POST LOG to EVALUATING POLICY RESEARCH
 

 CAN OUTCOME MAPPING HELP IN ASSESSING THE CONTRIBUTION OF POLICY RESEARCH?

The Challenge

A policy research institute aims to have an influence on the way in which policy-makers address issues. Traditionally this has been taken to mean providing them with more or better information in a timely and accessible format. But in the contemporary policy arena there is a need to go beyond supplying information to try and influence policy development and the policy-making environment. This includes knowledge transfer and what we describe in Evaluating Policy Research (EPR) as ‘problem definition’.

Policy-makers, who are typically risk adverse, short of time and constrained by multiple administrative and political  considerations, are tempted to limit their horizons to perspectives, stakeholders and program choices with which they are familiar and which have worked well for them in the past. Policy research, however, aims to persuade those developing policy to recognize new issues, to see old ones from a new perspective, to take account of others’ findings and reject the ‘not invented here’ syndrome, to accept new groups of stakeholders into consultations, to think longer term and see the ‘big picture’, and to be ready to learn from other disciplines and from other jurisdictions; in other words to accept new ways of developing policy.

 Given the multiple influences at work in the development of any policy or program, it is a major challenge to assess how policy research has led to the adoption of new ways of doing things. Stakeholders and evaluators continue to struggle to find indicators of successful policy research. Media citations and repeat funding are two of the most commonly used indicators. But, as EPR explains, they have a limited value. The difficulty of linking a policy research institute’s objectives and outputs to policy outcomes remains. 

Outcome Mapping

Outcome Mapping (OM) is an approach which we suggest exploring for evaluating policy research. It builds on work by Barry Kibel in the US and has been adapted by the International Development Research Centre in Canada.
 It moves away from assessing the products of an activity or a program to focus on changes in behaviours and relationships (outcomes
) which will then lead to changes in actions To take the example of a municipality’s responsibility for providing clean water, OM would look at changes in the municipality’s approach to its responsibility to provide clean water rather than at changes in water test results. There are likely to be many possible reasons why water quality has improved which may be unrelated to municipal action. Using the OM approach, we would ask ‘If the municipality’s attitude to providing clean water has changed what we would see them doing differently?’ rather than asking ‘Do tests show that the city’s water quality has improved?’

 OM accepts that the activity or the program being evaluated contributes to rather than causes observed changes in behaviour. It sees this contribution or influence taking place through what it calls ‘boundary partners’ rather than through actions taken by the program managers themselves. Boundary partners are defined as ‘…those individuals, groups and organizations with whom the program interacts directly and with whom the program anticipates opportunities for influence.’
 Different boundary partners may operate within different decision-making systems and with different time frames.

OM recognizes that as the activity or program gets underway working through its boundary partners, its proponents will have less and less control over the way in which these partners interpret its message or use the incentives the program provides. It stresses the activity’s catalyzing role rather than assigning it responsibility for particular outcomes. This important recognition qualifies the sensitive concept of ‘behavioural change’. OM practitioners are looking for signs that people are doing things differently, changing their behaviours, but they recognize the multiple influences leading to these changes. 

 An advantage of OM is that it allows, and even encourages, the program manager to take some calculated risks since it explicitly recognizes that he or she will not be able to control the behavioural changes the activity catalyses. More traditional evaluation methods tend to make program managers risk averse by forcing them to attempt to link each activity with a specified output and expected outcome. Another advantage is in encouraging the program managers to identify those intermediaries (boundary partners) the program wants to reach and the changes in their attitudes or behaviour it would like to see.  

Although the OM methodology has been developed for programs, we believe it can be useful in assessing policy research and knowledge transfer. Successful policy research and advice will open up new perspectives and may lead to new ways of developing policy. As The Governance Network notes: 

“The [OM] approach is based on the premise that evidence of the impact of knowledge transfer in many complex areas such as governance improvement and capacity building can best be found though altered behaviour and relationships.”

OM focuses planning, monitoring and evaluation on targeted behaviours, actions and relationships within a program’s sphere of influence. It also looks at how the program managers learn to increase the program’s effectiveness in attaining its ultimate goals. 

How Outcome Mapping Differs from Other Assessment Methods

There are three main differences between OM and more traditional evaluation approaches. First, it focuses exclusively on one set of outcomes, behavioural changes. Second, it observes and notes these changes without attempting to establish a linear causality between them and particular program activities. Third, it introduces new tools to try and monitor dynamic changes in behaviour and in relationships.
 It thus goes beyond the usual results based-management methods that measure performance as defined by the successful completion of a series of related activities. It attempts to identify and monitor the changes that are a result of the program’s activities rather than the activities themselves.

OM takes place in three stages. In Stage One, called Intentional Design, the policy institute or the program frames its activities in terms of the changes it intends to help bring about in seven steps: 

(i) stating its vision,

(ii) developing its mission statement,

(iii) identifying its boundary partners and the interests of these in the process and outcome, 

(iv) developing an outcome challenge for each set of partners---how the behaviour, relationships and activities of the partner will change if the program is successful, 

(v) choosing progress markers for each outcome and grading the progress from minimal expectations to full satisfaction, 

(vi) developing strategy maps to pinpoint the strategies the program will use to bring about each outcome, 

(vii) describing the organizational practices the program will use to execute its strategies. 

