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The Population Council

The Population Council seeks to help improve the well-being and reproductive health of
current and future generations around the world and to help achieve a humane, equitable
and sustainable balance between people and resources. The Council analyzes population
issues and trends; conducts biomedical research to develop new contraceptives, works with
public and private agencies to improve the quality and outreach of family planning and
reproductive health services, helps governments to influence demographic behavior;
communicates the results of research in the population field to appropriate audiences, and
helps build research capacities in developing countries. The Council, a nonprofit,
nongovernmental research organization established in 1952, has a multinational Board of
Trustees; its New York headquarters supports a global network of regional and country
offices.

Africa OR/TA Project I

The overall objective of the Africa OR/TA Project 11 isto broaden understanding of how to improve
family planning services in Sub-Saharan Africa, and to gpply operations research and technicd
assstance to improve services by:

increasing access to afull range of family planning services and methods;

developing sarvice ddivery drategies that are client-oriented and acceptable to various
population groups,

improving the operations of programs to make them more efficient and financidly sustainable;
improving the qudity of services,

Strengthening the capakiilities of family planning program managers to use operations research to
diagnose and solve service delivery problems.

This project was supported by the Population Council’ s Operations Research and Technical
Assistance Project 11. The Africa OR/TA Project |1 is funded by the U.S. Agency for
International Development (USAID), Office of Population, Contract No.
CCC-3030-C-00-3008-00, Srrategies for Improving Family Planning Service Déelivery.
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|. INTRODUCTION

The Evduation and Research Unit (ERU) plays a crucid role in supporting research activities of the
Zimbabwe Nationad Family Planning Council (ZNFPC). In dmogt al research efforts in the Council,
the Unit is cdled upon to play a leading role. Research activities are conducted in addition to the
routine andyss of saervice datistics and compilation of quarterly and annua reports. With a staff
capacity of five and the inadequate research sKkills exiding in other units, the ERU finds it difficult to
manage and monitor the diverse activities of the organization. A review of the studies conducted by
the Zimbabwe Nationd Family Planning Council's (ZNFPC) Evduation and Research Unit (ERU)
prior to May 1995 showed that the Unit was understaffed and the officers were generaly
overworked.

The mechaniam to address the problems of the ERU was through a buy-in, which was sgned
between the Zimbabwe Government and USAID in May 1995. The objectives of the buy-in
project were to assst the ZNFPC to conduct operations research studies and, in particular to
strengthen the research capacity of the Evauation and Research Unit. To enable the ERU to
function effectively, itstraditiond role of implementing research had to be revised to that of research
management. The ZNFPC requested the Population Council’ s Africa OR/TA Project to provide
technical assstance to implement thisnew role.

Later in the September 1995, the ZNFPC convened a meeting of co-operating agencies, donors,
government and municipa departments to explore ways of improving the co-ordination and
implementation of the population activities in Zimbabwe. A number of recommendations from the
meeting were developed and the Africa OR/TA Project used these as guiddines for designing future
programs for dtrengthening the research capacity of the ERU. Some of the important
recommendations from the meeting were:

)} The problem of shortages of qualified staff within the ZNFPC and the organisation's limited
absorptive capacity was noted. To address this problem, it was recommended that
concerned agencies should practice better planning and coordination as well as
incorporating use of externa resources, including loca consultants.

i) The Evaduation and Research Unit should seek locd consultants and research firms who
could help aleviate some of the ERU's burden resulting from staff shortages.

i) In conformity with the ZNFPC's drategy to decentralise its activities, it was recommended
that research and evauation skills should be built within each unit and & lower levels,

\Y) The ZNFPC should participate in the Ministry of Hedlth and Child Wdfare plans for Hedlth
Sector Reform in order to implement effective ways to decentraisation.



V) It was recommended that the ZNFPC should convene quarterly meetings for al the donors
to improve coordination.

Based on this meeting and discussions with ZNFPC staff members, a number of research activities
were formulated to build the research capacity of the ERU. Firstly, a workshop was conducted to
examine the sKills that were available in the Unit. Secondly, the ERU was to build a database of
consultants with skills in population research. Computing and statistical skills of staff members of the
Evauation and Research Unit were to be upgraded. In addition, two operations research studies
were planned and these were to serve as training ground for the Unit staff. A more detaled
description of the activities follows.

