience and 
a deliberate strategy. The Evaluation organizers understood that the 
most fertile time for influence by evidence is usually in the early run-
up to such major events, while the event itself is often more about 
fanfare, photo opportunities, and perhaps some last hard-fought 
political negotiations. 

Defining Communication Objectives 

Given the natural constituencies and the openings described above, 
a definition was straightforward for the first objective: “To create 
awareness and promote dialogue and action on the results of the 
Phase II Evaluation.” For the second objective, “To promote knowl-
edge and understanding of what the Phase II evaluation results 
mean for aid and development,” success depended on the Evaluation 
being able to reach strategic-level conclusions and recommenda-
tions—which was well-achieved—and to connect with the evolving 
debates about the future of aid and development beyond the Paris 
Declaration. As will be seen below, it was in this final forward-looking 
area that some of the limits of this Evaluation, indeed of any evalu-
ation, were to become most evident.

Developing Messages 

The focus was on providing answers to the three core evaluation ques-
tions that had structured the whole Evaluation—explaining why re-
forms had advanced or not, then analyzing what the effects had been 
for aid effectiveness and then to the extent possible the contributions 
to development results. This proved effective in that there was a very 
solid base of evidence and thinking around the eventual answers. 
Within that broad range of answers, the instrument of the focused 
Policy Briefs allowed for drawing out short, policy-relevant pieces 
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based on the evaluation findings in areas where evidence was most 
clearly needed as the pre-Busan debates unfolded. Thus some of these 
more targeted messages were only pulled out some months after the 
overall report was published, in response to some recurring questions 
and themes arising in the course of presenting the report in dozens 
of countries and settings. Ultimately, much attention at Busan was 
in fact centred on the chosen policy brief themes of “Transparency, 
risk management and mutual accountability,” “Aid reforms and bet-
ter development results,” “The changing landscape of cooperation,” 
and “Country ownership: Political correctness or a key to better aid?”

Means of Communication and Products

This category is where the arsenal of tools built up over decades 
of experience proved especially valuable. All the building blocks fit 
together to provide a solid foundation for dissemination and com-
munication, with different layers of depth and ease of use to serve 
different audiences and occasions. All the traditional written vehi-
cles—not lavishly but tastefully printed and packaged—played their 
part, and were ready in time to have maximum effect: country and 
donor/agency studies; Thematic Studies (Phase 1) and Supplemen-
tary Studies (Phase 2); the Synthesis report based primarily on the 
21 country evaluations, 7 agency studies, and Phase 1 updates; sum-
maries/fact sheets/briefing notes; and Powerpoint presentations. Au-
diovisual materials, particularly a useful series of short videos, went 
beyond the conventional and managed to make an otherwise dry 
story of evaluation come alive for some new audiences, and even for 
some tired or jaded Evaluation participants. The Evaluation’s easily 
navigable external website, hosted by the OECD/DAC, proved to be 
a major asset and resource, and all these materials were also posted 
on a special site on the overall Busan High Level Forum website as 
soon as it went live. All past and present print materials related to 
Phases 1 and 2 of the evaluation are available on the Internet (Paris 
Declaration Evaluation Documents, 2011).

Electronic and Print Mass Media

Targeted and direct means were implicitly favoured over these me-
dia, as organizers understood that the Evaluation and its messages 
(even in distilled form) were likely to be seen as specialized topics 
by the general media. This expectation was borne out, and the main-
stream media coverage did prove to be limited. At Busan, which was 
a significant international media event, the substantive story of aid 
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reform was clearly not enough to engage most of the media or, in fact, 
many of the assembled leaders. The dominant story became the drive 
to involve the nontraditional development partners, such as China, 
Brazil, and India. Even the Evaluation’s accessible Policy Briefs and 
the simplified messages from the Monitoring Survey received little 
media attention.

Internal and External Meetings and Workshops

Live platforms for presentations and dialogue around the Evalua-
tion, and eventually its results, were important. Extensive in-person 
presentations were made around the world by members of the Core 
Evaluation team, the Paris Declaration Evaluation Secretariat, and 
Management Group members, in some 36 national, regional, and in-
ternational meetings and workshops in the lead-up to the Busan High 
Level Forum. This emphasis reflected the substantial but not massive 
interested public for the subject matter, the targeting and timing of 
the dissemination strategy tuned to the quickening tempo of prepara-
tions for Busan, and the availability and interest of active Evaluation 
coordinators—and thus potential event hosts and organizers—in dif-
ferent countries and regions. Included in this number of forums were 
a half-dozen international and regional evaluation events, where the 
lessons for the evaluation field could be explored and shared.

