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Evaluations should ideally serve all four functions, and the evaluation database supports
the attainment of those functions. The latter part of the report analyses what and how well
the current database serves its purpose. It is not our role to assess the evaluation function
of UNICEF per se, but we would like to emphasise that weaknesses identified with the
database should be sought both inside and outside the database itself.

We would also like to mention that organisations like the World Bank and UNDP use the
evaluation databases as tools in results-based management. There is usually a difference
between evaluations and performance measurement. In the World Bank, it is the project
monitoring and assessment system which contributes to the measurement of performance
- not the other broader sector or country evaluations. Sporadic evaluations do not provide
a sufficient platform for a comprehensive results based management system.

Evaluation in UNICEF

Monitoring and evaluation are not the only, but important tools to assess progress, impact
-and quality of UNICEF assisted programmes. In other words, evaluation helps to
determine whether the organisation is living up to its commitments. M&E is in principle
an integral part of UNICEF programming procedures. The basic UNICEF Handbook on
M&E provides also clear definitions and guidelines (“Making a Difference”, 1991).
Several Executive Directives supports such guidelines and provides further direction for
various forms of evaluations.

Despite the existence of clear guidelines and methodological support, evaluation has been
a problematic and weak feature of overall UNICEF programming (Allemano 1996). It is
said that evaluations are not systematically planned and designed, nor effectively used.
Several reports have documented this weakness.

In 1992-93, a comprehensive review of UNICEF evaluations from the CD-ROM
Evaluation Database covering 1987 to 1993 selected 144 studies and evaluation reports
for qualitative analysis (Victoria 1996). The study revealed that of the over half of
documents reviewed (60%) were rated either “poor” or “fair”. An additional 3% too
incoherent to be rated. 25% were assessed as “good” and 15% “excellent”. While most
studies reviewed lessons learned, in less than 40% of the reports recommendations were
firmly based on actual findings. Additionally, the recommendations were criticized for
being too general and not adequately focused.

In 1993, MENARO prepared a regional report on findings and lessons learned, based on
20 evaluations conducted in the region. The report clearly signaled that projects were not
designed with evaluation in mind, and a lack of a conceptual framework that identified
key players and mechanisms for their interaction.

In 1996, a thematic evaluation based on 16 documents in the MENARO region was
carried out (Allemano 1996) presenting similar findings: Reports lack executive
summaries and terms of reference, and sometimes a clear purpose or research procedure.
UNICEF had given little guidance about appropriate formats, preferred methods and
reporting objectives. The weakest aspect was, however, the general failure to provide
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practical findings for project development. The recommendations often amounted to
nothing more than exhortations.

There is further little evidence that the recommendations have incorporated research and
evaluation findings about similar projects in the same or in other countries. A final
problem that affected most of the studies was the failure to link findings or
recommendations to broader issues of human development. “The general mediocre
quality of the studies reviewed indicates the need for more specific procedures on
carrying out evaluation studies.”

These findings point to the lack of a systematic practice and culture of evaluation. The
emphasis seems to be more on the delivery of project inputs and financial accountability.
There appears to be less importance attached to building evaluation strategies into
programme development. Monitoring is taken quite seriously, but evaluation is not
mandatory and seems be an afterthought and completely in the hands of Country
Representatives.

Evaluation plans should be in place for all country programmes, but staff in the field is
apparently not held accountable for those plans. The end result is often that evaluations
are not completed, what is completed is of poor quality and in the end not properly used.
All these features have its consequences on the status and functioning of the evaluation
database.
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3. OBSERVATIONS AND FINDINGS

3.1. Knowledge and Use of the Database

The following findings and observations are based on analysis of survey and interview
data:

e Access is still limited

A to CD-ROMS
A basic requirement for knowledge and ces i

utilisation of the Evaluation Database is access Access Number $All
to a computer where the database is installed. - o

This means in practice a computer with a CD- ros 52 Z‘; : Z
ROM drive. Many country, regional and HQ Missing 6 6.8

staff have up to quite recently not been ableto | —-—-——--—--
use the EDB for such a simple reason. This is Sum 87 100.0
changing rapidly, but represents still a
constraint on use. In the meantime, CD-ROM is gradually being outdated as a medium
for storing and disseminating large amounts of information by new Intra- and Internet
solutions.

