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INTRODUCTION 

Many development assistance organizations are addressing the interlinked 
problems of poverty, underdevelopment, and environmental degradation. In 
particular, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are a dynamic and diverse 
group of organizations operating at the local, national, and international 
levels. Their activities encompass relief and humanitarian aid lor refugees 
and displaced persons, economic and rural development programs, natural 
resources and conservation projects, public health interventions, and many 
other areas. How NGOs monitor the socioeconomic and environmental 
impacts of their prqjects is the subject of this paper. 

Funding sources have become more uncertain and erratic in recent years, 
particularly for aid to developing countries. Of this smaller share, less is 

'Data i n  this article are synthesized from Eckman (1993 and 1994). 
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whatever (Doolette and McGrath 1990). Lemons and Porter (1992) report 
that only about one-half (55 percent) of impact assessment practitioners 
monitor for social impacts i n  development prqjects. 

Empirical evidence, past research, and the development literature (Chambers 
1983; Easter 1986; Salmen 1987; Uphoff 1990; Dalal-Clayton 1992; Eckman 
1994) suggest that conventional NGO monitoring, evaluation, and impact 
assessment tools are inadequate for addressing such complex processes as 
changes in sociocconomic well-being, the adoption and diffusion of intro- 
duced technologies, local participation, or the environmental impacts of aid. 
There is a growing consensus that considerable benefit could result by 
directing some portion of aid funding toward new tools and methods of 
development assistance, the measurement of impact, and improved, more 
sensitive methods for assessment, monitoring, and evaluation (Myers 1988; 
Uphoff 1990; Eckman 1993; Otto 1993; Eckman 1994). 

THE RESEARCH 

How then do NGOs assess development prqjects for environtnental and 
socioeconomic impacts'? What monitoring gaps, needs, and problems are 
expressed by NGOs? To what degree are local participants involved i n  the 
monitoring and evaluation process? What positive steps can development 
organizations take to improve their monitoring efforts? 

No previous studies devoted specifically to NGO monitoring practices were 
uncovered in an extensive literature review conducted in 1991-92, although 
a few prior studies on technology impact assessment and evaluation practices 
were found (Scherr and Muller 1989, 1991 ; Lemons and Porter 1992). I n  a 
review of the literature of NGO assessment, monitoring, and evaluation 
materials, Eckman (1994) found that few studies covered holv NGOs monitor 
i n  t e r m  of field-level methods and practices, what inlormation is collected, 
/zow often monitoring takes place, or ~ v / m  has primary responsibility for 
different monitoring tasks, including decision making. Nor has there been 
much rescarch on the distribution of impacts i n  highly participatory prqjects, 
despite the emphasis donors have given to local participation. 

Research Methods 
The research objective was to describe current monitoring and evaluation 
practices, and to identify gaps and needs so that practical measures might be 
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A list of developnlent organizations was therefore compiled from databases 
provided by the World Bank, World Wildlife Fund, and others. Criteria for 
inclusion were that the organization be nongovernmental and that it 
implement at least one prqject i n  a developing country. No attempt was n1ade 
to chose only those organizations with successful prqjects or monitoring 
systems, as it was felt that determining “success” would be highly subjec- 
tive. To ensure that the organization’s staff member conlpleting the 
questionnaire be familiar with the M & E system of the organization, we 
attempted to identify and target field-level staff or those otherwise closely 
associated wit11 the organization’s field practices. 

Production and administration of the survey was generally guided by the 
method described by Dillman (1978), including follow-up mailings, faxes, 
and telephone calls to counter nonresponse bias. The questionnaire was 
reviewed by at least 15 colleagues at the University of Minnesota, and pre- 
tested with four development professionals, each associated with a field 
prqject. 

The sample included 172 clevelopment assistance organizations worldwide; 
a total of 92 responded (53 percent). The sample comprised organizations of 
varying size, structure, purpose, and resources. Although NGOs were the 
primary focus of this study (approximately 90 percent of total respondents), 
several other agencies (research and policy institutes, United Nations 
organizations, national or regional associations, and other organizations) also 
responded to the survey. Government-affiliated organizations such as the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID) or inter- 
national lenders (such as the World Bank) were not included in the survey. 
For purposes of analysis, a typology was prepared which divided the 
organizations into mutually exclusive categories, based upon a typology used 
by World Resources Institute (WRI 1992). 

