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[bookmark: _Toc384139503]Executive summary
During spring 2012 Sida commissioned SIPU International to carry out a programme of organisational assessments of thirty civil society organisations to enable Sida to determine a CSO’s eligibility for government funding, either as a framework organisation or as strategic partner in humanitarian support, or both. The assessment programme was finalised at the end of 2013.
At a general level, this huge undertaking has been a success. All the organisational assessment reports have been approved and they have fed into Sida’s final decisions regarding framework and strategic partner organisation status. The assessments have revealed that there are a lot of good, very professional CSOs benefitting from Sida’s support and SIPU’s own follow up with CSOs assessed show that they think that the assessments have been fair and that they have provided important opportunities to reflect on and discuss with external consultants various internal organisational issues. However, assessing thirty CSOs, using sixty pre-determined criteria over a period of fifteen months, has presented a number of unique challenges and opportunities for learning. Both Sida and SIPU see a need to draw out lessons for the future to help inform future assessments and ways of working. 
This report presents SIPU’s reflections, drawing on a report summarising experiences from halfway through the programme ("the synthesis report"), a final learning workshop that SIPU held with the Assessment Teams, and a survey of opinions among the CSOs about the assessments. This report aims to distil these reflections to encourage further thinking about alternative approaches to assessments in the future, both at Sida and among the organisations. 
[bookmark: _Toc384139504]Key challenges
The focus is on summarising the key challenges we encountered in the implementation of the assignment and how these were handled and may be handled in the future. 
One of the main challenges encountered was the purpose of the assessments and how this was perceived by different stakeholders. Although aimed at Sida as an organisation, in practice the main clients of the assignment were individual programme officers, whose mandate includes frequent, ongoing interaction with CSOs, and not only preparations for grant-funding decisions. This created confusion about whether the purpose was about control or learning. The purpose was also dual in that the assessment focused on both values (an evaluative exercise about the capacity of the organisation to implement the objectives of Swedish development cooperation) and systems (verifying if the organisation has the systems in place for an efficient administration of its work).   
The methodological approach and the data collection presented a second set of challenge issues. During autumn 2011, the Director-General of Sida had already formally approved a set of sixty criteria to be applied for assessing the organisations, which were handed to SIPU International to be used for the assessment programme.  The reasons for this early decision was the obvious need to be transparent about how Sida would take decisions on accepting organisations into the framework and strategic partner "system". As a result, the criteria had never been applied in practice before the initiation of this assignment and the formal approval of the DG left very limited room for revisions and piloting. It was soon seen that the criteria had some overlaps, ambiguous formulations, and showed important variations in the content and level of detail. Also the structuring of the criteria required revision in order to permit a more logical and efficient approach in the assessments. 
A third set of challenges included the diversity of civil society organisations that were being assessed. It became apparent that the qualification criteria were not entirely applicable to all organisations and that the criteria had been developed more for a particular type of organisation (regarding size, developmental stage, focus area, organisational structure, types of partner collaborations etc.). This suggests that only certain kinds of organisations would be relevant for Sida support, leading to a set of very similar framework and strategic partner organisations. There is also a risk that an organisation moulds itself according to what it believes Sida requires and, through that, moves away from its particular identity, characteristics and original strengths. 
There were also a number of challenges in the practical implementation of the assignment in terms of working over a short period of time, and to a limited budget, with over twenty consultants that had to be very consistent in applying the criteria. The repercussions were primarily the lack of time for a piloting phase and a more limited use of field work than desirable.
The challenges were not only methodological in a conventional sense but the task inevitably raised questions around global trends in civil society organisations and their role in government sponsored development cooperation. The qualification criteria and the way in which they were applied aligns with trends in international civil society and raises issues about the role of CSOs as actors in their own right or as service providers used by governments in their development cooperation strategies. Related issues are increased competition between CSOs as a result of this, as well as the rise of increasingly managerial and professional organisations that work according to increasingly complex and standardised compliance regimes and systems for results based management (RBM). For the purpose of controlling the efficient use of Swedish tax payer’s money, this seems at first glance as a purely positive development. However, some studies suggest that these trends could make CSOs less effective as agents of social change. There is a danger that they become less engaged with their target groups, may be forced to abandon their long-term strategies in favour of supporting imposed donor strategies, leaving them disempowered in carrying out their specific mandate. 
[bookmark: _Toc384139505]The CSO opinions study
As part of this report, we present the findings from the CSO opinions study, which SIPU conducted as part of this final phase (see separate Annex 1). The purpose was to capture their opinions about the assessments, particularly how useful they have found them. This study finds the assessments were considered  as giving a fair and reasonably accurate picture of most of the organisations, but opinions about how successful they were in this vary. This has partly to do with the criteria themselves, which are seen as covering much, but at the same time not able to accurately reflect the diversity of organisations. This may be related to the lack of involvement of the organisations in the design of the general approach in order to better understand what the assessment was supposed to capture. 
Even if the assessment programme was not designed or initially intended to be used by the organisations, in contrast with the previously used system based audits, the fact that several of them nevertheless found ways to make them directly useful points strongly at the advantage of ensuring that CSO can benefit directly from future assessments. 
[bookmark: _Toc384139506]Lessons, conclusions and suggested ways forward
The report offers a number of suggested ways forward: 
· Establish a system where monitoring, reporting and evaluation are coordinated into a predicable system for the whole agreement period between the CSOs and Sida.
· Clarify the purpose and ensure shared understanding of the organisational assessments for different stakeholders, including who should be involved in the process and how the assessments will be used and by whom.  Ensure that this communication and engagement is done in a coordinated and consistent manner.
· Conduct a thorough review of the criteria, removing overlaps and revising formulations. Consider weighting the criteria, giving greater attention to some key criteria proportionally linked to the key focal questions that Sida wishes to address. Adapt the criteria to the diversity of organisations, avoiding a “one size fits all” approach.
· Allow a more flexible approach to the assessment of criteria. For certain criteria, it might be enough to conclude whether a certain organisational feature is in place and applied (or not), for others, different levels of assessment of performance might be desirable. 
· Separate the organisational assessments from the systems based audits. 
· Make a distinction between learning and the control function of the assessments, depending on the status of the organisation. For organisations with existing agreements, a greater emphasis could be put on learning. 
· Strengthen the two-step process of assessment, include self-assessment by the organisations themselves and employ a more participatory approach throughout to allow for more ownership and shared understanding by the CSOs.
· Employ a flexible time-scale that takes into account the needs, demands and changes of all the key players involved. 
· Consider the competence requirements of the consultants, allowing for a mix of seniority and include experience of participatory organisational assessment.
· Consider the effect of the qualification criteria and their application in relation to the overall aims of the civil society strategy. Do they support or hamper Sida’s contribution to a vibrant and pluralistic civil society in developing countries? 
[bookmark: _Toc384139507]Next steps
Being the sole contractor for these assessments has put SIPU in a good position to draw lessons from this work and suggest alternatives for the future. Through the writing of this report and resulting discussions, we hope that we can contribute to further reflection within Sida/CIVSAM and Sida/HUM and Sida more generally. We also think that it would be important to involve CSOs in these discussions, and suggest that the right conditions are created for a wider conversation with the organisations about the issues raised in this report.  
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[bookmark: _Toc384139509]
Introduction
In 2012, Sida contracted SIPU International to carry out organisational assessments of civil society organisations (CSOs) that were either applying to become partners with Sida or already had an existing agreement with them. SIPU, working through six assessment teams and a quality assurance team, carried out thirty very comprehensive assessments between August 2012 and October 2013. These assessments were based on sixty detailed criteria developed by Sida, aimed at assessing all aspects of the organisations. These assessments were aimed at providing Sida with a basis for its decisions regarding framework organisations within the civil society appropriation and strategic partners within the humanitarian appropriation. 
At a general level, this huge undertaking has been a success. All the organisational assessment reports have been approved and they have fed into Sida’s final decisions regarding framework and strategic partner organisation status. SIPU’s own follow up with CSOs assessed show that they think that the assessments have been fair and that they have provided important opportunities to reflect on and discuss with external consultants various internal organisational issues.  
This large assignment has presented a number of unique challenges and opportunities for learning. Both Sida and SIPU see a need to draw out lessons for the future to help inform future assessments and ways of working. This report represents SIPU’s reflections, drawing on the synthesis report from Phase 1, a final learning workshop that SIPU held with the assessment teams and follow up with the CSOs. This report aims to distil these reflections to support further thinking about alternative approaches to assessments in the future, both at Sida and among the organisations. 
The focus of this report is on summarising some of the key challenges we encountered in the implementation of the assignment and how these were handled or could be handled in the future. We then draw out key learning points, questions for further discussion and suggested ways forward in future assessment work.  
[bookmark: _Toc384139510]The structure of the report and annex
Section 2 includes a short description of the assignment and how it was carried out. 
Section 3 is focused on the key challenges encountered in implementing the assignment. 
One of the main challenges encountered, although perhaps not obvious at the outset, was the purpose of the assessments and how this was perceived by different stakeholders. This is discussed in section 3.1. 
The methodological approach and the data collection presented a second set of issues. This included the challenge of working with a set of pre-determined criteria, discussed in section 3.2. It also included the challenge of applying the criteria to the diversity of civil society organisations that were being assessed, as will be described in section 3.3. 
There were also a number of challenges in the practical implementation of the assignment in terms of working with a wide range of consultants, over a short period of time, and to a limited budget. These challenges are discussed in sections 3.4 and 3.5.
The challenges were not only methodological in a conventional sense, but the task inevitably raised questions around global trends in civil society organisations and their role in government sponsored development cooperation. So, in section 4 of this report, we reflect on the broader implications of this assignment criteria for recent debates around civil society in international development cooperation, drawing on recent studies conducted in Sweden and internationally. This discussion is primarily focused on implications for framework organisations, rather than Sida’s humanitarian strategic partners, although some parallels could be drawn for these. These broader debates may at first be seen as being outside the scope of SIPU’s assignment, but since the organisational assessments covered virtually all aspects of an organisation, including its identity and long-term visions and mission, it affects the approach and interpretation of the findings.  
Finally, in a separate Annex 1, we present the findings from the CSO opinions study, which SIPU conducted as part of the work on this report. The purpose was to capture their opinions about the assessments, particularly in relation to how useful they have found them. The findings from this study are integrated to a certain extent into the main report. However, it must be noted that the main report is mainly based on SIPU’s reflections, and CSO opinions from the survey are integrated either in support or opposition of arguments made, or to illustrate particular points. 
[bookmark: _Toc384139511]Method
This report is primarily based on reflections within SIPU management team and the six assessment teams, drawing on a number of joint reflection exercises conducted throughout the assessment programme. The report also incorporates the findings from the synthesis report from phase one of the assignment.
Section 4 draws on a number of recent studies conducted around Swedish and international support for civil society in international development cooperation. This includes the recent reports from Statskontoret[footnoteRef:2] and Indevelop around Sida’s civil society support.  We also incorporate recent discussions that SIPU have participated in around Sida’s ongoing discussions around the civil society strategy. [2:  In English: The Swedish Agency for Public Management] 

