9 Recommendations

9.1 The Links Scheme in General

9.1.1 We believe that the Links Scheme has a future.  There is clear evidence that the majority of links are achieving outputs and outcomes that are aligned with DFID priorities.  There is also evidence that the benefits accruing from individual links are being sustained. 

9.1.2 We believe that the Links Scheme continues to be cost-effective.  For the small amounts of money made available to individual links, HEIs – both overseas and in the UK – have made significant contributions in terms of staff time and access to other resources to support link activities, and a number of links have successfully accessed other sources of funding.

9.1.3 We believe that the Links Scheme is qualitatively different from other forms of capacity building in overseas HEIs.  Time and again we have found evidence to indicate that the relationship between staff in overseas HEIs and in UK HEIs is one of partnership and collaboration.  This is in sharp contrast to the dependency relationship that all too often exists in donor-funded projects to build capacity in overseas institutions.

9.1.4 We therefore recommend that the Links Scheme should continue in its present form because of the beneficial impacts it brings for overseas HEIs and development processes in the wider society.

9.1.5 We believe that the current system for administering and managing the Links Scheme demonstrates the “light touch” appropriate given the small amounts of money made available to individual links.  However, we believe that the existing system could be made more effective by developing capacity to articulate better the progression from outputs to impacts and the alignment of outcomes with DFID priorities (see 7.9.1).  Additionally, we believe that the reporting of outputs and outcomes requires strengthening.

9.1.6 We therefore recommend that consultants should be appointed to improve the management of the system, particularly with respect to increasing the self evaluative approach by link co-ordinators and generally enhancing accountability and transparency.

9.1.7 We also recommend that links managers should be made more aware of the FICHE logical framework and develop it on a country basis to increase their role in evaluating outcomes from the Links Scheme.

9.1.8 We are also aware that there is ambivalence to the Links Scheme on the part of some BC country directors.  We are concerned that this ambivalence will restrict the amount of time and resources that can be spent managing the Links Scheme by links managers and that, as a result, the individual links in these countries will be less effective.

9.1.9 We therefore recommend that BC Country Directors should be corporately inclined to support its operation and effectiveness (as a core function).

9.1.10 On the basis of our findings in Thailand and Mexico, for which no DFID country strategy papers are available (Thailand certainly has no DFID programme), it is apparent that the Links Scheme is well regarded.  It is assisting HEI development with valued UK inputs and bringing benefits to poor groups within society in line with DFID priorities.  We suggest that the Links Scheme should operate in newly industrialising or middle income countries regardless of whether there is an official DFID programme or not, but that DFID priorities should still apply in the application process

9.2 Linkages – DFID Strategy for the HE Sector

9.2.1 This evaluation shows that the Links Scheme has been immensely successful in promoting in a cost effective manner a diversity of activities that have brought benefits to HEIs and wider society.  Much of this success, as noted earlier, has been built on the motivation of link co-ordinators to work in a collaborative manner, and to network for support and additional resources. 

9.2.2 The institutional position of the Links Scheme, from the perspective of DFID sector and country strategies, is one where it remains an isolated pocket of activity.  However, at the local level in some countries DFID advisors have integrated some link outputs into priority projects and programmes but this type of response remains spasmodic.  We have noted earlier that there is further scope for this local contribution if only country DFID advisors were more informed of the potential role of the Links Scheme in providing small scale inputs that can value add to major programmes through innovative research, curriculum development etc.  Increased DFID involvement may also enable links to be initiated whose purposes and projected outcomes are tied in with country strategies in a more focused way.

9.2.3 We therefore recommend that DFID in-country advisors need to be aware of proposed link purposes in case the intended work can be connected with their own programme objectives.

9.2.4 We also recommend that in some countries it is appropriate for DFID advisors to promote links with specific community-based and/or research activities that directly assist programmes they are facilitating.