RESULTS IN EARLY USE AND COMMUNICATION

Process Use

On examination, it is clear that the intended usefulness of the proc-
esses in this Evaluation was built in alongside the focus on the ulti-
mate usefulness of the products. The decentralized and “federated” 
governance and evaluation team structures and consultations at 
national and international levels served the objectives of building 
knowledge and constituencies around the subjects of the Evaluation, 
as well as strengthening capacities and participation. It is notewor-
thy that letters of support for the nomination of the Evaluation for 
the 2012 Outstanding Evaluation Award featured the contributions 
of the evaluation processes to policy debate prior to the completion 
of reports, and in the case of the letters of support from Uganda and 
the DAC Chair, the contributions to evaluation capacity-building. 
In his nomination, Michael Quinn Patton (2012) specifically pointed 
to the process contributions of the Evaluation in focusing attention 
on the Paris Declaration, its principles, purposes, and effects, and in 
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expanding knowledge of and engagement with the Paris Declaration 
principles for more effective aid.

Communication Results

As indicated early in this article, one way of assessing the Evalua-
tion in this respect is to take stock of how it performed against the 
intended conditions set in the Evaluation Framework of December 
2009 for achieving the goal of ensuring wide dissemination and use 
of the Evaluation by its intended audiences. Clearly there is no basis 
for a formal evaluation on this, but at least a critical self-assessment 
may be helpful and provide grist for discussion. Exhibit 2 provides 
this self-assessment. 

Exhibit 2
Self-assessment Against Communications Objectives 

Evaluation Framework condition 
for success

Self-assessment of 
success by Secretariat 
and Team
(High/medium/low) Comments or explanatory notes

a. Keeping the central questions and key 
audiences constantly in sight

High The focus on the High Level Forum 
and the flow-through of the ques-
tions in all the evaluation tools 
played key roles

b. Using straightforward language: minimiz-
ing acronyms, jargon and unnecessary 
technical language in all products

Medium to high in the 
Synthesis, more mixed 
in individual studies

c. Open internal communications—as in the 
planned knowledge-sharing system within 
and among teams

High

d. Trilingual operation: specific work to en-
sure timely translation of key documents and 
balanced literature sources in 3 languages 
(English, French, and Spanish)

High With some high pressure and small 
glitches

e. Building in the time needed for peer 
exchanges, edits, and strong summaries

Medium There can never be “enough” time, 
and deadlines must be set and kept. 
But delays on some component 
studies led at times to almost 
unsustainable pressures to deliver 
the overall product on time. 

f. Critically, meeting deadlines for progress 
steps and draft and final reports and dissemi-
nation summaries

High at the Synthesis 
level, mixed among 
component studies
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Going beyond the self-assessments of communications performance 
in Exhibit 2, this article is able to draw on independent observations 
on the targeted delivery, early use, and influence of the Evaluation. 
In the course of the metaevaluation by Michael Quinn Patton and 
Jean Gornick (2011), and Patton’s subsequent nomination of the 
Evaluation for the American Evaluation Association’s 2012 Out-
standing Evaluation Award, Patton highlighted a number of features 
conducive to effective dissemination and use. Introducing this topic, 
he said, “I have never seen such a comprehensive, multi-faceted dis-
semination strategy aimed at supporting intended use by intended 
users in the run-up to the Busan 4th High Level Forum on Aid Ef-
fectiveness.” See Exhibit 3 for Exemplary Features in Dissemination 
of the Paris Declaration Evaluation.

Exhibit 3
Exemplary Features in Dissemination of the Paris Declaration Evaluation

•	 Report published on time: Finalizing the agenda for the High Level Forum by OECD officials began 
in late June 2011. The Final report was published at the end of May 2011. Meeting this deadline took 
enormous time management and long hours of work by all involved, especially the core evaluation team.

•	 The French and Spanish versions of the report were available two weeks after the English version.
•	 Immediate website availability of the report. The report was posted on the OECD/DAC website in 

early June. On June 17 the organizers of the High Level Form posted the evaluation on their own website.
•	 The Executive Summary of the Report was immediately widely disseminated throughout the interna-

tional development community electronically and digitally.
•	 A Powerpoint presentation on findings that could be adapted to different audiences was generated at 

the same time as the report was published and made available to participants from partner countries and 
members of the International Reference Group.

•	 Policy Briefs were prepared on specific key issues of concern to international development policy mak-
ers. These are two-page summaries extracted from the overall evaluation findings.

•	 All country and international agency studies were posted on the Internet for full and open access. 
•	 The independent metaevaluation of the evaluation was published at the same time as the final 

report and posted on the website with the report.
•	 Video clips on more than 30 topics were produced by a professional videography team that docu-

mented the Evaluation while it was being conducted, including field work in partner countries. These were 
made available on DVDs and on the web.

•	 In addition to these short clips a 15-minute film, “Walk the Talk—A Message for the Fourth High Level 
Forum,” was released shortly before the Forum.

•	 Each partner country developed its own national dissemination plan that included in-person briefings to 
senior government officials, press releases, country-specific reports, and public sessions on the evalua-
tion findings, both nationally and internationally.

•	 Extensive in-person presentations around the world by members of the Core Evaluation team, the Paris 
Declaration Evaluation Secretariat, and Management Group members.