Intentional Design thus includes but goes well beyond developing a mission and mandate statement. 

In Stage Two, Outcome and Performance Monitoring the program managers develop and 

implement a regular monitoring system. This has some similarities with the Treasury Board’s Results-based Management and Accountability Framework (see EPR) but it

 is an on-going exercise focusing on three questions: 


(i) 
the changes in the behaviours, actions, activities and relationships of the people, groups and organizations with whom the program works directly; 


(ii) 
the strategies that the program uses to encourage its partners to make these changes, and 


(iii) how the program functions as an organizational unit. 

In Stage Three, Evaluation, the program managers decide which behavioural changes  

they want to evaluate using the data collected in Stage Two to do so. 

The Governance Network proposed evaluating the Policy Research Initiative established by the Federal Government in 1966 using Outcome Mapping.
 Although their proposal was not implemented, we believe that the suggestion of using the concepts of ‘intentional design’, ‘boundary partners’, ‘outcome challenges’ and ‘progress markers’ to assess policy research is worth pursuing. We looked at how one would initiate an assessment of CPRN’s work using this methodology.

Assessing CPRN’s Work through an Outcome Mapping Lens 

We used CPRN’s annexed Board of Directors Statement of the Networks’, mission, mandate and objectives (Statement), the analysis in EPR and some of the Outcome Mapping concepts.


Objectives

Analyzing the language of the Statement with reference to EPR, we first group CPRN’s objectives into three categories:

1. problem definition including anticipation, challenge and risk taking. This is reflected in the expressions: ‘create new knowledge…lead public debate…foster creativity…produce new insights…’

2.  improving the policy-making environment by bringing in new interlocutors, creating a neutral space and a common language for sharing best practice. This is reflected in the expressions: …create an environment of respect…build bridges…use strategic alliances…’

3. effective and efficient use of resources reflected in: ‘foster cost effectiveness…pool energies…’


Partners, Outcomes and Progress Markers

Using the OM approach, we then identify the main groups with which CPRN interacts directly and whose members it hopes to influence in order to attain its objectives. Most of these are found in the Statement under ‘CPRN’s Niche’. If the Networks are successful, these ‘boundary partners’ will use its work in problem definition and in improving the policy-making environment. The take-up by the partners will lead to changes which we call ‘outcome challenges’. These are described as changes in the behaviour we hope to see in each set of boundary partners. Since they will follow their own way of operating, the paths and the timing of the changes are likely to be different. ‘Progress markers’ will tell us if the various outcome challenges are being met. The markers can be graded in terms of minimal expectations, encouraging indications and successful outcomes (‘expect to see, like to see, love to see’ in OM’s terminology).

Tools and Outputs

As EPR notes, it is important to distinguish tools and outputs from outcomes. Greater media visibility, for example, does not necessarily entail greater success in contributing to problem definition although it is a useful tool. The existence of the Networks themselves is, of course, the principal tool through which CPRN acts. Outputs include publications, news bulletins (Network News, Policy Direct…), speeches and op ed.s, consultative exercises, (roundtables, choice/work dialogues…) and the website. OM does not identify Tools and Outputs separately but refers to them in drawing up the Progress Markers and Strategy Maps. If we were applying the OM methodology to CPRN’s activities, we would identify outcome challenges and progress markers for each boundary partner. We would then proceed to draw up strategy maps showing how CPRN will use its tools to bring about the targeted outcomes. The final step in the Intentional Design would be to determine the organizational practices CPRN would use in implementing its strategies. 


Continuing the Exploration

In the example illustrated by the table on the next page, we list generic partners and generic outcomes and progress markers without trying to distinguish the outcomes and 

their markers appropriate for each partner. Thus the table represents a start on Stage One of an evaluation of CPRNs work using Outcome Mapping. To make full use of the methodology, one would then proceed to Step Two, Outcome Performance and Monitoring and finally, Step Three, Evaluation.

� Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN), Ottawa, October, 2003


� The author of the CPRN commissioned paper Evaluating Policy Research added this post log as an exploration of how one might apply the OM approach in looking at the work of a policy research institute. The Post Log is exploratory and has not benefited from input from either the CPRN or OM practitioners. 


�  Earl, S. Carden F. & Smutylo T. Outcome Mapping IDRC, Ottawa, 2002 and documents from IDRC Evaluation Unit’s website.


� ‘Outcomes are defined as changes in the behaviour, relationships, activities or actions of the people, groups, and organizations with whom the program works directly’ Earl et al.


�  Ibid.


�  The Governance Network, “Assessing and Managing Policy Research and Capacity Building” draft report for the Policy Research Initiative, April, 2002, Ottawa.


� Another difference it that OM supposes that the Progress Markers (see below) will be developed in consultation with the Boundary Partners. This step may not be appropriate in the field of policy research and development


� TGN ibid





