Organizational Challenges to Improving Monitoring and Evaluation

Susanna Campbell
Context

· The contexts in which peace operations take place are highly dynamic and complex, and all unique. They do not follow a linear state formation trajectory or conflict trajectory. Even if there are some similarities, each country has its own history and its own continuous state formation process. 

· The degree and type of dynamism changes from country to country, and from one local region within a country to another.

· The purpose of monitoring and evaluation of peace operations is to understand its relationship to and impact on this dynamic context. 

· There is no agreement on the end state of peace operations, either within the UN or among academics. The only thing that there is agreement on is that “peace” is the absence of war or significant direct violence. But this is the absence of something, not the presence of something. 

· Maintaining this “negative peace” over time still requires the development of institutions, systems, and behaviors that will be able to maintain the peace. This means that any organization trying to achieve peace has to pursue aims and objectives that they think will achieve “negative peace”, but for which they have no clear evidence.

· These theories of change are hypotheses about what causes peace. The most tenuous theories of change are those that aim to catalyze or change behaviors, organizations, and institutions. 

· We know how to deliver humanitarian assistance and interpose peacekeeping forces between parties that have agreed to a ceasefire. This is delivering a service, not an attempt to change institutions or behavior. 

· Efforts to change behaviors, organizations, or institutions are much more “experimental”, particularly when applied to new contexts and new cultures, and therefore require an examination of whether and/or how the theory of change and the corresponding implementation approach can achieve the desired aims, including examination of whether or not these were the appropriate aims to begin with.

· Monitoring and evaluation is supposed to help with this process in two ways:

· by enabling the organizations to adapt and learn in “real time” and see whether it is having the outcome that it wants to have; and

· to develop a base of knowledge about what works, what doesn’t, and why so that the organization can improve its approach over time.

· In other words, it is supposed to help organizations learn, both by adapting in relation to the context and accumulating knowledge over time. 

Method
· While monitoring and evaluation, and the organizational learning it is supposed to enable, is important in all organizations, it is particularly important in peace operations and other conflict prevention, peacemaking, and peacebuilding efforts. At the same time, it is also particularly difficult.

· It’s importance is echoed in the recommendations in every evaluation, critique, and policy document on peace operations, prevention, peacemaking, and peacebuilding that call on organizations to:

· become more sensitive to the needs, capacities, and perceptions of the host state and society; 

· adapt to changing conflict dynamics; 

· link to and coordinate with efforts of other national and international actors, which requires real understanding of, engagement with, and learning from them; 

· discover the context-specific intermediary outcomes that may eventually lead to the achievement of the mandate and/or some form of “peace”; 

· increase local participation and feedback, and adapt to that new information; and 

· catalyze and facilitate local and national institutional and social change processes, which means that you have to understand the context, relate to it, change your approach in relation to it, and adapt and learn from how you interact with it.

· All of this requires that the organization adapt and learn while it is in a country implementing various types of activities and programs so as to increase the likelihood that it will achieve its aims. Achievement of aims depends on the ripeness of the context for the activity or intervention, and the ability of the intervention to respond to that opportunity. 

· In other words, learning refers not only to learning between missions, which often happens after some type of evaluation, but also during a peace operation through “learning-while-doing”. 

· Monitoring and Evaluation may support organizational adaptation and “real-time” learning at the field level, but their effectiveness depend on what the organization does with the information – how it processes it, what kinds of decisions are made based on it, and whether it can change its approach in relation to it. In other words, it depends on whether the organization can “learn” from the new information provided through monitoring and evaluation.

Organizational Implications
· The challenge is that while all organizations have difficulty with organizational learning, peace operations are likely to have particular difficulty. 

· But first, all organizations have difficulty because:

· organizations learn through historical routines (knowledge, incentive structures, standard operating procedures), and thus largely learn what they already know. Actions are permissible if they are reflected in the routines, and doing something new often involves “breaking the rules”.

· organizations learn in relation to targets that are defined in stark terms of success and failure, and reward or punish in relation to these stark definitions, leaving little room for grey area or less than ideal results; and

· what is learned is limited by the capacity of individuals to attribute causal success, and by their bias from their own experience. One person may learn one thing, while another may learn another. But what will be recorded in the organizations routines depends on what is acceptable in that organization in terms of its mandate and history.

· In addition, there are several characteristics that are likely to make learning particularly difficult for peacebuilding organizations: 

· there is no feedback about impact because outcomes are rarely measured; 

· the feedback loop is broken because of external accountability; 

· normative and political imperatives prevent “learning” from what is actually happening on the ground;
· bureaucracies reproduce themselves and only recognize their “form” as legitimate, which prevents a different type of action even when there is new information.

Recommendations

· What do we do with this picture?

· We don’t only focus on M&E, and on the ideal perfect system, but we focus on processes within the organization that will enable the information from an M&E system to be integrated into the system:

· Develop non-defensive behaviors in response to “non-positive” information;

· Question whether the whole purpose and approach is what is needed to achieve the desired outcomes on the context;

· Develop new knowledge and incentive structures within the organization to enable “learning” and adaptation in response to new information;

· Develop flexible rules around the allocation of resources.

I realize that much of this may seem impossible, and maybe it is in the totality. But there are small steps that can be made to increase the capacity of organizations to learn and adapt. I’m sure that many of you have done this yourselves, or are in the process of doing it. It is also important to learn lessons about these approaches and processes within your organization that enable learning and adaptation, because the effectiveness of your interventions is likely to depend on it.
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