The sample included 75 NGOs (both international and national); seven 
United Nations organizations; six policy, research, or educational institutes; 
and four in the “other” category. Geographic distribution of respondent 
organizations are 42 percent in Africa; 14 percent Asian; 2 percent from 
Latin America”; 39 percent Europe or North America; and 3 percent other. 

‘’ The response rate i b r  Spanish language questionnaires was very low ( I3  percent), which 
correspo~lds with the low response rates noted i l l  other NGO surveys. 
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Informal field methods: 72 percent 
Formal field methods: 57 percent 
Key informants: 52 percent 
Observation of behavior: 51 percent 
Trend analysis: 45 percent 
Group interviews: 41 percent 
Case studies: 38 percent 
Visual records: 31 percent 
Panel studies: 28 percent 
Mapping: 20 percent 

Informal field studies, mapping, and observation were preferred by NGOs, 
while the use of key informants and case studies were strongly preferred by 
UN agencies. Such methods were reported to be used in combination with 
other methods, including economic or financial analysis and participatory 
methods (see below). 

Frequency of monitoring 
One multiple-choice, check-all-that-apply question was asked about /zowoftetz 
socioecorzo~~lic i/zfonnntio/l is collected when monitoring a typical prqject. 

During a baseline survey: NGOs, 52 percent; U N  agencies, 86 percent 
. Weekly: NGOs, 2 percent; UN agencies, none 
- Every few weeks: NGOs, fewer than 3 percent; U N  agencies, none 

Monthly: NGOs, 7 percent; UN agencies, 14 percent 
Every 1-3 months: NGOs, 2 percent; UN agencies, 14 percent 
Every 3-6 months: NGOs, 28 percent; U N  agencies, 71 percent 
During end-of-pro.ject evaluation or survey: NGOs, 45 percent; U N  
agencies, 7 L percent 

Use of participatory methods 
There are frequent calls i n  the development literature for increased use of 
participatory approaches and methods when planning and implementing 
develop~nent prqjects. A multiple-choice, check-all-that-apply question was 
posed to learn about cwrem levels of use of ynrticipntorv nlethods by 
responderlts. 

Use of participatory methods varies by type of organization. Among U N  
agencies, participalory evaluation was the most commonly preferred method 
(7 1 percent), followed by the participatory assessment, monitoring, and 
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Information about local participation collected 
during monitoring 
The survey attempted to learn what irlforrnatiorz is rnoizitored/collected about 
tlze local participants i n  prqjecls supported by the respondents. 

Gender of participants: NGOs, 66 percent; U N  agencies, 86 percent 
Attendance at project functions: NGOs, 62 percent; U N  agencies, 71 
percent 
Type of work done by each participant: NGOs, 52 percent; U N  agencies, 
27 percent 
Income or benefits gained by individual participants: NGOs, 45 percent; 
U N  agencies, 86 percent 
Age of participanls: NGOs, 41 percent; U N  agencies, 71 percent 
Costs to participants that are associaled with prqject participation: NGOs, 
31 percent; U N  agencies, 86 percent 
Amount of work or number of hours contributed by individual partici- 
pants: NGOs and U N  agencies, 27 percent. 

Information about self-reliance collected 
during monitoring 
Related to local participation is the degree to which participation in the 
project contributes to community self-reliance and empowerment. Respon- 
dent organizations monitored local participation arzd self-reliance variously: 