The CSO opinions study, based on information collected through a survey and interviews with the organisations, can be found in Annex 1 to this report. This study included an electronic survey of all 30 organisations assessed (with 22 responses) and direct, semi-structured interviews with five organisations. 
[bookmark: _Toc382306019][bookmark: _Toc384139512]The assignment and how it was carried out
Our discussion of challenges is based on the preconditions for the assignment. This section presents the assignment as set out in the Terms of Reference together with SIPU’s approach for implementation
The purpose: As stated in the Terms of Reference, the overall purpose of the assignment was to “assess a number of CSOs, based on the Qualification Criteria, so that Sida/CIVSAM and Sida/HUM can use these assessments as support in their upcoming decisions concerning these CSOs’ possible qualification as framework and/or strategic partner organisations”.[footnoteRef:3] The TOR also mention the fact that the aim was to ensure that agreements with CSO were made less arbitrarily and to give organisations that previously have not received framework funding from Sida a chance to apply.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  ToR, p. 4 (14).]  [4:  ToR, p. 1 (14).] 


The organisational set up of the assignment had the following actors: 
· Sida was the commissioning agent, represented by Sida/CIVSAM and Sida/HUM. In the contract one person from Sida/CIVSAM was identified, but the Terms of Reference mentioned key contact points within both Sida/CIVSAM and Sida/HUM. These contact points were also programme officers, responsible for individual organisations.
· Sida programme officers responsible for the individual organisations to be assessed were contact persons in terms of briefing assessment teams on the organisations, providing information as interviewees (primarily in round 2) and commenting on draft reports. The programme officers are also the primary users of the organisational assessment reports.
· SIPU was the service provider, with overall responsibility for the assignment, including project management, quality assurance and contracting of all consultants. Three regular SIPU staff were involved at various stages.
· An overall Team Leader was responsible for the technical quality of the organisational assessments.
· A quality assurance team, led by the overall Team Leader with support from two QA experts (one in round 1), was responsible for quality assurance of draft and final reports. 
· Six teams of 2-3 consultants, with one Assessment Team Leader, conducting the individual organisational assessments; 2-3 assessments in each round. In total about 20 consultans were contracted over both rounds of assessments. 
· The 30 organisations assessed, apart from provding and partaking in interviews and focus group discussions, commented on drafts of a report at two stages of its completion. 

Organisations assessed
The assessments conducted done in two rounds. The first one included: Action contre la Faim, The Africa Groups of Sweden, Diakonia, Oxfam UK, PMU Interlife, Save the Children Sweden, Shia (My Right), Swedish Mission Council, Swedish Red Cross, and the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, Action Aid Sweden, Hand in hand Sweden, Hungerprojektet, Individuell Människohjälp, Kvinna till Kvinna, Svenska Afghanistankommitten, and SOS Barnbyar (in total 17). 

The second round included: Church of Sweden, Danish Refugee Council, Forum Syd, International Rescue Committee, Islamic Relief, LO-TCO Secretariat, Médecins sans Frontières Sweden, Norwegian Refugee Council, Olof Palme International Centre, Plan Sweden, RFSU, Swedish Cooperative Centre (WeEffect) and WWF (in total 12 organisations).

Fifteen organisations were assessed for the civil society appropriation, eight for the humanitarian appropriation, and seven for both appropriations.


The Criteria: The subject scope for the assessments was clearly defined, with the ToR stating that Sida’s Qualification Criteria (adopted in 2011) were to be used. The Criteria was structured in four major groups:
i) Representativeness, independence and well anchored operations, 
ii) System for internal management and control,
iii) Capacity and skills to achieve and report relevant results against the Strategies, and 
iv) Capacity and skills in policy and methodological work.

At an overarching level, the criteria focused on an overall assessment of how the organisation through its operations contributes to the attainment of the respective strategies’ goals. Within the appropriation item "Support via Swedish Civil Society Organisations", the focus was on how well the organisation contributes to a vibrant and pluralistic civil society in developing countries that contributes effectively, using a rights-based approach, to reducing poverty in all its dimensions. Within the appropriation item “Humanitarian Assistance and Conflict-related Activities”, the focus was on how well the organisation saves lives, alleviates suffering and maintains human dignity for the benefit of people in need who are, or are at risk of becoming, affected by armed conflicts, natural disasters or other disaster situations. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Sida, Criteria for CSO to qualify as framework organisations within the appropriation item Support via Swedish Civil Society Organisations and as strategic partner organisations within the appropriation item Humanitarian Assistance and Conflict-related Activities, 2011.  ] 


The Assessment Framework: In order to operationalise the Qualification Criteria, SIPU developed an “assessment framework” for each criterion, consisting in: 
i) a brief description of the criterion in terms of content and scope (based on readings of relevant strategies and other guiding documents), 
ii) a number of indicators for measuring different aspects of the criterion, together with means for verification, 
iii) an elaborated assessment scale of four levels, where four is the highest value (indicating that the criterion is fulfilled to full satisfaction) and 1 is the lowest (i.e. the criterion is not fulfilled at all), with clear definitions for each level in the scale, and 
iv) a section presenting the findings that supports the score given. 

Presentation of the assessments: The assessment reports were structured in line with the four main areas, however, without making reference to each criterion assessed. SIPU’s assignment reports did not give any recommendations, but only assessed the degree of compliance with the criteria. Since Sida at a later stage saw a need to have a presentation of each individual criterion assessed (in particular as regards the System for internal management and control criteria), it was agreed to attach an appendix (widely referred to as “Appendix 4” and later the Summary of Assessment by Criterion) to the assessment reports. The appendix has a structure similar to the Assessment Frameworks, with a conclusion about fulfilment of the criterion and reasons for that conclusion. Based on SIPU’s strong recommendation, it was agreed with Sida that no scores (or any kind of figures leading to “scores thinking”) should be included in this appendix. 

Time and budget: In line with the ToR, 30 organisations were to be assessed with a maximum budget of 25 MSEK. With six assessment teams working in parallel, this means that, in average, each organisational assessment cost approximately 835 000 SEK[footnoteRef:6]. Although the contract with SIPU does not end until the end of 2014, it was agreed that the assessments be completed during a calendar time of 15 months, with the final reports delivered in October 2013. [6:  Since the assignment has required some substantial project management, a part of this cost has to be deducted to cover this. ] 


Consultants’ competence: In accordance with the ToR for the assignment, SIPU’s team consisted of some 20 consultants with complementary qualifications and experience. All members were required to have at least a Bachelor’s degree, be fluent in written and spoken English and have working experience from “carrying out at least five evaluations, system based audits and/or organisational assessments”[footnoteRef:7]. Furthermore, all team members were required to have working experience of international development cooperation and/or working experience of humanitarian assistance.   [7:  ToR, p. 14 (14).] 

[bookmark: _Toc382306020][bookmark: _Toc384139513]
Challenges in implementing the assignment
This section will discuss challenges experienced in the implementation of the assignment. Issues to be considered for the future will also be presented. 
[bookmark: _Toc384139514]More than one purpose?
 “Organisational assessment is only a tool for achieving something else. It is therefore important to define the reasons for undertaking an assessment and agree on the purpose. Once the purpose is clear, it is easier to determine: i) the scope of the assessment, ii) its focus in terms of issues, and iii) who should be involved and carry out the process.”[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Kruse S-E, How to assess NGO capacity? A resource book on organisational assessment, 1999, p. 15.] 

The quote above suggests that clarity of purpose is important for organisational assessments. This is due to the fact that different interpretations of the purpose implies different understanding of the scope and expectations of the assessment, its focus and of who should carry out and be involved in the process. It is also important for considering how assessments will be used and by whom.
At a very practical level, the assessments were done to help make funding decisions for both existing and applying framework and strategic partner organisations and the list of criteria had sections that covered the different appropriations. However, beyond this very practical dual purpose, one of the main challenges for implementation was a lack of clarity regarding an overarching purpose of the assessments. In the following, we present a number of reflections regarding this. 
[bookmark: _Toc382306022]Control or learning? 
As stated by the ToR formulation of the purpose for the assignment, the organisational assessments produced under this assignment were mainly meant to be used internally by Sida. Their overall purpose was to serve as an informative input into Sida’s decision as to whether an organisation had the required qualifications to become a framework and/or strategic partner organisation. Through this, it may be concluded that a greater emphasis was put on accountability and control for Sida centrally, than on learning (for improvements) for the organisation.
 
For organisations applying to become framework and/or strategic partner organisations, it appears rational that the assessment should focus on verifying whether the organisation meets a certain number of requirements. However, for organisations with an on-going agreement (framework or partner for humanitarian activities) with Sida, it could be questioned whether not a greater emphasis on learning (i.e. a different use of the reports) would be desirable? These organisations have already an approved standard level for being partners with Sida, but could benefit from an organisational assessment where strengths and weaknesses are pointed out in a manner for the organisation to act upon.  
The ToR for the assignment did make a distinction similar to the one discussed above, where only follow-up reviews were to take place for organisations having recently undergone a more full-fledge “system based audit” or evaluation, and full reviews were to take place for applying organisations and for those organisations that had not gone through any comprehensive assessment in recent years. While this distinction appears to make sense in theory, it proved difficult to maintain in practice: the Qualification Criteria had never been applied before and even if a so called “systems based audit” had taken place in recent years for a certain organisation, there was still a need to cover all the Qualification Criteria in the assessment. In the end, there was not much difference between those reviews called “follow-ups” and the full reviews. The reason for this is, however, could have been that this was the first time that the Qualification Criteria were applied when assessing the organisations. 
[bookmark: _Toc382306023]Values or systems? 
The Qualification Criteria are ambitious in the sense that they are seeking to grasp a very wide range of issues, at very different levels of detail. There is an inherent risk that a report based on an assessment of all the criteria gives a somewhat ambiguous impression: on the one hand, it analyses the organisation’s fundamental values and policy directions, while on the other hand, it goes into details verifying the organisation’s internal management and control systems. In this sense, the very purpose of the assessments appears dual - implying both an evaluative exercise where conclusions are drawn as to whether the organisation has the capabilities to implement the objectives of Swedish development cooperation (as indeed was the intended focus of the assessments, see section 2 above), and a “systems control” verifying if the organisation has the systems in place for an efficient administration of its work.   
The ToR for the assignment use both the term “systems based audit” and the term “organisational assessment” when referring to the requested assessments. “Systems based audit” is only used when distinguishing between a full assessment and a follow-up assessment, while “organisational assessment” is used across the rest of the document. To add to this, it is also clearly stated that the assessments should be quality assured through the application of OECD/DAC’s Evaluation Quality Standards. Since the definition of neither “system based audit” nor “organisational assessment” is commonly known and no definition of the two was provided in the ToR, SIPU have put some efforts into sorting out these terms.
A review of a number of previously performed “system based audits” of Swedish CSOs indicates that  the main objective of these is to  examine the reliability and relevance of internal management and control systems – in order to determine whether the organisation’s reporting is reliable as a basis for funding.[footnoteRef:9] These reports do also contain a number of recommendations to the organisation for improving its systems, which SIPU’s report did not. While similar in length to the reports produced under this assignment (number of pages), the “system based audit” reports cover a more limited scope (internal management and control systems) and can, through this, go more into detail. Also, they do generally not contain an evaluative element. [9:  Conducted by SIPU International as part of the Phase 2 inception period and summarised in a short internal SIPU memo from May 2013 called “Till frågan om innebörden av systemrevision – några observationer och slutsatser”.] 

