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Nedergaard: Outcome Monitoring in Humanitarian Mine Action

Outcome Monitoring in
Humanitarian Mine Action

Humanitarian mine action programs are attempting to develop better ways to monitor and docu-

ment the socioeconomic results of their programs. Lessons learned from the development and use

of Danish Demining Group’s Impact Monitoring System provide examples of how to build or im-

prove current outcome- and impact-monitoring systems.

by Mikkel Nedergaard [ Danish Demining Group ]

ore than a decade ago, increased atten-
tion to socioeconomic impact was seen
as a quiet revolution in humanitarian
mine action (HMA).! Since then, the norm within
many HMA nongovernmental organizations (NGO)
has gradually included measuring outcomes and

impact as part of internal program monitoring and

Output monitoring:
Day-to-day monitoring
of activities

« Key question: Are we doing what we said we would do?
« Examples of output reference indicators:
Number of square meters land released
Number of items removed
Number of people sensitized with risk education
Number of people trained

« Key question: Are we making a difference?
« Examples of outcome and impact reference indicators:
Changes in land use of released land

. . . . Outcome and impact Amount of released land brought into productive u housin
evaluation. Today the question of what difference mine  monitoring: ount offeease e A e Mo TS G I,

Before and after project

agriculture, grazing

action activities have made to the local population is  jmplementation Number of men and women benefiting from released land

posed as commonly as questions regarding the num-
ber of square meters cleared or landmines removed.

There is a strong tradition of operational data col-
lection within mine action. However, recently it has
been debated whether HMA NGOs have the neces-
sary capacity and skills to measure the socioeconomic
effects of mine action.? This debate often overlooks the fact
that keeping outcome- and impact-monitoring systems sim-
ple is the best way to ensure that the collected data remains
useful and relevant for operations. Sophisticated monitoring
and evaluation systems are not necessarily what HMA actors
need to gain an improved understanding of their programs’

socioeconomic outcomes and impact.

Building an Outcome and Impact-Monitoring System

In 2009 Danish Demining Group (DDG) introduced an
internal monitoring system that systematically measures the
outcomes and impact of its mine action operations in order to
improve understanding of their effectiveness.* DDG has a ded-
icated monitoring and evaluation adviser at its Copenhagen,
Denmark, headquarters and impact-monitoring focal points
in each country program. Before and after project implemen-
tation, data is collected through different methods, such as

focus-group discussions and questionnaire surveys conduct-
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Number of people who worry about accidents with mines or rem-
nants of war (feeling of safety)

Number of accidents reported

Figure 1. Examples of DDG reference indicators for
output and outcome.
Figure courtesy of DDG

ed with beneficiaries. DDG’s system is built around a set of
reference indicators (as shown in Figure 1).

The organization has been on a steep learning curve. In
2009, DDG began using a standardized approach, in which
all DDG country programs used similar methods and tools.
Today, DDG has a flexible approach, taking into account spe-
cific country-program needs. The following sections highlight

lessons learned.

Purpose of Monitoring Outcome and Impact

Before developing technical guidelines and choosing data
handling systems, the purpose of the outcome monitoring
system should be clearly defined in order to avoid data collec-
tion becoming a goal in itself. More often, outcome-monitor-
ing systems are built to enable stakeholder accountability or
organizational learning.

At DDG, the impact-monitoring system is predominately

a tool for improving organizational learning and informs
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strategic decision-making on operation effectiveness. While
stakeholder accountability toward both local communities
and donors is important, it has not been the main driver in the
development of the system. The data from impact and outcome
monitoring is used for donor reporting but often falls outside
their formal reporting requirements. Since impact monitoring
is conducted six months after operations have ended,
donor reporting deadlines often pass before it is possible to
collect and utilize data. In addition, few donors have formal
requirements about reporting on outcome data beyond what
is included in externally commissioned evaluations. At DDG,
accountability toward the local communities is organized
around the humanitarian accountability partnership and
therefore falls under a reporting framework different from the
impact-monitoring system.*

Another reason for having a clearly defined purpose for
the monitoring system is to ensure that data collection efforts
are not duplicated within the organization. Evaluation of cur-
rent data collection should be a part of the process to define
the monitoring system’s purpose. As a sector, mine action has
a strong culture of collecting operational data, and national
authorities and NGOs spend many resources to collect output
data. With an overview of systems and processes in place, the

new system will more easily integrate into existing structures.

Use of Collected Data

Of equal importance to knowing the system’s purpose is
having a clearly articulated procedure for how the system’s in-
formation feeds into the organization’s decision-making pro-
cesses. At DDG, the impact- and outcome-monitoring data
go into the yearly planning cycle as shown in Figure 2. Find-
ings from the outcome and impact data then feed into strategic
decision-making processes at annual management meetings.

In the field, operational staff are likely to have different
needs for the system than program-management staff. On one
hand, the system needs to produce data relevant to daily op-

erations and sensitive to on-site situations. On the other hand,

Somaliland: Funnel Approach to Data Collection

Impact and
outcome
monitoring is
conducted ata
country level
before and after
implementation

Project and
program
implementation

DDG strategy and
strategic Impact-monitoring
program reports are

documents are
prepared as a
result of the

annual review

produced at a
country level

The reports feed
into annual
reviews where
recommendations
and conclusions
are used and
shared

Figure 2. Feedback loop: information from impact- and
outcome measurement feeds into the strategic decision-
making process at DDG.