. SUMMARY OF ACTIVITIES

Activity 1: Management Workshop

In April 1996, The Africa OR/TA and the staff from the ERU conducted a workshop in order to
plan the Unit's activities in terms of its revised role from research implementation to research
management. This workshop identified the ERU gtaff's research management skills in short supply.
A needs assessment of the daff's skills showed that each daff member had different skills
requirement. Some of the skills that were identified as lacking were in computing, advanced
datistical andlyss, proposa writing, quditative research andysis, research management and sub-
contracting procedures. The Unit's work plan and activities were evauated and it was found that
lack of an ERU-specific budget resulted in the ERU responding more to other ZNFPC Units needs
(because they had a specific budget for their research-activities). In addition, it was adso noted that
the ERU was not coming up with its own research agenda.

As pointed out earlier, a meeting convened by USAID at Mazvikadeli (November, 1995) had noted
that the Evaluation and Research Unit was over-burdened with work and, therefore, needed to sub-
contract some of the activities to other organisations.

Based on this analysis, a project proposal was developed to address these shortcomings.

Activity 2:  Establishment of Database of Consultants and Researchers

The firgt step towards using consultants to conduct research activities for the ERU was to take an
inventory of avalable skills within the country. In pursuit of this objective, the ZNFPC awarded
ARA-Techtop consultants a contract to design a computerized database of consultants in the
population and related fields during the second hdf of 1995. Massive interest was shown by the
large number of individuas and organisations who responded to the advertisement in the print media
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Once data were received ARA-Techtop, with technica assistance from the Population Council and
the ERU, designed the system. The project proceeded well; the computer systems were devel oped
and the database of consultants was created.

Unfortunately, the database that had great potential for use by the ZNFPC and other organisations
was never completed and ddivered to the ZNFPC. Some problems developed between the
ZNFPC and ARA-Techtop and this hampered the ddlivery of the find product. As aresult of this
unfortunate situation, the ZNFPC ill does not have a complete database of consultants that can be
relied upon to draw consultants of different expertise.

Activity 3:  Training in Statistical Computing

The Department of Statigtics at the University of Zimbabwe conducted a five days workshaop in
datistical computing for researchers in the Evauation and Research Unit (ERU). The workshop,
which covered a wide range of gatistica topics, was conducted in August 1997 and was designed
to enable ERU researchers to conduct more complex data analysis beyond descriptive gatistics.
Topics covered during the training included techniques in sampling, multiple linear regresson and
time series analysis.

The participants rated the course highly and, as aresult, the Statistics Department and the ERU staff
have worked out an arrangement for the department to continue providing support to the ERU. For
example, the department gtaff will continue to provide support in computing services and analys's of
data for the study designed to "to assess the potentiad demand for and effectiveness of integrating
STI/HIV services within ZNFPC clinics'

Activity 4:  Technical Support in developing the second 5 year Strategic Plan
for the ERU

Between 25th October and 1t November, 1997, Dr lan Askew and Mr. Lewis Ndhlovu visited
Harare to conduct a workshop for the Evauation and Research Unit to help develop the Unit's
drategic plan for the years 1997 to 2002. Unit Heads attended this meeting from other departments
of the ZNFPC.

The misson statement of the Unit defined by the end of the workshop stated that "The Evauation
and Research Unit will contribute towards the provison of sustainable, accessible and high qudity
RH/FP servicesin Zimbabwe by:

Conducting and / or coordinating research activities,
Ensuring the utilization of research findings and service datistics to guide the program thrugts,
Marketing research services; and
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Contributing towards research capacity building within the ZNFPC.

Guided by this misson statement and bearing in mind the overdl gods of the netiond family planning
program strategy (1997 to 2002), the following objectives were devel oped for the ERU:

To conduct 10 research studies and collaborate with other ZNFPC units on 30 research
activities,

To increase the utilization of research study findings and service gatigtics for program planning
and management;

To generate up to 15 percent of the ERU's annua operating costs'; and

To impart skills to other ZNFPC Units so that they can conduct research studies, interpret and
use research findings with minimal assistance from the ERU.