9.2.5 Generally DFID advisers in-country, where they exist, should give strategic guidance to the BC when necessary to ensure DFID country priorities are understood and supported.  It is inappropriate for them to be involved in individual applications, but they should be available to assist BC link managers if required, and have knowledge of link purposes at the proposal stage.  While senior BC staff can generally be relied upon to interpret DFID priorities when reviewing link applications, they may need additional access to advice on specialist matters.

9.2.6 We therefore recommend that DFID in-country advisors should provide advice to senior BC staff to interpret DFID priorities when requested to do so.

9.2.7 For DFID at headquarters level the issue is whether the Links Scheme should remain isolated from its mainstream programmes or whether it can be more centrally placed in assisting development processes through involvement.  Certainly the evidence generated by this study on the move towards incorporating DFID priorities in the criteria governing involvement in the Links Scheme suggests that this strategic alignment is viable.  However, there are also two other major reasons why a more strategic alignment needs to be considered.

9.2.8 Firstly, there is the possibility that many HEIs in developing countries are at a stage in their development when additional international assistance would help them to pass new thresholds of performance.  Evidence from this evaluation suggests that HEIs in developing countries can establish roles in policy research for government and can provide key skills necessary for economic and societal transformation.  Thus a case could perhaps be made for additional support to HEIs that enhances these capabilities but avoids the pitfalls of over-capacity, under investment and poor standards that have been associated with previous phases of international support for expansion.  As part of the discussion of the possibilities of support for HEI regeneration, the Links Scheme can be seen as a potential contributor.  Additionally, this evaluation confirms it has assisted in institutional development, through improved curriculum design, staff development and the enhancement of research capability.

9.2.9 Consideration could be given to an approach that would not fully integrate the Links Scheme within large “development packages” but one that continues to allow link co-ordinators, with the support of their own institutions, to access DFID research and scholarship funds in order to build on their successes and widen the impacts.  Thus, the Links Scheme would operate as a separate entity as at present, but once links were achieving results allow link co-ordinators to further promote their mutual interests and institutional impacts through these additional funds.  There is already evidence that many link co-ordinators are currently good at networking which provides access to additional support either in the UK, in the host country, or through international agencies.  (BC through its own networking also facilitates this additional funding, as referred to in the next section).  However, many more successful links could benefit from such access and a more systematic provisioning through DFID could promote progressive work in HEIs, perhaps beyond immediate link impacts.

9.2.10 To achieve this linkage on the ground as it were, between the current Links Scheme and additional research and scholarship monies, would require a more strategic approach for DFID. The additional sums for research and scholarships would have to be allocated on a regular basis for the countries involved and clear criteria set on how these monies may flow into links, perhaps not at their start but at a point where a link has achieved a track record in outputs of benefit to the overseas HEI and to the wider society as defined under DFID sector priorities and the respective country paper.  However, there are sound reasons in some countries, as has been the practice, to align scholarship monies with proposed link outputs right from the start in order to maximise staff development.  This study has found examples of where links have been facilitated over many years with scholarships with beneficial results for the HEIs concerned.  This support has been seen to be extremely successful in building a critical mass of faculty for important areas of work, particularly in the health and environment sectors, and has been furthered by the use of scholarship monies to support individuals for one year in the UK as part of split site PhDs.

9.2.11 The second reason why a more strategic alignment of the Links Scheme with DFID research and scholarship funding may be necessary relates to the current motivation of UK academics to participate.  One strength of the current Scheme has been the willingness of UK academics and their institutions to engage in overseas work without salary compensation.  As referred to earlier, there are reasons why they do this, both personal and related to the research and promotion interests of their own institutions.  Also, some academics have been so successful at their links that they have been able to extend them into fully funded research activities.  However, the issue we have had to face with this evaluation study is whether the current model of the Links Scheme is sustainable in the future given the pressure that UK academics are now facing on work loads, institutionally determined programmes of income generation and RAE outputs.