Figure courtesy of DDG

the system also needs to produce data that can be aggregated
at a global level. Hence, the system has to have a degree of flex-
ibility, which can be difficult to manage. Deciding which pro-
cedures and practices are mandatory and which are optional is
essential, e.g., data collection methods, data storage and han-
dling practices, etc., becomes critical.’

Since 2009 DDG has moved from a generic to a toolbox ap-
proach. Each country program can choose the approach that
best fits its specific resources and needs within the boundar-
ies of an overall framework set out by an impact-monitoring

manual and key reference outcome and impact indicators.

Training and System Maintenance

However simple an outcome-monitoring system is, it is
likely high maintenance. At DDG, training staff in data collec-
tion and analysis is not a one-off activity but needs revisiting

on an annual basis. For instance, facilitation of focus-group

When collecting data before an intervention, knowing what information will be significant over time can be a challenge.

Initially, DDG country programs used standardized questionnaires to facilitate cross-country comparisons. In Somaliland,

where DDG has operated since 1999, this created multiple challenges. Since it covered a wide range of topics, the questionnaire

unavoidably provided information irrelevant to the country program. Moreover, the questionnaire was lengthy and time-

consuming, which led to the local community’s unwillingness to participate, and the data collectors became unenthusiastic.

In response, DDG shortened the questionnaire to a more manageable length by excluding questions that did not generate

relevant information for the specific program. Similarly, more emphasis was placed on training data collectors to use various

participatory data collection methods that improve the expediency at which the data is collected without compromising the

quality of the data.
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Development takes time in places severely damaged by war such as in Sirte, Libya (2012).

Photo courtesy of Giovanni Diffidenti.

discussions—a commonly used data-collection method with-
in many NGOs—is a hugely challenging task for unskilled
data collectors. Recently Robert Chambers, a noted develop-
ment researcher and scholar, stated that the lack of skilled
focus-group facilitators is one of the biggest challenges to
the quality of data collection in the field.® This might be one
reason why some organizations rely solely on questionnaire
surveys and quantitative data, which often leads to a lot of in-
formation on what changes took place and very little informa-
tion on why these changes occurred.

Additionally, HMA organizations must determine how
much data is needed. Most organizations have a tendency to
collect too much data and overestimate the amount of data
they can process. DDG’s experience indicates that it is better
to start with a few easily measurable indicators when develop-

ing a system.

Debating the Local Effects of Mine Action

Animportant issue to consider is the level of socioeconomic
effect that one can realistically expect from HMA programs.
The effects of mine action are in many cases obvious, such

as reducing accidents and the reduction of fear among

Published by JIMU Scholarly Commons, 2014

populations living with the dangers of landmines and unex-
ploded ordnance. However, the broader socioeconomic effects
or links to development are often much less assessable. There-
fore, a bit of realism is desirable when evaluating the socio-
economic effects of mine action. In many areas where DDG
operates, populations live in chronic poverty. While most mine
action operations leave communities safer and with opportu-
nities to become more productive, they will not ameliorate
poverty as it can take decades for socioeconomic development
to occur. Rather, HMA facilitates development by enabling
local communities to be safe and control their environment
instead of being dominated by hazardous circumstances.
When measuring mine action’s impact six months after
clearance activities end, not all effects will have materialized.
Sometimes, local communities need to wait for the right time
of year to plant or to find resources to productively use more
land. At DDG, the focus of the outcome- and impact-monitor-
ing system is on the short-term effects of land release—such as
land-use changes and the amount of land actively used—not
on the long-term effects in terms of increased food production
and consumption. Therefore, the system more often measures

outcomes than impacts of operations.
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Cluster munitions were removed from this family’s land in Basra, Irag, enabling them to expand their land under cultivation.

Photo courtesy of the author.

Recommendations for Outcome Measurement Systems in Mine Action

«  Whatis the purpose of the data collection system?

+ How will the data be used and by whom?

+ How will the system be maintained?

. Be realistic about the local socioeconomic effects of mine action

Figure 3. Recommendations for outcome-measurement systems in mine action.

Figure courtesy of DDG.

Moving Forward with Outcome
Monitoring in Mine Action

For DDG, improving the outcome-
and impact-monitoring system is im-
portant. This challenge is best tackled
through sharing knowledge and experi-
ences with other HMA actors. A range
of experience on outcome measurement
is emerging within HMA. Recently,
steps have been taken to engage in more
cooperation on data collection. In June
2013, DDG and the United Nations
Mine Action Service facilitated a meet-

ing of mine action NGOsin Copenhagen

/commons.lib.jmu.edu/cisr-journal/vol18/iss1/2
focus | the journal of ERW and mine action | spring 2014 | 18.1

with the purpose of sharing experiences
implementing outcome monitoring.’
Sharing experiences is necessary since,
unlike other humanitarian sectors, no
common guidelines exist on best prac-
tices for defining and measuring HMA’s
outcomes and impact. Hopefully, fu-
ture initiatives can address this void.
Increased sharing of outcome-measure-
ment practices between HMA actors
will help build more evidence of the so-
cioeconomic effects of mine action ac-
tivities.* €

See endnotes page 65
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