Activity 5:  Computer Training for administrative secretaries

An important component of capacity building was the training of the two adminigrative secretaries
employed by the ERU. The secretaries atended courses in different software from computer
companiesin Harare. During the course of 1997 and early 1998, the secretaries took advantage of
the opportunity and attended advanced courses in Windows, Quattro Pro, Harvard Graphics and
Word Perfect.

Activity 6:  Using the Situation Analysis and the STIs Studies

The Zimbabwe buy-in required the Africa OR/TA Project to support the ERU to sub-contract and
manage two operations research studies. The two studies, an assessment of 1) the Zimbabwe family
planning program (Situation Analysis) and ii) the potentid demand for and effectiveness of integrating
STI/HIV management services within the ZNFPC dlinic based family planning services, were used
for training the ERU staff in different agpects of project management.

Principa investigators from the ERU participated in subcontracting procedures, project proposa
development, project monitoring and evaluation. Instrument design, data collection and analyss
proved useful components for training. At the end of the sudies, the ERU researchers involved felt
confident to undertake new projects because they had participated in the whole cycle of the project.

Utilisation and dissemination of results from studies were seen as important components of projects
designed. With respect to the Situation Analysis Study, the study was used for the development of

The percentage of the annual operating cost would be worked out when the strategies for other ZNFPC units
areready.



the organisation's strategic plan for 1997 to 2002. Through a series of workshops conducted by
different Units, the Situation Andysis results have been used to analyze the progress of the family
planning and reproductive health program between 1991 and 1995.

At the end of 1997, plans were made to disseminate results to the provinces. In February 1998,
two regiond workshops were conducted for the provinces. Participants were drawvn from the
Ministry of Hedth, the ZNFPC, the municipdities and other local government authorities.

The same process of project management was adapted with respect to the STI project. However,
for successful completion, this study required additiond skills, which were not avalable within the
ERU and thus had to be subcontracted from elsewhere. The study to assess the "Integration of ST
sarvices into FP service ddivery at three ZNFPC clinics' required laboratory services to facilitate
the diagnosis of STls, a component of the study, which was sub-contracted. A datistics lecturer
from aloca universty was sub-contracted to anayse the resultant data.

I1l.  DIFFICULTIES EXPERIENCED

The scheduling of projects continued to present problems since some activities from other ZNFPC
Units which require ERU's support had been incorporated in the ZNFPC's 1991 - 96 Strategy.
Time congraints/low saffing levels resulted in the workshop to improve the "utilisation of service
datistics for programme management” not being implemented.  Some difficulties were experienced
with some consultants who did not meet the agreed deadlines or submitted poor quality reports.

IV. FUTURE DIRECTION

1 The assessment of the process of capacity building and the benefits derived from the
computer and gatigticd training received positive assessment from members of the ERU and
collaborating indiitutions. In particular, members of the ERU praised the course conducted
by the University of Zimbabwe. For those with weak dtatistical backgrounds, new methods
of data andyss were acquired while those who had not been refreshed for along time, the
course provided useful refresher training. A recommendation from both groups was that this
type of collaboration between locad University departments and the ERU should be
continued.

2. Computer training, which was linked to city ingtitutions, received less praise. The least
favourable aspect of the training was that ERU members were |€ft to organise ther time to
attend courses. Due to their heavy workload, the ERU gaff found it difficult to take full
advantage of the money set asde for this training. In future, it would appear more relevant
not only to identify the courses required by each member but aso to set up a timetable of
attendance.



ERU gaff members continue to fed that they lack skills in presentation of research finding
and report writing. In thisregard, it is suggested that the ZNFPC should seek assistance of
a communications specidist who will train them in critical issues in presenting materia to
different audiences. However, it should be noted that these skills are acquired more through
practical experience than classoom training. The ERU is, therefore, urged to pursue an
aggressve policy in identifying in-country inditutions offering courses rdevant to its
requirements.

Thereis need for short-term research management training for ERU Staff.

The ERU gaff members continue to request long term training at postgraduate leve. In view
of the advanced research work that the organisation does and the technical support required
of the Unit, it is recommended that some members of saff be trained at advanced levels. It
is recommended that the ZNFPC should re-examine its policy on long term training in view
of its needs.
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