The degree of community control over local resources and decisions: 
NGOs, 62 percent; U N  agencies, 57 percent 
The degree of political participation at the local level: NGOs, 25 percent; 
U N  agencies, 29 percent 
Emerging patterns of leadership: NGOs, 38 percent: UN agencies, 71 
percent 
Financial contributions made by local people to the development activity: 
NGOs, 52 percent; U N  agencies, 71 percent 
Local participation in maintenance of the activity: NGOs-49 percent; U N  
agencies-7 I percent 
The degree to which participants redesign a prqject activity: NGOs, 54 
percent; U N  agencies-57 percenr 
The number of local groups formed: NGOs, 53 percent; U N  agencies, 71 
percent 
Independent action takcn by local groups: NGOs-53 percent; U N  
agencies, 7 1 percent 
Group cohesion and stability: NGOs-16 percent; U N  agencies, 57 percent 
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Farmer awareness of tree-planting practices: NGOs, 65 percent; U N  
agencies, 14 percent 

- Attitudes toward technologies being introduced LO farmers: NGOs-60 
percent; UN agencies, 57 percent 

- Use of the technologies introduced: NGOs, 60 percent; UN agencies, 57 
percent 

Information about technological change and adoption 
Respondents monitored information about technological change and adoption 
along the following dimensions: 

Adoption rates ol' an introduced technology within a target population: 
NGOs, 60 percent; U N  agencies, 43 percent 
Diffusion of a technology beyond the target population: NGOs, 51 
percent; U N  agencies, 29 percent 

- Local adaptation of an introduced technology: NGOs, 63 percent; U N  
agencies, 7 I percent 
Local experimentation with an introduced technology: NGOs, 42 percent; 
UN agencies, 43 percent 

Use of monitoring indicators 
Monitoring indicators of various types are widely used in the development 
community. Of all respondents, 83 percenl of NGOs, 86 percent of U N  
organizations, and 83 percent of institutes claim to use indicators during the 
monitoring process. There are, of course, many types of indicators used by 
development practitioners. Respondents reported using the following types 
of indicators: 

Participation: NGOs, 85 percent; U N  agencies, 100 percent 

Effect: NGOs, 64 percent; UN agencies, 86 percent 
Objective: NGOs, 67 percent; UN agencies, 100 percent 
Socioeconomic: NGOs, 47 percent; UN agencies, 100 perccnt 
Environmental within the project area: NGOs, 33 percent; U N  agencies, 
43 percent 

- Environmental indicators outside of the prqject area: NGOs, 28 percent; 
UN agencies, 29 percent 

* Output or physical action: NGOs, 71 percent; U N  agencies, 86 percent 
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43 percent of UN organizations. The project manager analyzes monitoring 
information in 56 percent of NGOs, and 71 percent of UN organizations. 
Headquarters or regional staff are involved in analysis in 54 percent of 
NGOs, and 71 percent o f  respondent UN organizations. Government 
counterparts or personnel are involved in analysis in 23 percent of NGOs, 
and 71 percent of UN organizations. Extension workers analyze information 
in 25 percent of NGOs, and 28 percent of UN organizations. Consultants 
analyze monitoring information i n  5 percent of NGOs, and 14 percent of UN 
organizations. 

Finally, respondents were asked a multiple choice, check-all-that-apply 
question: Who I ~ S  the irzjorrnation to make decisions about the project? 
Participants nzake decisions in 43 percent of NGO respondent organizations 
and 57 percent of UN organizations. Field staff are involved in decision 
making in 65 percent of NGO and 29 percent of UN organizations. Project 
managers use monitoring infortnation to make decisions about the project in 
72 percent of respondent NGOs and 86 percent of UN organizations. Head- 
quarters or regional staff make decisions based on tzzonitoring infor~nation 
i n  56 percent of NGOs and 86 percent of UN organizations. Government 
Counterparts or personnel use the information to make decisions in 25 
percent of NGO and 86 percent of UN organizations. The rate for extension 
workers was 18 percent for NGOs and 29 percent for UN.  Finally, consul- 
tants and others use the infortnation to make decisions about the project in 
6 percent of NGOs and 14 percent of UN organizations. 

Needs and gaps 
The survey attempted IO identify gaps and needs i n  current tnonitoritzg 
practices. Multiple-choice questions were posed about how respondents 
would want current practices to be different, about training needs, and about 
respondents’ perceived need for improved monitoring practices. 

