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The Outcome Mapping (OM) manual defines boundary partners as " … those individuals, groups, or organisations with whom the programme interacts directly and with whom the programme can anticipate opportunities for influence".

For teams with a strong research orientation the concept of boundary partners the process presents some challenge. This is because it usually takes time exploring problems and solutions before researchers feel ready to engage with other actors in order to work towards vision. Many are reluctant or fail to see the relevance of engaging with what may be considered ‘downstream’ boundary partners while at initial investigation and testing stages.

1. Fortunately, research teams are now acknowledging that:

i. Progression towards a desired direction in a system is a continuous process that involves every actor - including the researchers – in three cyclically linked phases of problem identification + solution exploration, intervention testing + adoption, intervention adaptation + wider scaling.

ii. In each of the phases, it is crucial researchers identify partners who will support their investigatory efforts, outputs and address possible constraints to output application.
iii. A report exploring past successful research cases in ILRI shows researchers being involved in matters ranging widely from the technical to cultural to political; exploiting openings and managing constraints.

iv. Involving users of research outputs, especially the boundary partners, early in the project enhances the relevance and acceptance of the research intentions and increases the probability that outputs will be used.

2. Descriptions of targeted vision (or goal) focus a lot on benefiting communities – farmers, traders, rural populations, the poor or disadvantaged, conflict victims etc. Yet researchers operate in small numbers and, in many instances, have no direct links to such populous communities.
· Developing a detailed Vision statement, as explained in the OM manual, enables implementers describe changes sought and actors involved.

· It is only through this that researchers are able to identify the boundary partners in whom transformation will be an indication of progress towards desired change in those target communities.

3. And that presents the main challenge; it is transformation in the boundary partners that an implementing team is expected to observe, capture and report outcomes showing progression towards achievement of vision.
· “If the boundary partners are not the target communities, how does one prove that transformation in them indicates vision is being achieved?”

4. Actor analysis is proving to be a great process in identifying the roles of other agents in the system and hence the various types of partners the project can work with to consider in achieving the vision.
Enrique Mendizabal has advised categorization of actors using high and low levels of two factors – alignment (partners teams want to work with to change their behaviours) and interest. That is quite useful but I feel it is important to go further.
I wish to thank Dannie Romney of CABI Africa for sharing the following thoughts after facilitating a project planning process:

a. We go further than just ask planners to respond to the questions posed during the planning workshop: “Who will be the most important actors with whom you work? On whose actions does the success of the program most depend?”
b. During Step Zero, one should carry out actor analysis in a process that is as participatory as possible so that an implementing team is assisted in the identification and mapping of crucial actors, relationships and linkages and patterns of information flow. The exercise should enable detection and analysis of gaps and links.

c. It is only from such an exercise that any team can be able to pick out boundary partners whose transformation will be an indicator the system is achieving vision and what wide range of activities (including strategic partners) will help influence those changes.

d. Planning how to exploit which strong links between target actors and manage gaps and weak links goes a long way in supporting such change in the system.

e. It is also from such an exercise that the team can select both qualitative developments (e.g. progress markers in boundary partners, application of strategic activities) and quantitative (e.g. changes observable through selected surveys) to be used to monitor and report on progress. In many instances it will be important to demonstrate the relationship between the two developments.

5. The only draw-back is during a 3 – 5 day planning workshop process – where so many activities (including incorporation of Outcome Mapping concepts) are intended – actor analysis in order to identify boundary partners can quite a substantial addition.

· However, the analysis can be revisited periodically during monitoring and evaluation, when reviewing progress in partners and the effect of the project’s support strategies.
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