This ambiguity about the very purpose of the assignment became evident in our various contacts with different representatives of Sida (the identified key contact points on the one hand and the individual programme officers on the other hand), who interpreted the purpose in varying ways. SIPU’s understanding was that the organisational assessments would replace many separate assessment processes undertaken by Sida/CIVSAM and Sida/HUM, including previous system-based audits and evaluations, albeit without being able to provide the same level of detail as previous studies due to restrictions in terms of time and resources. However, there seemed to be imperfect communication about this within and between the departments and with organisations.
This is related to the coordinating group within Sida and their role. It is clear that there has been strong ownership of the list of criteria within this group and the communication about the Assessment Framework and the reporting format has been very useful for SIPU. However, this ownership has not carried over into the implementation and coordination of the assignment within Sida. To some extent this was exacerbated by staff turnover at Sida. Comments from programme officers showed a lack of knowledge of SIPU’s assignments, including the Qualification Criteria and their purpose. Some readers at Sida seemed to have different expectations from the report and may not have been fully aware of the limitations of the assignment.  In the CSO opinions study, some organisations also mentioned a lack of clarity of the purpose of the assessments and how they would be used within Sida. 
It must be noted that beyond the control function of assessing whether organisations qualified for support, there is an apparent need for using the reports as learning tools and this has been accomplished to a certain extent. Programme officers clearly require specific information about the organisations for their ongoing engagement with them. Here the difficulty was to try to meet their expectations, without going beyond the centrally agreed ToR. 
Our CSO opinion study shows that overall the CSOs have found the reports useful. Our survey shows that 14 out of a total of 22 organisations answered that the assessment had been extremely useful (18 per cent), or very useful[footnoteRef:10] (45 per cent). When indicating what was most useful the respondents gave particularly the alternatives “The opportunity to reflect on the organisation in general” and “To have an external assessment of the organisation”. However, four organisations (20 per cent) thought it not to be particularly useful and another four considered it to be virtually useless for their purposes[footnoteRef:11]. This was explained as partly due to the time it took to engage in the process, the demands for information, and that it came too soon after a systems-based audit. Some said it was hard to see the benefit of the study compared to the effort, implying that the overarching purpose and approach had not been communicated clearly enough.  [10:  The values 5 and 4 on a scale from 5 to 1.]  [11:  The values 2 and 3 on a scale from 5 to 1.] 

Key lessons 
· Clarify purpose and ensure shared understanding from the outset and as you go along
For the future, it would be important to have a clear definition and transparent communication about the purpose of organisational assessments for different stakeholders. This would involve clarity regarding who should be involved in the process and how the organisational assessments will be used and by whom. There is a need for this communication and engagement with stakeholders to happen in a coordinated manner by Sida throughout the process, rather than to leave it up to individuals. This will also ensure better consistency and enable ownership and institutional learning within Sida.
· Make a distinction between the learning and the control function
One possibility could be to make a clear distinction between applying organisations and organisations with existing agreements, where a greater emphasis on learning could be put on the latters’ assessments.  A key point here would be to increase the involvement of the organisations during the planning and sense-making of the assessment process to create better opportunities for their organisational learning. Here it is important to note that the potential for direct use by the CSOs is dependent on the timing of the assessment in relation to other planned studies or its own plans to undertake changes in its organisation or its activities. 
· Separate the organisational assessments from the systems based audit
Going even further, it appears appropriate and more efficient to separate the two exercises (comprehensive organisational assessment on the one hand, and detailed presentation of internal management and control systems, on the other) from one another. The criteria on internal management and control systems are common for all Sida entities and apply to funding from all items of appropriation. To separate these criteria from the others, and to develop a common format for presenting the review of these, seems reasonable. 
As indicated above, this separation could create space for more strategic conversations and relationships in service of shared strategic objectives. It would also permit a fine-tuning of the methodology used for assessing the remaining criteria. The need for this is discussed below. 
[bookmark: _Toc384139515]Pre-determined criteria
“Initially, we felt that the number of verifying documents was overwhelming, and that the criteria measured were very many. It had to involve many people for a long time in interviews and in delivering documents. On the other hand, the end result could for this specific reason be very comprehensive and the amount of various parameters compared gave us good guidance in understanding on where to prioritise further development. One thought is to include a seminar based on the findings in which both evaluators and the organisation would participate; as a capacity strengthening activity.”

This quote from one of the CSOs in the CSO opinion survey gives some insight into the challenges in applying the qualification criteria, but also shows the completeness of their coverage, the high ambition by Sida in developing the criteria and the potential need for a more participatory process. 
Overall, the approach and methods used by SIPU and the six assessment teams supported a high degree of consistency and quality in the organisational assessments. The CSO opinions study shows that the assessments were generally considered fair; all but two organisations stated this. With regard to the appropriateness of the methods, 80 per cent of the organisations found the methods used acceptable or good. 
Performing reliable assessments of a wide range of organisations posed some significant challenges in terms of ensuring consistency across all assessments, i.e. ensuring that all organisations have been assessed in an equal manner and based on the same type of information. This was a particular challenge in this assignment, where assessments were to be performed by six different consultant teams, using the same criteria. In this respect, the Assessment Framework approach was considered an important measure for ensuring that the organisations were going through equal assessments. It provided a structured way to collect information and makes sure that the assessment of a certain criterion is based on the same type of information sources across different organisational assessments. Beyond the purely methodological effort to operationalise the criteria, SIPU developed a relatively elaborate system of project management and quality assurance. This included a thorough peer review and quality assurance process ensured that that the qualification criteria were treated in the same way for all the organisations. Increasingly developed drafts of the reports were firstly reviewed internally within the team, then externally by another team leader as peer reviewer and finally, the QA review ensured consistency across assessments from a higher level. The completed draft was finally submitted to Sida and to the organisation. The system also included regular team communication and meetings, a consultants' operational manual and an online platform for sharing of documents, all to promote consistency and improved understanding of the process. 
However, the application of the qualification criteria did present a number of challenges. Since the Qualification Criteria had never been applied in practice, SIPU started off by doing an internal in-depth review of these and their applicability. Beyond the discussion above around the distinction between values and systems, it could, from this review, be concluded that: 
i) the criteria were numerous (in total 60) and sometimes clearly overlapping, 
ii) the formulation of some criteria was ambiguous and would benefit from rephrasing, 
iii) the content and level of detail of the criteria showed important variations, and that 
iv) the way the criteria were structured needed revision in order to permit a more logical and efficient approach in the assessments. 
However, since the Qualification Criteria had already been approved by Sida’s DG in 2011, the room for revisions proved to be very limited: in the end, only some restructuring of the order of the criteria was allowed.[footnoteRef:12]   [12:  The reasons for this early decision was the obvious need to be transparent about how Sida would take decisions on accepting organisations into the framework and strategic partner "system".] 

While the Assessment Framework developed by SIPU also provides the opportunity to give an actual score (1-4 in line with the scale in the Assessment Framework) for a certain criterion, SIPU moved away from this possibility at an early stage in the elaboration of the methodology. The idea of providing scores for each individual criterion, permitting an aggregate final score for the assessed organisation as a whole (for example: “76 points out of a total 100”) and, through that, direct comparison of scores between organisations (“organisation x received in total 76 points, but organisation y only 65 points”) may be tempting, but can be misleading. There are a number of reasons for this:
First, the content and level of detail of the different criteria show great variations. As discussed above, while some are seeking to grasp the organisations fundamental values[footnoteRef:13], others are merely capturing whether an aspect of an internal management and control system is in place[footnoteRef:14]. As such, it would be possible for an organisation with a good procurement system, but who are not working in line with Swedish development objectives, to achieve the same final aggregate score as an organisation works achieves impressive results in relation to with Swedish development objectives, but lacks a system of procurement.  [13:  E.g. criterion 1: ”The organisation shall be democratically structured, and work in line with democratic values that are not detrimental to the achievement of the objectives of the Strategies.”]  [14:  E.g. criterion 20: “The organisation shall have knowledge of and access to the systems of procurement.”] 