First, respondents were queried about theirprefererlces for changing current 
monitoring practices within their organization. The following lists the 
preferences noted by the responding organizations: 

- More training on monitoring and evaluation practices: NGOs, 73 percent; 
UN agencies, 86 percent 
More input from project participants i n  monitoring: NGOs, 64 percent; 
UN agencies, 71 percent 
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actual practices, but only noted that a type or class of indicator is in use. 
Results of the content analysis are sulnmarized i n  Figure I .  

Figure 7. Content analysis of monitoring materials provided by 
respondents 

I .  

2 .  

3. 

4 .  

5. 

6 .  

7. 

8 .  

9. 

I O .  
11 .  
12. 

13. 

14. 

Organizations tllal hase M & E on a logical framework: 26 of 32 
(81 %) 
Organizations that use conventional input/otltput indicators: 19 of 32 
(59 % )  
Organizations using Inainly participatory monitoring and evaluation 
approaches: 5 of 32 (16%) 
Organizations using both co~~ventional and participatory Inethods: 8 01' 
32 (25%)  
Orgallizations that monitor for  change ill a positive direction (e.g., 
physical actions, achievcment of objectives, etc.): 22 of 32 (69%) 
Organizations monitoring for change in a negative direction (e.g., 
problems ellcotmtered, negative impacts, etc.): 3 of 32 (9%) 
Organizations that quantitatively nleastlre participation (e.g., # o f  
participants): 14 of 32 (43%) 
Organizations that qualitatively measure participation: (e.g. ,  type of 
participatory action, etc.): 7 of 32 (22%) 
Organizations Inonitoring for group formation or enqx)wermeIlt: 3 of 
32 (9%) 
Organizations nlouitoring (or participation of women: 7 of 32 (22%) 
Organizations nlonitoring fo r  impacts 0 1 1  subgroups: 3 of 32 (9%) 
Organizations monitoring for aspects of  technology adoption: 9 of 32 
(28%) 
Organizations nlonitoring for  aspects of  equity and distribution: 2 of 
32 (6%) 
Organizations Ilronitoriug for envirollnlelltal inlpacts: 6 of  32 (19%) 

From the content analysis, it is clear that the overwhelming majority of total 
respondents that submitted materials use a conventional logical framework 
approach to monitoring and evaluation (81 percent) and rely on conventional 
input-output indicators (59 percent). More than two-thirds (69 percent) of 
respondents monitor for social impacts only in a positive direction, while 
only 9 percent also look specifically for negative social impacts. About a 
quarter (25 percent) combine logframe with participatory methods, but only 
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impacts. For example, the field director o f a  large international NGO stated, 
“We really don’t know how our programs impact local people.” In another 
case, a correspondent from a large European NGO wrote, “Our organisation 
is lacking a sound monitoring and evaluation system for its programme. We 
(do not! have good guidelines to ensure correct attention for environmental 
stability/sustainability within any of our future interventions. ” Representa- 
tives of two intertlational NGOs commented that, in their experience, a 
monitoring protocol or strategy had never been established at the outset of 
the projects they were concerned with; they felt that monitoring is generally 
overlooked as a management function. 

Interviewees frequently expressed frustration at their inability to understand 
socioeconomic impacts and with the fact that conventional logframe input- 
output indicators could not better inform them of socioeconomic impacts. A 
number of interviewees stated that current monitoring practices could not 
alert them when projects created local-level problems. Some noted that initial 
design problems negatively affected local comtnunities and ecosystems, and 
that such problems were not detected by conventional input-output indicators. 
All interviewees expressed a need for new, innovative, practical methods of 
assessment and monitoring, and for decentralized approaches that could 
better capture both positive and negative impacts. As one project manager 
stated, “We need to do better - we should be putting nluch more time and 
effort into developing better monitoring systems. How else can we know if 
our prqjects are working‘?” 

Second, several interviewees stated that they had limited time available to do 
an adequate job of monitoring. Many organizations monitor only on an ad 
hoc basis because of lack of time, as well as the absence of a structured 
framework that could signal wherz to monitor. Some suggested that monitor- 
ing should extend beyond the duration of the prqject timeframe, because 
some negative impacts might not become apparent until later. 