In summary, taking into account the many different dissemination strategies and modalities, I personally have 
never been involved in or even heard about such a comprehensive, multi-faceted evaluation dissemination 
approach. This is certainly an exemplary model for evaluation dissemination.

Source: Patton (2012).



143143La Revue canadienne d’évaluation de programme

ACTUAL USE 

The project completion report on the Evaluation notes that, although 
there has been no systematic survey of the uptake of the evaluation, 
feedback from members of the International Reference Group and the 
organizing Working Party on Aid Effectiveness (WP-EFF) indicate 
that the evaluation was used extensively during the preparations 
for the 4th High Level Forum in Busan. These contributions were 
specifically featured in the opening remarks at the Forum itself by 
the Chair of the OECD Development Assistance Committee , J. Brian 
Atwood, and were reaffirmed in his letter of support for the nomina-
tion of the Evaluation as AEA’s Outstanding Evaluation of 2012:

The evidence emerging from this major evaluation con-
tributed greatly to the positive outcome featuring in the 
Busan Partnership for Effective Development Co-opera-
tion. By confirming the relevance of the principles of the 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and their con-
tribution to higher quality, more transparent and more 
effective development co-operation, the findings from the 
evaluation were essential for reaffirming the importance 
of efforts to improve the effectiveness of partnerships for 
development. (Atwood, 2012)

It is important to note that the timely submission of the report to the 
WP-EFF meeting in July 2011 was particularly useful to allow the 
WP-EFF to prepare for the Forum. Many documents produced for 
the Forum refer specifically to the Evaluation while, perhaps more 
importantly, the Evaluation results clearly influenced the shaping 
and featuring of some major themes and future directions, such as 
a strong focus on reforms at the country level, as well as the needs 
for greater transparency on all development resources and a more 
mature approach to risk management in aid. The deeper and more 
comprehensive and analytical evidence from the Evaluation gave 
shape and coherence to the combined inputs of monitoring, evalua-
tion, and some major advocacy submissions. This systemic influence, 
like many other more specific inputs, reflects the findings and recom-
mendations without reference or attribution—often a sign that an 
evaluation has found its way into the policy mainstream and even 
bloodstream. 

A Somber Final Reminder of the Limits of Evaluation

In spite of all the evidence of the quality of the Evaluation processes 
and products and its effective dissemination to provide the authori-
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tative base of evidence on the effects of the Paris Declaration up to 
2011, the Evaluation’s influence appears disappointing almost a 
year after the High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness in Korea. The 
shortcoming was not in the Evaluation, nor in the Paris Declaration 
campaign itself, but in the weakening commitment to the long, hard 
work of improving aid effectiveness in some key quarters interna-
tionally. Indeed, this falling-away had become increasingly clear over 
the months leading up to the Forum and was then confirmed in the 
proceedings of the Forum itself.

In principle, all accepted the Evaluation findings of limited and 
mixed results from aid reforms and the conclusion that there was 
much unfinished business on the still-valid principles and commit-
ments of the Paris Declaration. But in practice most attention was 
diverted to negotiations to widen participation, especially to bring 
China and Brazil into a “new global partnership for development,” 
diminishing the focus on the “traditional” aid providers in the OECD. 
The focus shifted to trying to mount a campaign for a poorly defined 
concept of “development effectiveness” in the place of the politically 
incorrect but more operational “aid effectiveness.”

Although a solid group of aid-receiving countries and an (admit-
tedly shifting) group of donors were still resolute in pushing ahead 
with the proven aid reforms, the fuzzy rhetorical compromises won 
the day, and the tougher commitments in the Paris agenda were 
politically sidelined and watered down in favour of “common goals 
and differential commitments.” Those donors and partner countries 
whose performance in carrying out their Paris commitments had 
been lagging, or who had tired of the marathon, quietly welcomed the 
reduced pressure. Also diluted was the concept of “aid” itself, which 
had been refined and disciplined among traditional aid-providers 
from its politically and commercially dominated forms in the 1950s 
and 1960s through the OECD/DAC. But now it was opened up again 
to accommodate the “pre-DAC” forms of “aid” being provided by a 
country such as China, and also appealing to new governments in 
some donor countries. At the same time, even the basic standards of 
transparency around aid and other flows were also clearly going to 
be eroded, since the non-DAC providers had no commitment even to 
report.

A “perfect storm” had resulted in sidelining the decades-long effort 
to improve aid that had culminated in the Paris Declaration, which 
had gathered an unprecedented group of countries and international 
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organizations to support a detailed reform agenda. The collateral 
damage from this setback included, of course, much of the immediate 
policy influence of the Evaluation, although its final influence will 
only be known in the longer term. In retrospect, it may be tempting to 
suggest that the Evaluation was mistaken (or at least not prescient 
enough) in its finding that the Declaration remained relevant. But 
that finding of relevance was in relation to aid effectiveness, and it 
could not have been anticipated that the concern for more effective 
aid itself could be so readily and rapidly pushed aside.
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