Second, the inherent logic of the criteria is simply to check whether something is in place, or not. This means that there is no formal requirement for the organisation to be better than “good enough”, but also that it should not be anything less than this. Therefore, balancing scores of 3 or 4 (e.g. “passed”) with scores of 1 or 2 (e.g. “not, or not really, passed”) does not provide an accurate picture of the state of the organisation. Further, the criteria just give a ‘snap-shot’ when organisations and the context are constantly changing. For instance, an organisation  may find itself in the middle of a re-organisation at the time for the assessment, which could explain why certain aspects of an internal management and control system is not (yet) in place. 
Providing an individual score for each criterion means treating that criterion (i.e. the organisational aspect that this criterion is seeking to capture) in isolation; independent of the context and of other aspects of the organisation’s systems and functioning. This does not align with the most basic feature of any organisation, i.e. that it consists of different entities/parts that need to interact in order to reach a common objective. To counteract this, the assessment reports did not refer to each individual criterion, but rather aimed to provide a complete picture of the organisation. However, this was hampered by the multitude of criteria and the late addition of the appendix, which presented findings for each criterion.[footnoteRef:15]     [15:  SIPU strongly recommended that this was not read in isolation from the main report to avoid focusing on specific criteria. ] 

Key lessons
· Review the criteria 
We suggest a thorough review of the criteria. The intended content of each criterion need to be carefully considered when formulations are revised. Through this, apparent overlaps between criteria may be solved, which can allow for some to be deleted. The number of criteria can also be reduced by reformatting some into indicators for other criteria. 
· Consider weighting the criteria 
Following this review, it could then be considered whether some of the criteria should be given greater attention than others. This could link to the stated focus of the assessment, i.e. an overall assessment of how the organisation through its operations contributes to the attainment of the respective strategies’ goals (see section 2).
· Allow a more flexible approach to the assessment of criteria
When applying the criteria, it might be enough in certain situations to conclude whether a certain organisational feature is in place and used. In others, it could be desirable to be able to go further; as to whether the organisation is performing particularly well (or poorly) in a certain area, and the reasons behind this. In both these situations, the context needs to be taken into account. 
[bookmark: _Toc382306029][bookmark: _Toc384139516]The diversity of civil society organisations
Another challenge experienced when applying the assessment criteria was the fact that there were great variations between (and within) the organisations concerned. As addressed in our Synthesis Report (20 March, 2013), the following features could be observed among them:  
· Humanitarian – international development: One obvious difference was the difference between pure humanitarian organisations, pure development organisations and those that have both humanitarian and development operations. Some organisations with a dual mandate were struggling to meet Sida’s demands on rapid reaction and channelling of major funds in a humanitarian crisis. They may nevertheless have had a good system in place to react to humanitarian crisis in a particular context, and most notably, able to link the humanitarian aid with a more long term engagement for development though local partners. Assessing the organisation’s capacity based on humanitarian principles alone would risk missing this particular position and capacity.
· Faith-based – Secular: An obvious difference, but it does not seem to have presented any complexities for the assessments, although would perhaps require further study. For example, with church related agencies (eg Church of Sweden), there was a life, values, anchorage and identity beyond Sida and international development, along with  structures and decision-making processes that had been long in existence before Sida was created. These factors would invariably have an impact on the workings of the organisation concerned, but the scope was only limited to its development ‘arm’.
· International origin – Swedish origin: Organisations that have its origin outside Sweden do not always fit easily with requirement of anchorage in Sweden.  More important is that some are not "complete" organisations unless the international part or connection is taken into account, and the criteria has not very well provided for that variety. This was particularly the case for those organisations where the Swedish organisation was mostly a fund-raising arm (e.g. MSF, Hand-in-Hand), or where the Swedish organisation is part of an international network (e.g. LO-TCO).
· Change towards closer international connection and dependency: For example Swedish Save the Children is in this position regarding its international work, which presents a similar problem as the preceding dimension, but from an opposite perspective.
· Stable – In transition: Some organisations have recently begun major organisational changes and it may be difficult to make any firm conclusions before that changes have taken hold.
· Ways of working with partners: The field visit is important for picking up essential information on how the organisations in practice works with partners and to some extent verifying if intentions and plans are being implemented. For those working more closely with partners, a longer (or more than one) field visit seems important. For those that do not have the same intensive collaboration, the field visit is perhaps less important. 
· Sub-granting – Working directly with partners: The problem with getting a full picture is increased with organisations that are mainly re-distributing the funds from Sida to other smaller Swedish CSOs. Not only should the fund-receiving organisations somehow be included in the assessment, but their partners should ideally be studied as well.
· Sida funding important – Not very important: This dimension may well have had important implications for how the organisations approached the assessments, although this would require further study.
· Member based – Other: The criteria list implies a member-based, popular movement-like organisation as the typical framework organisation. This dimension, and its implications, is particularly pertinent for the foundations, which are not democratic in a traditional sense (e.g. Plan Sweden, WWF). The question is if that should make them less eligible for support? 
· Small – Big: To pose the same level of requirements in terms of elaborate systems and capacity for all organisations independent of their size and level of development can appear unfair if the criteria are clearly designed for with a larger and well developed organisation in mind, which appears to be the case here. It could in this respect be questioned if the current level of requirements is relevant to smaller organisations.  
While imposing the same requirements for becoming a framework and/or strategic Partner organisation to all organisations obviously is a measure of transparency and equal treatment, it might be questioned if the current level of detail in the criteria leads to desired results in service of the key focal questions that Sida wants to address. Also, the current formulation of some criteria could be interpreted as suggesting that some organisations are seen as less relevant for Sida support.
This implies a risk that only a certain type of organisation (in terms of size, developmental stage, focus area, organisational structure, types of partner collaborations etc.) is actually able to fulfil the criteria, leading to a set of very similar Framework and/or Strategic partner organisations to Sida. There is also a risk that an organisation moulds itself according to what they think Sida requires and, through that, moves away from its particular identity, characteristics and original strengths. 
Such results would stand in straight contrast to the very objective of the Swedish CSO strategy, namely for Sida to support civil society actors in developing countries via Swedish CSOs to form “a vibrant and pluralistic civil society in developing countries”. While the focus is on a pluralistic civil society in the developing countries, a less pluralistic civil society in Sweden seems like going in the wrong direction. 
In our survey a little more than a third of the organisations answered that the assessment succeeded in almost completely capturing their organisation’s essential features. Nearly half of the respondents said the report was fairly good, but that there were some misunderstandings or omissions. However, four organisations (nearly 20 per cent of the respondents) were of the view that the assessments had not managed to present their organisation in a satisfactory way. It is difficult to estimate the importance of those potential misunderstandings for the overall impression of the organisation and, ultimately, whether they affected Sida’s decision. For instance, one organisation questioned why Sida had conducted this detailed assessment when it was clear from the beginning that the organisation would not be accepted as a framework organisation, particularly since the assessment was not able to cover both the Swedish office and the international HQ and the links between these quite separate organisations. 
Key lessons 
· Avoid a “one size fits all” approach
We conclude that it seems reasonable to consider whether there are parts of the criteria that could be adapted to different types of organisations. For an assessment to be fair it needs to take into account the specific features of the organisation to be assessed – a “one size fits all” approach is not appropriate. As such, there may be a set of fewer, key criteria that apply to all organisations and added criteria where they are appropriate, reflecting the different types of organisations and stage of development (e.g. membership, faith-based etc.). 
There are also examples of tools and frameworks for organisational assessments used elsewhere which takes on board different developmental stages of CSOs, to ensure donors make good developmental funding decisions. There is learning to be drawn from these approaches for control and learning purposes, which Sida can draw from.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  See for instance tools developed by INTRAC and ECDPM. The aim of this report was originally to review international best practice on organisational assessment, but with the reduction in the time available, this was not possible. ] 

· Strengthen the two-step process 
Our suggestion would be to strengthen the two-steps assessment process, where a self-assessment exercise would constitute the first step, focusing on the basic set of criteria. After independent verification, all organisations that fulfil the basic criteria could then be assessed more comprehensively.  This would be initiated by discussing the criteria with the organisation and how it fits into the assessment framework. 
· Use a more participatory approach
More involvement of the organisations would signal a more participatory exercise, which aligns with the suggestions by some CSOs to have more discussions with Sida around the purpose, conditions and use of the assessments in advance.  There was also appreciation when the consultants held participatory workshops to share findings and test out conclusions (see quote on page 16). This helped build greater shared understanding and more ownership of the reports. We would suggest this good practice should be built into any future organisational assessment. 
[bookmark: _Toc382306030][bookmark: _Toc384139517]Time and budget limitations
Overall, the assignment was implemented under an extremely tight timeline[footnoteRef:17]. This has had some repercussions, primarily in relation to the operationalisation of the criteria. The major disadvantage was the lack of time for a pilot of the assessment framework. It is clear that round 2 proceeded in a smoother way than round 1, building on the learning and feedback of the first phase. Although it would have been difficult to allow for a full scale pilot, a longer inception period in phase 1 would have enabled SIPU to work through some of the challenges in more detail, including how to apply the criteria and the indicators, the reporting format and the appendix with the assessment by criteria.  [17:  The reason partly being the appeals process. ] 

However, one of the major benefits of the short time frame was the possibility to engage more or less the same group of consultants for full time work throughout the assignment. This meant that the lessons from phase 1 were easily incorporated into phase 2 and supported the overall consistency between phase 1 and 2. 
As a consequence of the limited timeframes for the assignment, the approach to data collection had to be adapted to fit within this scope. While field visits – that is, visits to the applying organisations’ partner organisations and, where possible, beneficiaries in the South - was considered imperative to allow a fair assessment, it was hardly possible to schedule visits to more than one country per organisational assessment[footnoteRef:18]. In terms of being able to provide a full picture of the organisation's practical work and its partners, this is obviously a clear limitation. However, the aim was never for the field visits to be representative, as this would have been impossible considering the wide variety of contexts that many organisations operate in.  Instead, the field visits constitute a “reality snap shot”, where observations made at the headquarters of the organisations can be mirrored against observations made in the field. If these observations appeared to coincide, the stronger the findings became. [18:  It must be noted that many assessments involved skype/telephone interviews with other geographical areas. ] 