Third, nlany interviewees noted that they lacked information about practical, 
hands-on monitoring resources and methods. One person said that while 
evaluatiorz manuals and materials are available, information about nzolzitorirzg 
is far less available, and is generally overlooked in development publications. 
While there are many approaches and frameworks for evaluation (e.g., goal- 
free evaluation, participatory evaluation, etc.), there are apparently few 
practical, hands-on materials available about how to establish a monitoring 
program; what and when to monitor; how to monitor socioeconomic or 
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The content analysis provided an opportunity to visually examine M & E 
guidelines, worksheets used in the field, and data collection and storage 
methocls in actual use. The relatively high response rates for some questions 
in the survey were, in some cases, contradicted by the content analysis and 
by follow-up interviews and site visits with many survey respondents. An 
example is the most frequently checked category in the survey about what 
type of information is monitored: 84 percent of all organizations checked the 
gender category, yet the content analysis found evidence that only 26 percent 
of respondents providing documentation actually record the gender of the 
participants in any given activity. 

The infornlal follow-up interviews, site visits to a number of NGO field 
projects, and correspondence yielded a great deal of qualitative, rich detail 
concerning monitoring. The interviews in particular enabled survey respon- 
dents to volunteer additional information not covered in the survey. I t  also 
enabled respondents to discuss their concerns and perceived needs concerning 
monitoring practices. This research tool was invaluable in helping to explain 
and understand monitoring issues in practical terms, as expressed by the 
respondents. 

By combining the findings from all three tools, it was possible to get a richer 
impression of needs and gaps, as well as possible opportunities for improv- 
ing praxis, as summarized in the next section. 

NEEDS AND GAPS IN PROJECT 
MONITORING 

Both qualitative and quantitative findings suggest that there are several key 
areas where gaps and needs are concentrated. First, nearly all interviewees 
expressed concern about inadequate scope and breadth of monitoring. The 
interviews, content analysis, and survey results suggest that both socio- 
economic aud environmental impacts are inadequately nlonitored, with 
high reliance on input-output or objective-oriented indicators (e.g., numbers 
of trees planted or holes dug or number of meetings attended). Such quantita- 
tive indicators do not inform as to who actually benefited from the activity, 
or i n  what way. I n  addition, most organizations monitor for impacts in a 
positive direction only (that is, toward goal attainment), with only 9 percent 
monitoring for negative impacts. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

This section proposes several recon~mendations to address some of the needs 
and gaps identified during this study. The recotlltnendations are not based 
solely on the quantitative research, but derive also from the qualitative 
content analysis and extensive follow-up interviews. The recommendations 
are designed to address many of the concerns expressed by NGO staff. 

A major conclusion of this preliminary study is that monitoring is generally 
overlooked as a management tool by NGOs. Monitoring appears to take a 
back seat to evaluation, with many organizations budgeting instead for 
periodic, formal evaluations. Yet monitoring has the potential to significantly 
improve project impacts wilhout high investment costs, and can also better 
inform the decision-making process. Continuing a “business as usual” 
monitoring pattern will simply perpetuate existing informational gaps and 
problems for many agencies. Reorienting and intensifying monitoring prac- 
tices can greatly contribute to more cost-effective, socially effective, and 
successful prqjects. Monitoring can also be regarded as a means of commu- 
nity awareness, local empowerment, and consensus building when it involves 
the use of participatory methods such as PAME. To that end, the following 
recommendations are proposed. 

1. Decentralize the monitoring process and involve local people 
Local participation is the key to successful, effective monitoring. Local 
people are most familiar with the condition of their near environments and 
are the ones who will ultimately be responsible for its long-term care and 
management. Evidence suggests that rural people are not only capable of 
sophisticated environmental and socioeconomic monitoring, but have used 
traditional early warning monitoring systems for generations (Rahmato 
1991). 

The study clearly confirms that the monitoring process involves different 
people at different stages. Those who collect monitoring information are not 
necessarily the same people who analyze the information, or who use the 
information to make decisions about the development activity. I n  logframe 
prqjects, coordination and communication must be established across the 
different levels of monitoring tasks; a feedback mechanism should also be 
established. In more participatory projects, an informal forum for discussing 
the monitoring information can be set up at the local stakeholder level. All 
local resource user groups should be adequately represented in monitoring. 
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on practical, hands-on methods, techniques, and tools on how to monitor 
development prqjects. 