There is still 20% (16) in our sample Access to CD-ROM at different levels
without access to a computer with a CD-
ROM. Almost all of them in Country CO RO HQ Sum
Offices.’ Both HQ and Regional Offices | L_- . ¢ ¢ e5
- . es 51 8 6 65
seem to have upgraded their equipment No 15 1 0 16
faster. Missing 4 1 1 6
It has also been pointed out by several Sum 70 10 7 87

respondents that the database is only
available on one or two computers in an office. Programme Officers simply do not have
or take the time to access a computer in another office than their own. Easy and simple
access is emphasised as a precondition for use.

e The Evaluation Database is not widely used.

The EDB is not widely used. This assumption is confirmed by data from questionnaires
and interviews. Almost 80% of the respondents have never or very seldom used the
database at all. 32% (28) reports that they have never tried the database and 47 % (41)
seldom. There are a small number of active users - mostly M&E- and Programme
Officers in Country Offices since they have to deal with the database as part of the annual
reporting. (“The only time the database is used is when it is updated”.) The reported use
at regional and HQ level is very low. If we assume that the more active are over

6 “In Kinshasa UNICEF there is no CD-ROM available”, “The database has only been installed in UNICEF
Luanda a couple of weeks ago.”
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represented among those taking time to fill in the questionnaire, the number of non- or
low level is probably higher.

Frequency ofuee

Very ofisn Regularly Seldom Never Miseing

There are small pockets of active users - individuals with special interests in the database
at all levels of the organisation, but no systematic or institutionalised use - in the sense
that the database is an integral part of regular work. Utilisation is not driven by demand
and need for what the database can provide, but to a larger extent by rules and
requirements. The immediate and underlying reasons for such a pattern will be discussed
later. The non-and low use does not mean that staff is not interested in any evaluation
database, but the current EDB has constraints that need to be overcome.

We were also interested in people’s perception about the extent to which other colleagues
in the office use the database, and to what extent people/organisations outside UNICEF
have expressed interest in the database. The patterns are clear. Close to 50% (41) reports
no or marginal use by colleagues, and about one third does not know whether it is used.

The same applies to expressed interest and use of the database from external people and
organisations.

The same pattern was confirmed in the interviews at HQ and country level. The database
is not widely used — mostly to meet annual reporting requirements and by interested
individuals. '

Perceived Internal Use External Use

Number  $All Number %All
Marginal 48 55.2 Marginal 41 47.1
Some 2 15 Some 2 5
Often 3 6 Often 3 7
Very often 4 2 Don't know 5 29
Don’t know 5 13 Missing 6 5
Missing 6 3 || e -
--------------------------- Sum 87 100.0
Sum 87 100.0
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¢ The purpose and use of the database is unclear

There are seven stated purposes for the database (see 2.2.). In principle, there is no
problem with multiple purposes serving needs of different users, but in practice it is not
feasible to use an incomplete database effectively for annual reporting or for monitoring
the M&E function in UNICEF. The point is that any database cannot serve all purposes,
or as expressed clearly in one of the questionnaires:

“UNICEEF should clarify the scope of the EDB. If it is sharing of best practices/lessons learned,
then only good quality evaluations/studies should be included. If the scope is to monitor the M&E
Junction, then all evaluations/studies planned and carried out should be included, behind the
quality of data”'.

If we look at the actual use —
of the database, data from Purpose for qslng the Database Average
the questionnaire showed (a) Generate information for reporting and queries 2.9
the following picture: The | (b) When planning a new programme/project 22
database is most often 8 izr dﬂigningfﬁ;fevah;:iﬁonabo " earned i-i

: a source of information about lessons learn .
used forreportingand | c 0 for policy development 19
quenes. :I'he EDB is (f) For advocacy/public information 20
closely linked to annual (g) For monitoring the M&E function 23
reporting requirements and
many country offices base

their contribution on outputs from the database. Unfortunately, we have no data to
determine how many COs actually prepare the overview of last years evaluations (Annex
A in the Annual Report) on the database software and system.