9.2.12 Certainly, we are not advocating the full provision of salary replacement for UK academics involved in the Links Scheme as we believe this would destroy the collaborative spirit that is achievable on links and which creates a developmental impact amongst those concerned that is largely free of any dependence syndrome which can be sometimes apparent on traditional donor assisted projects.  If anything, we would wish that the Links Scheme could inspire this type of collaborative effort beyond links into institutional processes.  However, it must be remembered that collaboration occurs because the link co-ordinators promote it through their relationship and it thus remains largely a bottom up process.

9.2.13 To introduce full salary replacement costs for UK academics would also generate more top down interference in links which may be potentially damaging to the type of collaborative work that is currently possible.  However, UK academics may no longer wish to participate if institutional pressures intensify, unless they can justify their involvement in the Links Scheme because of other benefits that could accrue to their respective universities.  Hence, a more strategic linkage to research and scholarship funding on the part of DFID could prove crucial in sustaining the current levels of UK interest in the Links Scheme and attracting good quality applicants.  UK link co-ordinators might also see more clearly that link activities can fit career development and count in promotional practices.

9.2.14 Let us at this point say that this issue of lack of involvement of UK academics is not a critical issue currently, as applications still exceed the number that can be approved under the sums of money available, but it could prove to be an issue in the long run and particularly deter high quality applications from leading institutions who are hard pressed in meeting all their research and teaching obligations.

9.2.15 We therefore recommend that additional funds for scholarships and research should be made available for high performing links in relevant areas.

9.3 The Role of The British Council

9.3.1 It is suggested that the BC should examine the role of the Scheme at a corporate level to ensure consistent commitment amongst senior country officers.

9.3.2 As reported in Section 8, this Study shows that BC link managers have been exceedingly capable in managing the Links Scheme.  Given very limited resources for themselves to visit participating institutions they have still managed on the whole to keep in contact with co-ordinators, including generally having discussions with arriving UK academics, and have in a positive way influenced efforts to achieve quality outcomes.  Additionally, they have used their extensive in-country knowledge and networking to promote links and to assist them in obtaining additional funding.  Specifically, they have utilised other small funds available to BC to support successful links, when rules allowed them to do this.

9.3.3 We believe that the whole networking infrastructure around BC has been very positive in support of links and that link co-ordinators themselves are generally very appreciative of BC efforts.  The sharing of good practice amongst BC managers, as referred to in more detail in 9.4, would further aid this support and facilitate the types of integration with other DFID funding to the HE sector, referred to in 9.2.  BC, we believe, can be trusted to take on any additional responsibilities in promoting the Links Scheme in any wider DFID involvement in the HE sector because of both its track record in maintaining the cost effectiveness of the Links Scheme and its management expertise in the area.  Most FICHE funds are currently well utilised, and if links are in trouble BC managers can quickly act to curtail any wastage of monies.  A sum of money from FICHE should be made available centrally to facilitate the training of links managers and to enable them to meet on a regional basis to discuss good practice.

9.3.4 It is also possible, we believe, that where a country BC office has a sound track record in administering the Links Scheme, including effective liaison on DFID priorities, that it should be given a greater say in whether a link application is to be approved or not, vis a vis the central PRC overview of the application process.  This would be in line with our belief that effectiveness of the Scheme depends on decentralisation of management to regions and countries, with the centre playing an enabling role which stimulates further knowledgeable, perceptive and flexible roles that link managers currently play.