3. Create organizational flexibility for monitoring 
Most development projects last only a few years, but their impacts may 
extend beyond the spatial and temporal limits of the project. Most organiza- 
tions concern themselves only with the project site or target area and the 
two- or three-year pro-ject lifespan. Conceptually and organizationally, 
greater flexibility is needed. Organizational staff must free themselves of 
these artificial and arbitrary boundaries and look beyond the confines of the 
project itself. 

Development agencies must also consider their ethical responsibility to local 
communities, where a prqject initiated by a donor might have longer-tern1 
negative environmental or socioeconomic impacts that endure beyond the 
project timeframe. Budgetary provisions for long-term, post-project monitor- 
ing should be included as standard practice in project budgets to ensure the 
sustainability of project benefits and to alert stakeholders to potential 
unsustainable outcomes. 

4. Use a precautionary monitoring approach 
Using the precautionary monitoring approach to aid the planning process 
(Eckman 1994; Eckman forthcoming (a) and (b)) should be considered when 
initiating a relief or development activity. Precautionary monitoring requires 
a greater focus on outcomes rather than outputs. Monitoring for physical 
outputs and targets is necessary but not sufficient for capturing other 
important impacts and outcomes resulting from a project activity. 

A precautionary monitoring strategy includes unsustainability indicators, 
early warning signs, and a feedback/decision-making structure. By antici- 
pating and specifically monitoring for undesirable outcomes, i t  becomes 
easier to deal with problems as they emerge, and before they become 
unmanageable. Adopting a Precautionary monitoring approach requires a 
cotnmittnent and reorientation on the part of a development organization 
toward decentralization, as well as a much stronger participatory role in 
prqject decision tnaking and management. Toward this end, a development 
organization will probably need to comnlit more organizational resources and 
attention to the monicoring process in t e r m  of communications, coordina- 
tion, training, and staff time associated with local-level field work and 
community-based meetings. 
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- Require that all development programs are monitored for both environ- 
mental and socioeconomic impacts on a routine basis (Canter 1993). 
Establish policies requiring baseline environmental and social impact 
assess~~~ents  for larger-scale development projects, against which 
longitudinal monitoring data can be compared. 

* Establish a national archive or data clearinghouse for reports and materials 
(such as socioeconomic surveys and remote sensing data) that may be used 
when monitoring rural development projects, and require that all expatri- 
ate agencies (including foreign universities) leave complete data sets and 
reports with the archivc before quitting the country. 
Establish policies supporting the use of precautionary monitoring in 
government multiyear plans and in ODA and NGO development 
programs, as a complement to conventional monitoring and evaluation. 

- Support decentralized decision-making structures i n  development 
programs, including the use of participatory assessment, lnonitoring, and 
evaluation approaches. 
Ensure that adequate government resources (staff or stakeholder training, 
equipment, transport, fuel, per diems, etc.) are available 011 a timely basis 
to those doing the monitoring. 

7. Further research needs 
This study has been preliminary, and the conclusio~~s presented in this paper 
are regarded as tentative. However, the study raises several issues and 
questions for further research: 

Other independent sludies are needed 10 confirm the results obtained i n  
this first exploratory study. 

* More research needs to be done on the current use of participatory M&E 
methods in the development cotnmunity to identify successful models and 
methods (what works; what doesn’t). 
Further research on testing on precautionary monitoring measures is 
needed to refine and adapt the approach to a range of development 
activities and organizations. 
Further critical analysis should be done 011 conventional methods, so that 
long-established techniques can either be adapted to contemporary 
co~lditions and participatory methods, or retired from the current M&E 
repertoire in favor of more sensitive methods that can better inform 
prqject stakeholders. 

impact Assessment 



266 How NGOs monitor projects for impacts 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

REFERENCES 

Volcme 14, September 1996 



Karlyn Eckman 267 

lmpact Assessment 



26X How NGOs n,onito/. projects for impacts 