The use of the database as a tool for policy development and advocacy/public
information is less frequent, but figures should be used cautiously. The most striking
figure is the large number of blanks. On average 50% has not answered the questions
either because they have not used the database or did not spend sufficient time to think
through the questions. ‘

Factors Explaining the Low Utilisation of the Database

There are several interrelated factors explaining the use of the database. Some are
immediate and simple and others more indirect and underlying. It is difficult to judge
whether averages in the table below are representative and bring out the relevant factors
in right order. At any rate, they point to important issues and appear plausible when
compared with written comments and information from interviews.
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Factors Affecting Use of Database

Average Ranking

(a) The database is not available 23 ©
(b) People are not aware of its existence 2.7 3}
(c) The database is insufficiently promoted 3.0 (¢))
(d) There is a general low interest in M&E work 24 &)
(e) Evaluation findings are not used 25 3)
(f) The content of the database is not relevant for my work 1.8 ®
(g) Quality of data and information is poor 25 3)
(h) The database is difficult to use 2.1 O]

(1= minimum, 4=maximum

e The database is not widely known in UNICEF

There is a lack of knowledge and awareness about the database in UNICEF (2.7) since it
is insufficiently promoted (3.0). Despite the fact that the database has been there since
1993 and repeatedly presented and supported in annual Executive Directives (see 2.3 d.),
the awareness of the database is low. First and foremost M&E - and Programme Officers
with the responsibility for reporting evaluations and studies. They provide inputs to and
maintain the database as part of their duties.

In an environment where several initiatives compete for people's attention and awareness,
the database comes low on the agenda. It is further perceived as a HQ initiative and said
to be maintained mainly because of formal requirements. The database seems to have the
“silent" support from the organisation, but it is not actively promoted by management as a
useful tool for strengthening the evaluation function. On the other hand, the database has
no “active opponents”.

e The quality of data is limited

Quality of data in the database is a major concern. If you first find the report you are
looking for, information could be missing or often not up to standard. This is not a good
explanation for non-use, because it requires at least some use of the database. But a
serious problem is illustrated. There is a lot of missing information in the database and
the data which is there is often too general or of poor quality (inaccurate and does not
provide a clear abstract of the report). Such gaps turn the maintenance of the database
into a low priority task, which lead to even lower rates of compliance next year.

“4 vicious circle is established where COs find the database incomplete, and they do little efforts
10 update the database, with the result that the next version comes out with still more incomplete
information.”
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¢ The database is not considered user-friendly

A few years ago a CD-ROM was a technical innovation - a new medium for storing and
disseminating large amounts of information and a relatively user-friendly way to do so.
Standards for user-friendliness have changed rapidly. The current CD-ROM should not
be difficult to use for most computer literate people - willing to spend a few minutes to
install and learn the search function. In most cases, there are no major technical problems
to overcome, and a user should easily be able to access all information in the database.
There have been some technical problems, but survey data do not confirm that people
have experienced major technical problems when using the database.

The problem is more that the speed and design are not up to current standards. The

database appears "outda

". The design is considered far from elegant and attractive.

The speed is low - you have to wait a few seconds for the search engine to bring the
results. There is limited flexibility for preparing your own reports, etc. The database is
perceived to represent the “past” in computer technology

We are now talking about the use of the CD-ROM - not the procedures for entering data.
There have been more technical complaints when it comes to entering information. A
small sample of technical problems and issues are summarised in the next text box.

There is a clear perceived need
to provide the database with a
new software platform.
Feedback from users and non-
users is consistent. New
technological options must be
utilised which will be discussed
later.

The database has to be attractive
and functional in order to
compete for attention. This
seems to be a condition for
potential use - actual use will
require even more.

Technical Problems

The software is unfriendly.

The search function of the database is not flexible.
Themes/fields are pre-determined rather than search through
key words.

No easy way to export information to MS format.

Some features, like deleting and correcting an entry is
difficult.

It is only possible to have one version of the database installed
on a computer.

The PRINT module should offer all the flexibility that is
available in standard WINDOWS applications.

Export function to EXCEL format should be available.

Make HELP available for all sections of the database.

For records in the database the Save As function should be
included so as to reduce the labour of filling some many fields
for two studies that are similar.

Based on discussions with users and analysis of survey data we are convinced that the
technical upgrading of the database is necessary, but not a sufficient condition for more

effective utilisation of the database. There are underlying factors determining use, which
are related to the status, role and function of evaluations in UNICEF (see 2.5), which also
need to be addressed.