Key lessons 
· Employ a flexible time-scale that allows for allows for greater  ownership and takes into account the needs, demands and changes of all the key players involved  
Before starting any future organisational assessment, any review and adjustments to the criteria need to be completed. There should be scope for a longer inception period to pilot or build understanding of any changes made.   
As noted above, the CSO opinions study suggests that the timing of the assessments should be aligned to other planned studies or plans to undertake changes within the organisation. This would ensure more potential for direct use and ownership. 
It may still need to be considered whether a longer calendar time per organisational assessment would be preferable, in order to allow for more than one – or a longer (permitting travels outside the capital) - field visit per assessment.  A longer calendar time would certainly open up the possibility to carefully consider the role of the field visits in the assessments. Since the ultimate goal of the CSO strategy is to support the civil society actors in developing countries, it might make sense to be able to spend more time in the field, and to be able to compare the situation between different countries.
[bookmark: _Toc382306031][bookmark: _Toc384139518]Requirements for consultants’ competence 
It proved to be a challenge to put together teams with the skills and expertise stipulated by Sida in the Terms of Reference: with civil society or humanitarian expertise (or both), long experience of conducting system-based audits, organisational assessments or evaluations, and Swedish speaking (a practical requirement for the majority of OAs). Programme officers at Sida did at times also request thematic expertise in the assessment teams. SIPU also had to consider possible conflicts of interest in a relatively small market of development consultants in Sweden that may have previously worked with (or in other ways connected to) many of the CSOs being assessed. 
Key lessons 
· Consider the competence requirements of the consultants
The possibility of allowing team members with less seniority, in order to increase the pool of consultants to choose from, could be considered. The QA process and the team set up with a team leader for each assessment team would have allowed more junior roles within the assessment teams. This would also have made the process less expensive and allowed the development of capacity within the Swedish/international consultancy market. Should Sida opt for separating the review of “systems for internal management and control” from the more extensive assessment of the organisation as a whole, as suggested above, a fine-tuning of appropriate profile requirements for the two exercises would follow naturally. For instance, a focus on experience of participatory approaches to organisational assessment. 
These reflections relate to the practical challenges in implementing this assignment. In the next section, we consider broader implications before concluding and summarising alternatives for the future.  
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Broader implications 
This section discusses some of the broader implications of the qualification criteria, the assessment process and the results of the organisational assessments for the nature of Swedish support to civil society and the relationship between Sida and the CSOs assessed. This discussion is focused on the framework organisations, although there might also be implications for humanitarian organisations. Much of this discussion is based on reflection within SIPU’s team of consultants, and to some extent it aligns with other current debates on the role of civil society in international development cooperation. Some of our reflections are also similar to views expressed by CSOs. We pose these as questions for discussion with Sida and the organisations, rather than firm conclusions. 
One of the key points about the system of framework organisations is that it is meant to allow organisations to work according to their own strategies. Sida (and other Nordic donors) are rather unique among bilateral development agencies in that much of their support to civil society is aimed at supporting CSOs as actors in their own right, rather than just another funding modality within development cooperation[footnoteRef:19]. However, recent international developments point towards a different role for CSOs, where they tend to be working with service delivery according to predetermined donor programmes instead of prioritising their own goals. Four trends have been identified as part of this development[footnoteRef:20]:  [19:  Statskontoret (2012) Bistånd genom svenska organisationer. En översyn av ramavtalssystemet]  [20:  Follér et al. (2013) Who is responsible? Donor-civil society partnerships and the case of HIV/aids work, NAI Policy Dialogue 2013. This study is mostly focused on local partners, but also discusses so called intermediary organisations, which in our discussions would represent the framework organisations. It looks at organisations focused on HIV/Ai] 

· CSOs increasingly compete for funds and are encouraged to adopt more entrepreneurial ways of working, showing self-sufficiency (marketisation)[footnoteRef:21].  [21:  Also mentioned by Giffen (2013) Evaluation of Danish Support to Civil Society Annex M: Study on other donor civil society policies] 

· This in turn leads to the rise of managerial layers within CSOs that separate organisational control from operational work and ownership by creating professional management positions. These specialise in accepting goals from above (donors) and setting goals for below (field staff and ultimately target groups) (managerialisation). 
· These trends are coupled with increasing focus on evidence-based ways of working, based in ideas around scientific measurement, such as results based management and how it is applied (scientisation), and 
· CSOs working according to standardised compliance regimes, with increased use of auditing, indicators and templates (standardisation).

Taken together, it is argued that these four international trends together lead to ever more donor oriented CSOs that may not be as effective as agents of social change as they could be. The outcome is that they are in danger of becoming less engaged with their target groups, may be forced to abandon their long-term strategies in favour of supporting imposed donor strategies, leaving them disempowered in carrying out their specific mandate.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Follér et al 2013] 

Are there similar trends apparent in the assessed CSOs and their partners in the way that the qualification criteria operate? We will link the experiences from the organisational assessments discussed in section 3, to SIPU's ongoing reality check evaluation[footnoteRef:23], and as well as other literature and reports.  [23:  SIPU, IDS, IOD Parc (2013) A multi-year results oriented evaluation of Sida’s support to civil society actors in developing countries via Swedish CSOs – based on the realities of people living in poverty and marginalization. Synthesis report – Round 1] 

· Do the qualification criteria encourage increased competition between CSOs? The TOR[footnoteRef:24] and the list of qualification criteria[footnoteRef:25] state that one of the purposes of the qualification criteria and the assessments is to provide a better basis for resource allocation and that an increased degree of competitiveness in terms of obtaining funds is desirable. It is in principle possible to use the assessments to compare organisations against each other as a way of allocating limited Sida resources. However, the very individual characteristics of these organisations (as discussed above) make comparisons difficult and even irrelevant. The organisations clearly fulfil different added values and are as such not in direct competition, which means that the competitive element is less likely to be present in the framework system than when CSOs tender for projects.  [24:  ToR, p. 1 (14)]  [25:  List of criteria, p. 2] 

· Do the qualification criteria encourage the creation of management positions in framework organisations and their partners? The assessment criteria comprise many aspects that are key features of professional organisations operating according to business principles. In order to operate in such a way, many organisations have created managerial positions.  
· Can we see a trend toward more evidence-based way of working within CSOs? There are several criteria that relate to an evidence-based way of working[footnoteRef:26] and the assessments shows that the CSOs assessed and their partners are in the process of developing their RBM systems and have ever higher capacity in this area[footnoteRef:27] .  [26:  Criteria 16, 22, 27, 34, 39, 52]  [27:  However, this is actually one of the areas where the criteria show quite a lot of weaknesses with organisations in the process of developing their systems.] 

· Can we see a trend toward standardisation among framework organisations and their partners? The list of criteria and the way they have been applied is a strong indication of standardisation, along with an increased focus on auditing and indicators[footnoteRef:28]. As we have seen in section 3 of this report, the list of criteria seems to be developed on the basis of a model CSO, with a specific set of characteristics.  [28:  The list of criteria is a general illustration of this, but particularly the focus on systems for internal management and control (criteria 10-33).] 

Taken together, these trends point to the development of effectively run civil society organisations that operate according to business principles. For the purpose of controlling the effective and efficient use of Swedish tax payer’s money, this seems at first glance as a purely positive development. The assessments have revealed that there are a lot of good, very professional CSOs benefitting from Sida’s support. However, there could also be possible contradictions in and negative consequences of these trends:
· The fact that the criteria are modelled on a standardised type of CSO (section 3.3 above) could mean that certain organisations are seen as less relevant for support from Sida. For instance, should Sida only support organisations with strong Swedish anchorage? Would a Trade Union Federation be an eligible “partner”? 
· There is a potential tension between the focus on control and accountability on behalf of Swedish tax payers and the long term strategies that are needed to reach the goals of the civil society strategy[footnoteRef:29]. For instance, Sida has previously questioned whether the increased focus on results has been one of the reasons for framework organisations being less willing to give core support to their partners, since it would be more difficult to ‘control’ results with core funding, in comparison with project funding[footnoteRef:30]. [29:  See for instance Task Team on Civil Society Development Effectiveness and enabling environment (2011) CSO Development Effectiveness and Enabling Environment: A Review of the Evidence. Sida]  [30:  Giffen (2013).] 

· As a recent review of Sida decentralised evaluations[footnoteRef:31] shows, some organisations are able to reach notable results despite being relatively weak regarding their ability to report on results. High ability to be accountable upward to Swedish partners and Sida may not be the same as having the ability to work effectively on the ground[footnoteRef:32]. A reflection by one of the organisations interviewed in our survey was that all the demands makes it much more difficult to work with small grass root organisations with little capacity, and it is also almost impossible to take risks to the same extent that they feel they should do[footnoteRef:33]. This begs the question whether ‘weaker’ CSOs would qualify for support, for instance social movements and small community-based organisations?[footnoteRef:34] Support to the capacity development of such organisations could be seen as a suitable goal for the CSO strategy, in terms of the vibrancy and plurality of civil society, but these organisations may find it difficult to align to the requirements as specified in the qualification criteria[footnoteRef:35]. Statskontoret (2013) recognises the problem and suggests that the framework system needs to find a way to support more innovative approaches, organisations and actors that may not fit the current ideal CSO.   [31:  Indevelop (2013) Swedish Development Cooperation in Transition? Lessons and Reflections from 71 Sida Decentralised Evaluations (April 2011 – April 2013), Sida Studies in Evaluation 2013:1]  [32:  Whose Civil Society? Perspectives from the Margins. Evaluation of Sida’s civil society strategy as implemented by CSOs. Report of a Seminar on implications from Round 1 of the Reality Checks. January 30, 2014 at Sida]  [33:  Since the Swedish CSO must bear the financial risk and return the money to Sida in case there are irregularities.]  [34:  Although there is a possibility to support smaller, local organisation through other modalities than the framework organisations, the recent evidence shows that embassies tend to favour so called ‘expert’ CSOs (Nilsson, A., Holmberg, A., Modeer, P., Mogen, M.B. (2013) Civil Society Support modalities at Sida HG and Swedish Embassies. Sida Decentralised Evaluation 2013:15)]  [35:  Odén, B. (2012)  Samverkan mellan Sida och svenska ramorganisationer – utveckling och förändringar. Bakgrundsstudie för Statskontoret.] 

· Additional managerial layers within organisations, coupled with a relatively long aid chain (Sida – [Swedish sub-granting organisation] - Swedish CSO – local CSO – target group), may mean that partner organisations become more accountable to framework organisations rather than to their constituents.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  This is also one of the initial findings of the SIPU-managed Reality Check evaluation was that upward accountability is shown to be prioritised over downward accountability, which may lead to interventions not being based in the realities of people living in poverty and marginalisation (SIPU, IDS, IOD Parc 2013)] 

· The focus on an overall assessment of how the organisation through its operations contributes to the attainment of the respective strategies’ goals (the civil society strategy on the one hand and the organisations own strategies on the other hand)[footnoteRef:37] shows a potential contradiction: which strategy should be prioritised? Of course, the goals often coincide and there is a great consensus between Sida and the framework organisations about the needed directions of civil society support, but as Odén (2012) points out, the civil society policy and strategy has made the Swedish government goals more visible and there is a definite trend toward CSOs as service providers, even within the framework agreement system.[footnoteRef:38] This may depend on the organisation though, with some organisations with a strong and diversified funding base less susceptible to such developments. [37:  Criterion 39, The organisation have a proven ability to produce and present relevant results at different levels i) in relation to the goals of the Strategies as well as in relation to the goals the organisation has set up for itself (in case of previous funding from Sida) or ii) in relation to the goals the organisations has set up for itself (in case of no previous funding from Sida).]  [38:  These issues have been discussed over a longer period. See for instance, Riddell et al. (1995) Development by Proxy - An Evaluation of the Development Impacts of Government Support to Swedish NGOs.] 