9.4 DFID Priorities and the Dissemination of Benefits In-Country

9.4.1 Our findings suggest that while the majority of links examined do reflect DFID priorities in one way or another, even though wider societal impacts may be quite “downstream” and hence not easily measurable in an externally derived evaluation process, the whole process of application and alignment to DFID priorities could be improved if these priorities were more widely known.  BC link managers do their best to inform potential applicants on the criteria by which their proposals will be judged, but this usually only happens when there is direct communication by potential co-ordinators with BC offices.  It would be better if academics in overseas and UK HEIs had more knowledge of DFID priorities at the conception stage of proposals.  The type of publicity required to do this could be integral with general publicity for the Links Scheme to enable it to attract more high quality applicants.  It could include the use of a self assessment document for potential applicants to check the eligibility of their proposals themselves.  Publicity might be based on BC links manager visits to HEIs, particularly if they were also identified by DFID advisors as being important to development efforts in other areas, website promotion, literature distribution with guidance notes on how to apply, and, for UK HEIs, greater effort by CICHE itself to ‘sell’ the Links Scheme.  Some small additional monies from FICHE to the bodies involved might be appropriate in this respect.  The funding for BC might be considered a modest contribution to management costs pro rata to the number of links administered by an office which would cover link co-ordinators workshops and site visits to deal with issues arising in links, as well as publicity.  This should not in any sense be a full compensation for management expenses, which should on the whole continue to be seen as part of BC’s core funding (note, that only in a minority of BC offices overseas was the issue of the need for full compensation for link management raised during the study). 

9.4.2 Publicity for the Links Scheme is also directly tied into the issue of dissemination of findings.  The more that the findings of successful links can be presented to a wider audience, both in the UK and overseas, the more likely it is that good link proposals will be attracted.  Any presentations can also refer to DFID priorities and give an additional insight into the potential benefits that can accrue to wider society and governmental policy process through link activities.  Many link co-ordinators have mentioned to us the need to disseminate their own findings in this respect but are deterred because of the lack of funds to mount workshops and conferences.  Consideration should be given to increasing the annual budgets available to links managers to enable the dissemination element of the Links Scheme to be strengthened for very successful links.

9.5 Flexibility of the Links Scheme

9.5.1 This study has discovered a whole range of possibilities for the Links Scheme in terms of partners and networks beyond the core one-to-one HEI relationship that has been central to the Links Scheme since its inception.  While a UK HEI or similar body has to be involved as a central tenet of the Links Scheme, a small number of partners overseas are not fully fledged HEIs in the traditional sense but are NGOs and government research institutes credited with research and project work at tertiary level standard.  Additionally, some links are three way with the inclusion of a third overseas partner which can be another educational institution, NGO or private company in which application of link outputs is possible with specific clients in mind.  The role of additional partners may be quite formally recognised within a link application or be attracted through networking, mutual projects etc. involving the link co-ordinators.  In some of these cases in which there is a complexity of work undertaken it may be quite difficult to formally disaggregate the inputs directly related to the link (unless they have a specific BC financial input) from all activity taking place.  All of this activity is driven by the link co-ordinators in the interest of link purposes and the flexibility offered by the Links Scheme in this respect is very much welcomed by them. 

9.5.2 This study finds that this flexibility of approach to link arrangements is a strength of the Links Scheme and indeed is likely to become more crucial if close alignment with DFID priorities is to be enhanced.  Many links related to critical developments within the health, environment, education and enhancing productive capacity sectors can be put on a more practical basis if specific service providers are involved in the work or are considered clients for the output.  Thus many links can be sensitised in their orientation to poor groups through the involvement of public service providers such as NGOs, although the capacity to involve this type of organisation depends on the state of development of the NGO sector in the country concerned.  DFID advisors could find this type of connection arising from links to be helpful in the facilitation of specific sector programmes within a country.  In addition, co-operation with the private sector can increase the possibility that link developments related to the environment and agriculture have specific outputs geared towards community needs.

9.5.3 Some overseas HEIs view their development in a regional context and have indicated the potential of linking with educational and research organisations in adjacent countries, particularly less well endowed institutions, which they feel could benefit from their expertise as well as that of their UK partner.  We believe that this type of three-way link should be encouraged as it spreads the benefits wider and possibly increases cost effectiveness.

9.5.4 Also, flexibility of approach suits HEIs in the way that they can review their own development needs and pinpoint which areas of institutional capacity are a priority, and initiate links accordingly.  Their views may also be set within a government context that emphasises particular aspects of development such as the concentration in Brazil on building research capability.

