8 British Council Management Systems

8.1 The Role of Links Managers

8.1.1 From the evidence obtained during our visits to the eight countries included in the evaluation we conclude that links managers in these countries are undertaking the management and administration of the Links Scheme effectively.  It is evident that the range of documentation available is used by links managers appropriately to support the Links Scheme, from the initial approach by a prospective link co-ordinator through to closure of a link.  There is evidence that links managers draw on other sources of BC funding to support specific aspects of links.  From the perspective of the link co-ordinators – both those overseas and those in the UK – the management of the Links Scheme by link managers is one of the factors that has made individual links successful.  The links managers we interviewed appeared committed, and were, on the whole, well informed of the demands to be met and exercised a management role in keeping links on track, for example they were quite prepared to negotiate changes with link co-ordinators to ensure progress, and if necessary to close links not producing results.

8.1.2 From our interviews with links managers we conclude that they are aware of DFID priorities.  There is also evidence that indicates that they have made considerable progress to implement these priorities in the Links Scheme, drawing on the advice of BC country directors and DFID staff as necessary.

8.1.3 In all cases it is apparent that links managers are currently receiving adequate support from BC country directors.  Many country directors view the Links Scheme as a strategy for achieving the BC’s own education objectives in-country and for promoting the UK’s HE sector overseas.  However, we are also aware that some country directors elsewhere are ambivalent about the Links Scheme and that links managers in these countries receive less support.  We believe that such ambivalence constrains the effectiveness of the Links Scheme.

8.1.4 We are also aware in a number of countries that there has been a turnover of links managers.  We recognise that the newly appointed links managers have quickly learned how to administer and manage the Links Scheme.  However, we question the extent to which newly appointed links managers are able to deal adequately with the higher levels of managing the Links Scheme, in particular articulating the alignment of link applications with the relevant DFID sector priorities and ensuring clarity and rigour in the progression from activities to outputs, and from outputs through outcomes to impacts.

8.2 The Application Process

8.2.1 We are aware that the proportion of link applications accepted to link applications submitted has risen from 50 per cent in 1998 to 70 per cent in 1999.  However, we are also aware from link managers we interviewed that a number of proposals are not submitted to the PRC for approval because link managers do not believe the proposals to be sufficiently strong.  Therefore, to some extent link managers are already involved in making decisions about link applications. 

8.2.2 In some countries, most notably South Africa, we are aware that both BC and DFID staff take a very active role in the pre-application process.  In particular, both BC and DFID staff comment on the alignment of proposed links to the relevant DFID sector priorities.  Evidence was presented to us in some countries that suggested that the views of BC and DFID staff in these countries may not carry as much weight with the PRC as might be expected.

8.2.3 To ensure that link applications are closely aligned with the relevant DFID sector priorities, there needs to be an understanding on the part of links managers of those priorities and their implications for link applications.  We are aware that access to specialist DFID advice varies from country to country, ranging from the involvement of DFID staff in the application process to the complete indifference of DFID staff to the links scheme.  While we recognise that the argument of “proportionality” is used legitimately to limit the direct involvement of DFID staff in individual links, we do believe that DFID staff have an important role to play in assisting links managers to articulate the alignment of the Links Scheme with DFID priorities when requested to do so because specialist advice is needed.

8.2.4 The 30 per cent of rejected or referred link applications represents a considerable investment in time and effort on the part not only of the prospective link co-ordinators but also of links managers.  We recognise that the BC’s Higher Education Links office has taken appropriate steps to publicise the criteria for the approval of link applications and to make available materials – most notably the handbook for link co-ordinators – to provide assistance to prospective link co-ordinators to structure link applications in a way that encourages clarity and rigour in the progression from activities to outputs, and from outputs through outcomes to impacts.  However, we believe that the articulation of this progression remains weak in many link applications and that this poses a serious problem for the subsequent monitoring and evaluation of individual links and of the Links Scheme as a whole.