These possible consequences would need further investigation, but it would be important to consider in discussions around the future use of the qualification criteria. These issues are also relevant for the ongoing mid-term review of the civil society strategy, and the current CSO dialogue conducted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs[footnoteRef:39].  [39:  Speech by Hillevi Engström, Minister for International Development, CSO-dialogmötet, Folkets Hus, 18 March 2014.] 

It would be important to include the CSOs in these discussions, to ensure that the criteria reflect the mandate of the organisation and its partners at a deeper level. The underlying assumptions concerning the connection between results and strategies need to be made explicit as part of this. 
It a welcome development that in the future Sida will focus more on reporting deviations from plans (deviation reporting) as part of the CSOs’ annual reporting to Sida.[footnoteRef:40] This will enable CSOs to spend less time on monitoring and evaluation of outputs, and focus more on evaluation long term outcomes and impacts of their work. The completion of the assessment programme may also mean that Sida are now more confident in the CSOs ability to report relevant results and can therefore ‘let them get on with it’. In some survey interviews, organisations mentioned that there are signs of this happening and as part of this development there also seems to be potential for more space for dialogue around strategic issues.[footnoteRef:41]  [40:  Statement by Charlotta Norrby Head of Sida/CIVSAM, Whose Civil Society? Perspectives From the Margins. Evaluation of Sida’s civil society strategy as implemented by CSOs. January 30, 2014 at Sida.]  [41:  This was particularly mentioned in reference to the recent CSO forum in Härnösand. ] 
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Lessons, Conclusions and suggested ways forward
Based on SIPU’s experience from having assessed thirty CSOs using Sida’s Qualification Criteria for the very first time, we would like to suggest the following measures for consideration for assessments in the future. These have also taken into account the recommendations from Statskontorets report[footnoteRef:42]. [42:  Statskontoret: Bistånd genom svenska organisationer – En översyn av ramavtalssystemet. (2012/98-5) 2013-02-27, ] 

In line with Statskontoret’s recommendation to Sida, we propose the establishment of a system for how the collaboration between the Swedish CSO and Sida should function, where all tools for monitoring, reporting and evaluation are coordinated into a predicable system for the whole agreement period.[footnoteRef:43] In terms of the qualification criteria and their application, this would mean the following: [43:  Statskontoret, p. 94.] 

· Clarify purpose of assessment and ensure shared understanding from the outset and as you go along
It would be important to have a clear definition and transparent communication about the purpose of organisational assessments. This would involve clarity regarding who should be involved in the process and how the organisational assessments will be used and by whom. This communication and engagement needs to be done in a coordinated manner. This will also ensure better consistency and enable ownership and institutional learning within Sida.
· Conduct a thorough review of the criteria, including possible weighting,  adaptation to different types of organisations and separation of organisational assessments from systems based audits
We suggest a thorough review of the criteria. The intended content of each criterion need to be carefully considered when formulations are revised. Through this, overlaps between criteria may be solved, which can allow for some to be deleted. The number of criteria can also be reduced by reformatting some into indicators for other criteria. This review would also include consideration of whether some of the criteria should be given greater attention than others (weighting). This could link to the stated focus of the assessment, i.e. an overall assessment of how the organisation through its operations contributes to the attainment of strategic goals.
The level of assessment also needs to be considered. For certain criteria, it might be enough to conclude whether a certain organisational feature is in place and applied (or not), for others, different levels of assessment of performance might be desirable.
To avoid a “one size fits all” approach it seems reasonable to consider whether there are parts of the criteria that could be adapted to different types of organisations. For an assessment to be fair it needs to take into account the specific features of the organisation to be assessed and the fit between the donor and CSO being assessed in terms of their respective overall strategic/policy direction (e.g. promotion of vibrant civil society). As such, there may be a set of fewer, key criteria that apply to all organisations and added criteria where they are appropriate, reflecting the different types of organisations and stages of development (e.g. membership, faith-based etc.). 
As part of this, it appears appropriate and more efficient to separate the two exercises (comprehensive organisational assessment on the one hand, and detailed presentation of internal management and control systems, on the other) from one another. The criteria on internal management and control systems are common for all Sida entities and apply to funding from all items of appropriation. To separate these criteria from the others, and to develop a common format for presenting the review of these, seems reasonable. This separation would also permit a fine-tuning of the methodology used for assessing the remaining criteria.  
· Make a distinction between learning and the control function of the assessments, depending on the status of the organisation 
The system would make a clear distinction between applying and already accepted organisations, with a greater emphasis on learning in the latters’ assessments. A system where an applying organisation is going through the “internal management and control criteria review” together with a fully-fledged organisational assessment would ensure that the organisation fulfils Sida’s expectations. An organisational follow-up assessment should then be conducted on the accepted organisation mid-way through the agreement period, in order for Sida to learn and for the organisation to improve its work. An evaluation by the end of the contract period would finalise the collaboration, or, feed into the assessments needed for a new contract period.
· Strengthen the two-step process of assessment, include self-assessment by the organisations themselves and employ a more participatory approach
Our suggestion would be to strengthen the two-steps assessment process, where a self-assessment exercise would constitute the first step, focusing on the basic set of criteria. After independent verification, all organisations that fulfil the basic criteria could then be assessed more comprehensively.  This would be initiated by discussing the criteria with the organisation and how it fits into the assessment framework. 
More involvement of the organisations would signal a more participatory exercise, which aligns with the suggestions by some CSOs to have more discussions with Sida and the consultants around the planning, implementation, findings and use of the assessments throughout the process.  We would suggest this good practice should be built into any future organisational assessment. 
· Employ a flexible time-scale that takes into account the needs, demands and changes of all the key players involved
Before starting any future organisational assessment, any review and adjustments to the criteria need to be completed. There should be scope for a longer inception period to pilot or build understanding of any changes made. Additionally, agreeing on a system of assessment along the contract period with Sida would allow for better alignment to other planned studies and activities. 
In relation to the actual calendar time per assessment, this should also be adapted to the characteristics of the organisation. In general, it would be preferable to allow for more than one – or a longer (permitting travels outside the capital) - field visit per assessment.  This would allow more contact with partners and the possibility of comparing the situation between different countries.
· Reconsider the competence requirements of the consultants
With the revisions suggested above, the profile requirements for consultants carrying out these assessments should be adapted to the different types of assessments under consideration. Also, the possibility of allowing more junior consultants in the teams, and through that provide for capacity building of these, should be considered. For a more participatory approach, specific expertise in participatory organisational assessments would also be required. 
· Consider the effect of the qualification criteria and their application in relation to the aims of the civil society strategy 
Finally, at a more general level, we suggest that Sida, as part of the current discussion about the framework system and the civil society strategy, reflect on the broader implications of the qualification criteria, as to avoid there being contradictions between the system of control and the aims of the support. This would involve in-depth discussion about what type of organisations Sida want to support and how it can best do this, based on an understanding about the types of change are desired and how civil society in its broadest sense can contribute to these types of changes. This is important to ensure that the use of the qualification criteria contribute as much as possible to the strengthening of a vibrant and pluralistic civil society in developing countries. As part of this, we support Statskontoret’s suggestion to open up a special window of support for innovative approaches, organisations and actors.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Statskontoret, p. 96.] 

Taken together, implementing the above suggestions would support Sida’s role as a developmental donor, in other words, enable Sida to make funding decisions that considers an organisation’s context, identity, purpose, developmental stage in relation to Sida’s CSO strategy and the differing accountabilities of stakeholders (ranging from  Swedish tax payers to poor and marginalised people in developing countries).
Next steps
As already planned, this report will feed into discussions with the personnel involved in the process at Sida. The focus of this meeting will be to hear their reflections and to build a collective understanding of the key issues and themes that could improve the organisational assessment process in the future.
We also think that it would be important to involve CSOs in these discussions, and suggest that the right conditions are created for a wider conversation with the organisations about the issues raised in this report.


[bookmark: _Toc382306034][bookmark: _Toc384139521]Annex 1 The CSO opinions study
1. [bookmark: _Toc382306035][bookmark: _Toc382388373][bookmark: _Toc382389094][bookmark: _Toc384056771][bookmark: _Toc384137536][bookmark: _Toc384139522]Introduction 
In agreement with Sida, a small survey of CSOs was carried out by SIPU International during February 2014. The purpose was to find out in what ways large scale investigations such as the assessment programme may be improved in the future, particularly in relation to the usefulness of the assessments and to the overall approach. 
The CSO assessment programme was designed to be used by Sida for the agency’s decisions about the organisations’ status as framework organisation and/or humanitarian strategic partner. As discussed in section 3.1 of the main report, there was no explicit objective to make the assessments useful for the organisations themselves. The system based audits, which were previously the main instrument to judge the organisations’ capacity and adherence to Sida’s formal rules, were in contrast directed both at the organisations and at Sida. They always ended with a number of recommendations that were considered necessary to follow in order to comply with Sida’s requirements and the organisations usually created an action plan in order to make the necessary changes and improvements. 
The assessment programme was a major undertaking, not only for Sida and SIPU International, but for the organisations as well. At the end of the programme it seemed prudent to hear what the organisations thought about the assessment and whether they considered it useful for their own work.
[bookmark: _Toc382306036][bookmark: _Toc382388374][bookmark: _Toc382389095][bookmark: _Toc384056772][bookmark: _Toc384137537][bookmark: _Toc384139523]Method
A short survey questionnaire was sent by email to all thirty organisations that were included in assessment programme. It comprised a combination of questions with fixed answers and questions with open-ended replies. The web-based application Surveymonkey was used to facilitate collection of the questionnaires and compilation of the replies. It was clearly stated that the survey was anonymous and that the results would be presented in a way that would not make it possible to connect answers to individual organisations.
Five of the organisations were also selected for follow-up interviews by telephone. The purpose of the interviews was to obtain further views on usage and on the approach. The interview selection tried to reflect the variety among the organisations and took into account the dimensions relative size, faith-based/secular, stable/going through fundamental changes, perceived importance of Sida funding, basically member-based or not and origin-international connection. The interviews were open and followed a relatively informal structure with the purpose to understand better how the assessment process was experienced and how the assessment results may have been used by these organisations. Since the interviewed organisations were not “representative” in a formal, statistical sense the interviews presented later in this paper should be read only as examples of opinions about the assessment method and in particular how the results may be used by the organisations.
[bookmark: _Toc382306037][bookmark: _Toc382388375][bookmark: _Toc382389096][bookmark: _Toc384056773][bookmark: _Toc384137538][bookmark: _Toc384139524]Non-response
Of the thirty organisations, twenty-two returned the questionnaire filled out while eight organisations, or around one third of the total, did not respond. This is a quite satisfactory result for a survey of this kind. The reasons for non-response are not clear and probably vary. By the time the survey was carried out more than a year had passed for half of the organisations after the assessments were finalised. The experiences were thus not recent and in some organisations there were apparently changes of staff, which may have influenced the decision to participate in the survey.
The consequences of the non-responses are difficult to judge. A comparison between those which responded and those which did not respond show that international, humanitarian and larger organisations were somewhat higher in number among those that not responded. Since those dimensions tend to go together it seems fairly safe to say that the answers are more valid for the Swedish framework organisations than for the all the thirty that were assessed. 
Please note that percentages given in the figures below have the number of respondents – 22 – as base and not the total number of assessed organisations, which is 30.
[bookmark: _Toc382306038][bookmark: _Toc382388376][bookmark: _Toc382389097][bookmark: _Toc384056774][bookmark: _Toc384137539][bookmark: _Toc384139525]Survey results
The survey and the interviews focussed on: 
· usefulness for the organisation, 
· fairness and accuracy of the assessment, and 
· the quality and what could have been done differently. 