9.5.5 BC, through its links managers, has been very active in creating models for links that fit needs and create spin-offs through the networking of ideas and the securing of additional funding.  We recommend that this approach at country level should continue as it has demonstrated cost effectiveness while meeting very specific institutional and country needs.

9.6 Length of Link Arrangements, Extensions and Supporting Resources

9.6.1 Three years is the period of time over which a link can be secured, with extensions allowed in a number of cases (of the 116 currently active links examined in this Evaluation Study, 11 links (9 per cent) were extensions).  Extension requires re-application, this being set against fresh applications in the allocation of monies.  The request for extension is also subject to the rule that BC links managers think should apply, and in one country visited, for instance, few, if any, extensions were actively encouraged, the view being that three years is long enough to achieve the types of specific output that the Links Scheme requires.  In other countries links managers are more active in promoting the life of links beyond three years because of their perceived view on the longer term institutional impacts that can accrue over a lengthy period of time.  Links managers can also be very instrumental in encouraging links to change their direction of efforts in order to secure an extension of their work, for example an environmental protection research project moving into community education in its second phase. 

9.6.2 In these circumstances of varying views from BC links managers and not knowing how many actual applications for extension have been made or contemplated over recent years, it is difficult to reach a conclusion on how long a link should extend.  Many link co-ordinators have made comments that they would like links to be initially approved for longer than three years, but sometimes this is on the basis that they have not achieved the outputs they originally intended because inputs have not been made for one reason or another.  Certainly, there is evidence that link co-ordinators can be over ambitious in link design in terms of what is possible over three years given the challenge of working at a distance, and the three year limit may have aggravated this response.  Links managers have sometimes had to act to scale down these ambitions during the first year of a link in order to stimulate the achievement of realistic outcomes.  On the whole, the evaluation suggests that for many of the topics chosen three years of work is just too short to reach a full conclusion.

9.6.3 A six-year time scale has been suggested to us as a possibility and this is also included as a recommendation in the recent evaluation of the Links Scheme in Uganda, Tanzania and Zimbabwe.  However, link co-ordinators would still be subject to a renewal process at the end of three years.  We support the proposal for six year links with a check at the end of three years on progress.  However, there are implications for the budgetary process and the number of links that can be supported in any one year.  Carrying forward an increased number of links beyond three years may reduce the number of links overall.  This may be acceptable if the quality of the links approved is higher.  On the whole we would prefer the number of links in the Links Scheme not to fall below current totals, given the benefits that are seen to accrue across a range of countries and sectors.

9.6.4 The effectiveness of the Links Scheme can be enhanced by increases in the level of funding for specific components such as small scale equipment, usable materials for scientific research and field trials, conferences to disseminate findings and exploratory visits to promote mutual interests and co-operation between prospective partners, and exchange visits between co-ordinators on different links in the same area of interest when this will add to effectiveness.  Consideration should also be given to the reimbursement of airfares for overseas HEIs that find difficulty in funding travel to the UK, particularly to avoid the visitors themselves being required to fund tickets which may potentially cause hardship.  Link managers views should also be sought on potential changes to other travel and visit items (as listed in Appendix K).

9.7 CICHE/PRC

9.7.1 CICHE’s involvement is a vital ingredient for the Scheme, but as with DFID a more strategic role appears appropriate.  For instance, in the application process it would seem more appropriate for most to be agreed, with only the problematical being discussed in detail at the PRC.  CICHE are uniquely placed to assess contribution of the Scheme to the UK HE sector and promote the involvement of UK HEIs in it.  Members have also contributed to past in-country or regional evaluations and this should continue.

9.8 The Role of Gender as a Key Variable in Development

9.8.1 The role of gender as a key variable in development needs enhanced promotion within the Links Scheme, and consideration should also be given to setting a country target of 40/60 female/male but indicating preference for schemes with equitable female participation (see 7.9.2 – 7.9.6).
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