8.2.5 We are aware that the number of link applications received each year exceeds the funding available.  We are also aware that for some countries the number of link applications approved by the PRC exceeds the country allocations.  In these circumstances links managers are faced with the difficult decision of how to use their country allocations most effectively: to divert funding from existing links or to delay the start of newly approved links to the next financial year.  Either strategy carries the risk of losing the goodwill of the link co-ordinators concerned and damaging the good perception of the link scheme among overseas HEIs in particular.  With strengthened screening of link applications in-country we believe that more decision-making can be delegated by the PRC to links managers.  With more local decision-making, links managers should be better able to match link applications to their country allocations.

8.3 Monitoring and Evaluation of the Links Scheme

8.3.1 We believe that the current documentation used for the Links Scheme – notably the application forms, visit proposal forms, end-of-visit reports, end-of-year reports and end-of-link reports – provides an adequate basis for administering and managing individual links in-country although some amendments may be necessary.  It is evident that links managers are using the documentation to administer and manager the Links Scheme efficiently and effectively. 

8.3.2 However, as noted above, we are aware that articulation of the progression from activities to impacts on application forms is often weak.  We are also aware that evidence of outcomes and impacts in end-of-year reports (and hence in annual country reports) is often weak or non-existent.  In some cases it was difficult to distinguish between the actual achievement of planned outputs and outcomes and the intention to achieve planned outputs and outcomes.  Given the importance of such evidence for the monitoring and evaluation of individual links and of the Links Scheme as a whole, we believe that this is an area that needs addressing.  We are also aware that link co-ordinators in some overseas HEIs may be experiencing difficulty with the language used in the current documentation.

8.4 Supporting Elements

8.4.1 Concern was expressed to us by both overseas and UK link co-ordinators at the difficulty of accessing funds to support longer term staff development activities, such as scholarships for postgraduate study.  Previously, parallel DFID-funded schemes such as TCT and ICTP have supported such activities. 

8.4.2 Similarly concern was also expressed at the limited funds available to support link activities, such as workshops and seminars or the acquisition of equipment.  We are aware that one link was terminated early because the necessary laboratory materials could not be acquired.

8.4.3 We are aware that the funds available for any one link are strictly limited by the overall allocation to each country.  However, it is clear that in resource-limited overseas HEIs – in particular those in sub-Saharan Africa – that the links scheme plays a vital role in building capacity for teaching and research.

8.4.4 Concern was also expressed at the apparent difficulty of accessing DFID research funds to support funded research resulting from successful links.  While link co-ordinators recognised that there could be no guarantee of funds for research, it was felt that research proposals based on the outcomes of successful links could be given preferential treatment.

8.5 Dissemination of Link Outcomes

8.5.1 It was evident during the evaluation study that link co-ordinators working in the same sector – both overseas and in the UK – were generally unaware of the existence of other links in their own sector, even when the links were with the same HEI in the UK.  We believe that this lack of awareness limits the ability to replicate the outcomes of links elsewhere – nationally, regionally or internationally.  For example, the outcomes of a link in South Africa to reduce the spread of HIV/AIDS is of potential relevance to a link in Brazil.  Similarly, there are links in Bangladesh, China, Ghana, Kenya and South Africa focusing on the processes of school management and development.  As a result of the workshops held in-country during this Evaluation Study, a number of link co-ordinators identified partners for future link activities. 

8.5.2 While the workshops held in-country for link co-ordinators were not designed to be a vehicle for link co-ordinators to identify and share good practice, it was evident that this happened informally as a result of the questions asked of link co-ordinators and the small groups in which they were working during the workshops.  A number of the link co-ordinators who attended the workshops commented positively on the opportunity of learning from other link co-ordinators.  We are aware that a number of link co-ordinators are developing their own good practices related to the implementation of their links; examples include approaches to curriculum development, and the involvement of stakeholder groups in community-based projects.  Much of this good practice is of potential relevance to other link co-ordinators in-country.  We believe that the benefits of the Links Scheme in-country could be enhanced by the BC in-country hosting events that encourage the sharing of this good practice among link co-ordinators.

8.5.3 It was also evident that DFID staff were often unaware of the outcomes of links that were relevant to their sectors.  Again, the argument of “proportionality” is used legitimately to limit the direct involvement of DFID staff in individual links.  However, where DFID is providing substantial assistance to a particular sector through a sector-focused programme, DFID staff may be able to play a crucial role ensuring the sustainability of link outcomes by influencing policy at the highest level.
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