For all three of these issues there were questions with plain, fixed alternatives and opportunities to elaborate in open-ended answers. The interviews covered in addition expectations of the assessment and gave the opportunity to elaborate on opinions about the method and give general remarks about the framework system in relation to the assessment programme.
In the following, the survey questions and the interview summaries are grouped together under the three main issues listed above. At the end of each section there is a short discussion and reflections. Some conclusions are presented at the end together with bullet points summarising the main findings.
[bookmark: _Toc382306039][bookmark: _Toc382388377][bookmark: _Toc382389098][bookmark: _Toc384056775][bookmark: _Toc384137540][bookmark: _Toc384139526]Was the assessment useful for the organisation?
There were somewhat mixed responses regarding the assessment’s usefulness. On the direct question on usefulness the majority of the organisations – 14 organisations, i.e. more than sixty per cent – said the assessment was useful or very useful for themselves. However, a fifth or four organisations thought it is not particularly useful and another fifth considered it virtually useless for their own purposes.
Figure 1 Usefulness[footnoteRef:45]  [45:  This and the following diagrams show percentages with one decimal, which is an unnecessary level of precision in a small study like this one, but it is automatic in the software used.] 

Question: On a scale from 1 to 5, to what extent do you consider the assessment in general useful for your organisation? (1 = not at all useful and 5 = extremely useful) (N=22)
 [image: ]
In a follow-up question (Figure 2), also with fixed answers, the organisation could indicate what was considered most useful (more than one alternative could be chosen). The majority, around two thirds for each of the alternatives, indicated that “The opportunity to reflect on the organisation in general” and “To have an external assessment of the organisation” were what they liked most. These alternatives can comprise a lot of different things but obviously many organisations found that it was an advantage to have someone from the outside taking a close look at themselves. This may indicate a healthy self-critical attitude among a large part of the organisations. 
A lower number, four or five in each case, selected alternatives about the organisation’s capacity to achieve results or to adapt and self-renew. Those answers may, of course, also be considered as ways to reflect on the organisation regarding some of its essential features.
The interviews[footnoteRef:46] gave some interesting examples of how the assessments were actually used for an organisation’s immediate needs. Four of the interviewed organisations revealed different ways to use the results or to prepare for the assessment. [46:  Please remember that only five organisations were interviewed and the majority of the organisations did not have the opportunity to expand on the replies in that way.] 

One organisation looked closely at the criteria and the related indicators and made a “pre-assessment” by estimating the score on each criterion in advance. In that way they were well prepared for meeting the consultants and could discuss constructively the criteria. They found they could spend more time to talk about strategic issues with the consultants than about administrative details.
Another organisation felt that the assessment and the data collection put a heavy burden on the staff and they did not understand at the beginning how much time would be needed for this. 
“However, when we saw the draft we realised that this seemed quite useful also for us, and it was obviously a very thorough scrutiny of the organisation. Above all the report has helped us to prioritise our work to improve the organisation. We have used the ”scoring” on the various criteria to identify where improvement are most needed.”[footnoteRef:47] [47:  An almost verbatim quote translated from Swedish.] 

A third organisation used the information from the assessment in a similar way and it helped them to detect where it was weak. This has been particularly helpful during a period when the organisation expanded rapidly. It was considered useful that someone from outside came and could potentially say whether this or that was missing; and they could, with the help of the assessment, see that they had apparently not missed anything important during the transition process.
The fourth organisation that gave a concrete example of usage said that they have used it very much in contact with the partners in the countries where they are working. 
”We can use the requirements from Sida, which were scrutinised in the assessment, to motivate our requirements on our partners regarding reporting etc. - - - We can be honest and self-critical and confess that if Sida did not request all these things we would hardly request the same things from our partners.” 
A reflection by the organisation in connection to this was that all these demands makes it much more difficult to work with small grass root organisations with little capacity, and it is also almost impossible to take risks to the same extent that they feel they should do.


Figure 2 What was most useful? 
Question: What did you think was most useful? (You may chose more that one alternative)
(N=22)
[image: ]
In two open-ended questions the respondents had the opportunity to elaborate on what they considered “what was most useful” and to add what was “particularly useless or unnecessary with the assessment”. 
Answers to the former question largely confirmed the fixed answers about usefulness. The latter question yielded answers from nine organisations, and four of them complained that it was time-consuming, that demand for information was duplicated and it was hard to see the benefit from the study compared to the efforts that went into it. A couple of other answers pointed out that this came too soon after a previous systems audit and they were in the middle of an action plan for improvements, thus the current assessment did not add anything valuable. Similar opinions were expressed in a couple of the interviews, and although the organisations understood the idea of having all assessments done in a comprehensive way it became a burden and felt like the work was duplicated. There was on the other hand the opposite opinion from one organisation, which saw the assessment as a good opportunity to follow-up of the action plan linked to a previous systems audit and as a help to confirm they were on the right path.
A couple of reflections can be made from these answers. One is that the assessments were considered useful for many of the organisations just by providing an external view of the organisations. The degree of usefulness seemed to be related to whether or not an organisation was going through a transition process or not. If future assessments could be timed to an individual organisation’s own process of change the assessment might yield more direct benefits for the organisations. Timing  is obviously a crucial factor for usefulness.
A second reflection, linked to this, is that more involvement by the organisations during in planning the assessment process might create better opportunities for organisational learning. Some of the organisations were, nevertheless, able to seize the opportunity and link or create an internal process that made the assessment immediately useful.
These results may not be surprising, considering the fact that the assessments were designed as an input primarily for Sida regarding funding in the future. In comparison to the previous way Sida used to look closely at the organisations, the system based audits, the assessment report did not have any recommendations about changes of procedures or other ways for improving the organisation from Sida’s point of view. Those recommendations, directly mainly towards an individual organisation, provided to a large extent concrete suggestions that were intended to improve adherence to Sida’s requirement.
Nonetheless, many of the organisations apparently could make use of the assessment for their own purposes and saw opportunities both in what the reports said and in the assessment process.
[bookmark: _Toc382306040][bookmark: _Toc382388378][bookmark: _Toc382389099][bookmark: _Toc384056776][bookmark: _Toc384137541][bookmark: _Toc384139527]Was the assessment fair and accurate from the organisation’s point of view?
Important both for SIPU International and even more for Sida is to know if the assessment was considered fair and if it presented a reasonably correct picture of the organisation. In one question the respondent could say Yes or No to the simple question about fairness. All but two organisations of the 22 that responded to the survey said Yes and thus agreed it was fair.
Figure 3 Was it a fair assessment? 
Question: At a general level, do you consider that the assessment of your organisation was fair?
(N=22)
 [image: ]
What the survey says is, however, more of a confirmation of the fact than any new knowledge. As described in the main report there were various mechanisms built into the assessment procedure to ensure feed-back from an organisation on the reported results and corrections of errors and misunderstandings before the report was submitted to Sida.  
Although there were differences in opinion in some cases between organisations and the consultants the survey replies show that the assessment reports in general also in retrospect are considered fair.
In the open-ended, follow-up question, where the respondents were invited to expand on the reply, the comment from one of the two organisations that answered “No” was “Difficult to say yes and no. Both” but obviously the negative view weighted heavier. The other organisation had a longer motivation: 
“We felt that the assessment team was not able to make an independent and fair overall analysis, and was too much based on findings on details. The quality of the assessment was uneven. Strong in some areas and very weak in others, due to lack of understanding (probably).”
As for evaluations in general it was for the consultants to submit a report in accordance with their opinion and interpretation of facts. It is of course a cause for concern that at least one organisation consider themselves not quite fairly understood. However, Sida’s decisions were not based only on the assessment reports. 
The straightforward “Yes” from the majority of the organisations was in a few cases somewhat qualified but still generally positive. A couple of examples:
“It was fair because the appraisers were experienced and responsive. The method used is too person dependant. Therefore, if the consultants had been less qualified and experienced quality assurance of the conclusions would not have been secured.”
“Yes, in the sense of the work conducted by the consulted. No, in the way how Sida carried out the process.”
“The assessment was to some extent fair, however, there was too many contradictions in the analysis and some vague findings, which gave to large room for "free" interpretation by individual persons reading the report in regard to the organisation’s strengths/weaknesses.” 
The second quote above is not elaborated and it is unclear what is meant with the comment about “how Sida carried out the process”.
The first and the third of these answers seem to have in common the view that assessments like these should be made with methods that often are referred to as “objective” and based on hard facts that do not need or allow for interpretations or opinions that may vary depending on who would be doing those.  Admittedly many of the criteria rely on interpretations. This was unavoidable given the approach and the character of the established list of criteria; it is probably also the only way unless large parts of what constitute an active organisation are omitted from scrutiny. However, great efforts were made to have the assessment as transparent as possible by creating indicators for each criterion, which are intended to show more clearly how an opinion was arrived at.  (Some of these issues are discussed in the main report.) Worth noting is also that the term “assessment” has been used consistently in order to emphasise that this is not only about so-called hard facts but that findings are interpreted and that judgement was part of the assignment.
Linked to the issue of overall fairness of the assessment is the ability of the teams to present an individual organisation’s “spirit” and to capture its essential features in the report. The assessment framework had actually ample room for this, in particular in the part that focussed on its foundation, mission and vision and in the part that with criteria on the organisation’s ability to adapt and self-renew.
Following the same pattern as the previous sets of questions the questionnaire had one overall question and a couple of follow-up questions about capturing essential characteristics.
Figure 4 Did it capture the essential features? 
Question: Do you think that the assessment managed to capture the essential features/characteristics of your organisation? (N=22)
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A little more than a third of the organisations answered that the assessment succeeded in almost completely capturing their organisation’s essential features. Nearly half of the respondents said the report was fairly good but there were misunderstandings or omissions. A problem here is of course how to understand the second category; how important are those misunderstandings for the overall impression of the organisation and, ultimately, how may those affect Sida’s decision? There is no easy answer to this but the fact that the organisations at the end accepted the report may indicate that there were no serious misunderstandings
Four organisations or almost a fifth of the respondents thought that the teams did not quite manage to present their organisation in a satisfactory way. Of those four organisations two still considered the overall assessment was fair. In an interview with one of those the apparent contradiction was explained: the first draft was strongly criticised but subsequent versions became better and acceptable.
In the thirteen positive follow-up answers three organisations said clearly that the reports were good at showing the essential aspects, a couple of answers said it was good but did not really add anything the organisation or Sida did not know already, and three said they missed or were unclear about essential features. The remainder mentioned one or two features that were presented particularly well. Some examples to show the variety of answers:
“Our complexity and the international aspects of our work, the uniqueness of our organisation and its mandate.”
“Confirmation on that our efforts in improving management and control showing results, confirmation on our own thoughts around the need to improve work with capacity building towards partners.”
“The assessment managed to capture the organisational strengths – yet did not say anything that we did not know. Some of the spotted weaknesses, did in our opinion, reflect the personal opinions and views of the consultants. It may be difficult to avoid this.”
“It captured the whole of the organisation's pros and cons alike, very well.”
“Our definition of quality could be improved, it was good this was highlighted. Good the internal control systems were verified.”
A couple of these answers seem to assume that the assessment was meant to find new things and see the fact that nothing new was detected made the assessment less useful. From Sida’s point of view it is probably as important to have a confirmation also from a relative outsider about important features. There is also a hint in one comment on the same view as was discussed in the previous section, namely that opinions of the consultants should not be allowed to enter the assessment.
The eight more critical follow-up answers mentioned both the overall impression and some particular omissions. Again some examples illustrate this:
“Work within multinational networks of this kind should be seen more in a holistic way”
 “The misunderstandings considered mainly our system for internal control. We felt the consultants did not have enough knowledge within this area.”
“SIPU should not have an opinion about how the organisation should organise the operation or HQ. The conclusions were repeated and not always factual.”
“We discussed several versions of the draft with the consultants. The first version had many statements without a good basis in facts and often with reference to single statements by individual employees, which i.a. resulted in a conclusion about an unstable organisation. The last version of the report was quite good.”
The quotes above were selected among several others to illustrate some “typical” shortcomings. The first is about the inherent problem to take a decision on support to an international organisation based on features of the local office in Sweden. This problem is discussed in section 3.3 in the main report. One may note that it was not mentioned in more answers in the survey, and one may speculate about whether this is one feature that is so obviously a problem for the assessment that is has in fact caught the attention of the teams sufficiently to make them successfully present the organisation in spite of the challenge.
The other three relate to the competence in the teams and to the way findings were presented. At least in the last case the consultation process proved to be useful to avoid errors. Whether the differences about accuracy concerning facts are a consequence of insider knowledge or an outsider’s interpretation cannot be determined without investigating individual cases. 
The overall impression is that most organisations found the reports fairly accurate and also that the consultations with the organisation about the results and the draft report that was built into the process were important to avoid later problems, even if it may not have been completely successful.
The list of criteria and the assessment framework that SIPU International developed on the basis of the criteria are trying to accommodate both the view that each organisation should be judged on its own merits and the need for all organisations to adhere to certain requirements that are expected from a government supported organisation. This is linked to the question about the purpose of government support to essentially independent organisations: are they supported to pursue their own goals as parts of a vibrant civil society or are they supported as service providers of the government’s development objectives? 
[bookmark: _Toc382306041][bookmark: _Toc382388379][bookmark: _Toc382389100][bookmark: _Toc384056777][bookmark: _Toc384137542][bookmark: _Toc384139528]Views on the approach and data collection
The survey gave also an opportunity to find out about the organisations’ views of the general approach of the assessment programme and the data collection methods, e.g. the extensive documentation, the interviews and the field visits in relation to the objective of the programme.
The respondents were asked to rate the appropriateness of the methods and also give further comments in open-ended questions.
The result showed that there was no obvious criticism, but neither any great enthusiasm for the methods. Half of the organisations gave it a score of 3 out of 5 and another quarter gave it a rating of 4, which means that around 80 per cent found the methods chosen acceptable or appropriate. 
The answers in the interviews largely confirmed opinions already given in the survey about the questionable volume of the documentation, repetitions among the criteria and time pressure and heavy demands on the organisations
Apparently the assessment did not cause any surprises and were largely in line with what the organisations had expected. They noted the difference between the assessments and the systems audits and some pointed out that the two approaches had different purposes without indicating that one would be generally better than the other.

Figure 5 Opinions about the method 
Question: On a scale from 1 to 5, to what extent were the methods used for the assessment appropriate for its purpose? (1= completely inappropriate, 5=completely appropriate) (N=22)
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In the follow-up question asking for further comments on this issue some mentioned that the assessment tried to cover too much and also that the method was unclear in various ways. Some said the time for interviews was too short or that the documentation became too extensive. None of the comments in the questionnaire mentioned the field visits. Again some examples out of the fourteen comments are given to show the variety of replies:
 “The assessment was more a case study than an organisational assessment and the information collected did not have the quality to draw conclusions from.”
“The methods used were largely fine but too much emphasis on written documents and too little time in the end of the assessment to double check through interviews if the facts were correct or if specific documents actually existed or not.”
“The consultant mostly used qualitative interviews with a wide variety of stakeholders. This could have been combined with some quantitative data to allow comparison.”
“We were not sure about use of scoring system on all levels. It seems it leaves opening to personal conclusions and justifications.”
 “Some things in the questionnaire weren't clear; many categories overlapped, the initial request for documents were at times bewildering...”
 “Questionnaire was very complete even if quite tough to answer to. Group interviews were a good exercise and they allowed many people to be really involved in the audit process. Auditors understood very quickly our activity and the challenges/constraints it may have. Auditors remarks were really accurate.”
“Key persons could have been interviewed longer than 1 hour. Earlier employees were contacted several times, better to interview staff with an employment. With operations in many countries and regions, one field visit might not be representative for all operations.”
“The methods (questionnaire, documents, interviews etc.) were appropriate, but the execution was poor and unstructured.”
 A conclusion from this may be that a relatively complicated method like the one used in this case have to be explained thoroughly to avoid misunderstandings. Although one may say that, overall, the approach and data collection methods did not receive any fundamental criticism, at least not in the sense that the majority of the organisations wanted to throw the assessments away, there are obviously a number of issues that would need to be discussed, even whether certain questions should be included or not in future assessments. 
One way to indirectly elicit critique but also to get ideas about alternative ways to carry out a similar exercise in the future is to ask about suggestions for alternatives. An open-ended question was included in the questionnaire for that purpose:
“If a similar assessment is undertaken in the future, what could be done differently, both in terms of content and the methods?”
One reply more or less summarise the views from other respondents:
“Initially, it felt that the number of verifying documents was overwhelming, and that the criterions measured were very many. It had to involve many people for a long time in interviews and in delivering documents. On the other hand, the end result could for this specific reason be very comprehensive and the amount of various parameters compared gave us good guidance in understanding on where to prioritise further development. One thought is to include a seminar based on the findings in which both evaluators and the organisation would participate; as a capacity strengthening activity.”
This confirms what was suggested above regarding more time and more involvement with the organisations in the method, including criteria, and the assessment process. Noticeable in the quote is that further understanding of the approach obviously took place and the view of its usefulness increased.
SIPU International and the teams repeatedly pointed out to Sida and the organisations that they were available for further discussions and presentations at any time but few took this opportunity to discuss the assessments thoroughly.
[bookmark: _Toc382306043][bookmark: _Toc382388381][bookmark: _Toc382389102][bookmark: _Toc384056778][bookmark: _Toc384137543][bookmark: _Toc384139529]Conclusions
The main findings from this study are:
· several of the organisations found ways to use the assessment results for their own purposes but there are a big differences in the potential of immediate use of the reports by the organisations;
· the assessments were generally considered fair and were largely able to capture the organisations’ essential features; and
· the criteria were felt as covering very much which to some extent caused confusion and the vast coverage may have led to superficial knowledge in some cases.

We will give some reflections and suggest a couple of implications of the main findings above.
Even if the assessment programme was not designed or initially intended to be used by the organisations, in contrast to the system audits, the fact that several of them nevertheless found ways to make them directly useful points strongly at the advantage of ensuring that CSO can benefit directly for future assessments. If this can be done the resources for the assessments will be used more effectively. However, the potential direct use seems to be very much related to the appropriate timing of an assessment, whether related to other studies on a particular organisation or its own plans to undertake changes in its organisation or its activities. If this will be compatible with Sida’s wish to make a comprehensive series of assessment again is difficult to say but the timing should be decided taking both Sida’s and the organisations’ potential use into consideration.
The assessments were considered giving a fair and reasonably accurate picture of most of the organisations but opinions about how successful they were in this vary and it seems that the pictures were a bit flawed here and there. This has partly to do with the variety of the organisations, which was not sufficiently taken into account in the criteria list (see section 3.3 in the main report) with the consequence that particular features may have been lost or underestimated. But it has also to do with the involvement of the organisations in the design of the general methodological approach in order to better understand what the assessment was supposed to capture. Again this indicates the need for more active involvement of the organisations in the process.
The views on the approach and the data collection suggest that more efforts could have gone into explaining the approach and the methods for data collection in advance. Asked about expectations of what the assessment would comprise the interviewed organisation said that it was more or less what they thought it would be, but some of the open-ended replies in the survey seem to indicate otherwise – that it would be more oriented towards measureable, hard facts and that it seemed to cover too much. 
A bit surprising is that nowhere in the replies, neither in the survey nor in the interviews, the field visits were brought up. Even if those were brief and for almost all organisations there was only a visit to one country they were considered by the teams as essential for a better understanding of an organisation and as such they probably played a part for the assessment. (On the other hand the teams were very much aware of the limits for generalising what they saw during one visit.) Likewise the organisations’ own partners in countries where they have activities were only referred to once: one interviewee gave as example of use of the assessment that it had influenced their way of assessing their local partners. Considering the fact that an objective with the support to framework organisations is to stimulate the creation of an active civil society in partner countries the issue of activities in those countries may need more attention in future assessments.
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