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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The following Terms of Reference were set by DFID for the evaluation study: 

By visiting link institutions in a number of developing countries, and by contacting their UK partners and other stakeholders as necessary, the evaluation team is expected to:
1. Assess the extent to which the Higher Education Links Scheme has achieved, or is achieving, the objectives set out in the FICHE logical framework.
2. Assess the extent to which individual links examined have met, or are likely to meet, the objectives agreed in their applications forms.
Taking account of the cost of individual links and the scheme has a whole to FICHE:
3. Evaluate the contribution that the links scheme has made in overseas higher education institutions to enhancing:
· Teaching capacity
· Research capacity
· Staff development
· Resources
· Institutional / Departmental administration
· Other aspects of institutional life
4. Evaluate the impact that the outputs of links have had, or are likely to have, on wider society including women, the environment, human rights, economic stimulation and poverty alleviation through:
· Direct influence
· Improved quality of graduates
· Influence of research
· Other means
5. Assess the impact that links have had, or may have, on longer-term economic and social development through their influence on policy, practice and decision making at the highest levels.
6. Suggest ways in which the higher education links scheme could be modified to sustain or further enhance its impact on DFID’s priorities of improving the quality of life of poor people and promoting sustainable development, whilst retaining the commitment of UK HEIs to it.
Findings 1-6 refer respectively to ToR 1-6.  Findings 7-12 refer to proposals for improving the Links Scheme and are cross referred to Section 9 Recommendations.

1. In terms of the overall impact of the Links Scheme (ToR 1) evidence from the evaluation suggests a large degree of success in relation to the objectives set out in the FICHE logical framework.  Further, it is important to note that our findings show that the modest outlay per link brings considerable benefits under the headings indicated in ToR 3, 4 and 5 suggesting cost effectiveness as a whole is achieved for the Scheme.  Cost effectiveness is assisted by a BC management response that withdraws funding any time from links that are not considered to be progressing towards their purposes.

2. Evidence from our study suggests a large majority of links examined have completed or are moving towards completing their specific purposes (ToR 2), subject to the proviso that some wider societal benefits may be well downstream in respect of link activities and therefore not easily verifiable.

3. In terms of contribution to capacity building in overseas HEIs (ToR 3) the evidence suggests very significant benefits accrue as a direct result of the Links Scheme, staff development being the most important area but with a large proportion of the links examined having positive effects on teaching capacity and research capacity and to a lesser extent resources.

4. In evaluating impacts on wider society, including women, the environment, human rights, economic stimulation and poverty alleviation, referred to in ToR 4, it was found that more than 50 per cent of the links examined are producing benefits by direct influence.  A significant impact is also being made by the influence of research on policies and practices and through the availability of graduates with new skills.  The results are not so marked as those for institutional capacity building in HEIs (ToR 3) because there is an inevitable timelag before link activities bring benefits to the wider society.

5. In terms of longer-term economic and social development through influence on policy, practice and decision making at the highest levels (ToR 5), the context for the Links Scheme must be emphasised.  Links are small scale on the whole, many of their influences are well downstream of actual link inputs and outputs, and while a large proportion of links claim they will make this type of impact, there are few verifiable indicators available to show the level of progress made.  However, a number of links investigated in this evaluation have impacts on policy and practice, producing major shifts in thinking such as in health service delivery and in environmental protection.  We have no reason to believe that other links that claim to be able to influence policy, practice and decision making will not achieve their purposes, given the range of evidence we have gathered on their progress, including the views of beneficiaries and stakeholders, and on the policy context in which they are operating.

6. The evidence generated in this evaluation shows that 81 per cent of active links are directly aligned with the relevant DFID sector priorities and are likely to contribute to achievement of objectives within those priorities (ToR 6).  A further 12 per cent could potentially be aligned if amendments in purposes and outputs were made.  This result applies evenly to links launched prior to 1997 as well as those whose purposes were actually judged according to the criteria laid out in the 1997 White Paper.

7. Our findings lead to these recommendations in relation to the future of the Links Scheme:

7.1. it should continue in its present form because of the beneficial impacts it has on overseas HEIs and development processes in the wider society (9.1).

7.2. it should continue to operate without the reimbursement of salary costs for the academics involved, although some additional measures may be appropriate to ensure that HEIs continue to participate, (see 10 in Executive Summary) (9.2.12, 9.2.13).

7.3. additional funding is required to cover a number of items considered essential in making the Scheme a success (9.6.4).

7.4. the time period for a link should be extended from the current 3 years to a possible 6, subject to a mid-term review on progress (9.6).

7.5. there should be an increase in funding to cover the extended link period so that the number of links is maintained at the current level to ensure adequate country and sector coverage of the Scheme (9.6.3).

7.6. the flexible arrangements created by link co-ordinators should be publicised and further encouraged to enable new links to be designed in the interest of benefits for the wider community (9.5).

7.7. the Links Scheme should operate in non DFID programme countries that can be classified as newly industrialising or middle income, but DFID priorities should still apply in the application process (9.1.10).

7.8. link co-ordinators should be more self evaluative and should be encouraged to generate evidence that can be used by links managers to evaluate the Links Scheme in-country (9.1.5).

8. Evidence from the evaluation indicates that the majority of links are in support of DFID priorities but consideration needs to be given to a number of improvements in this respect: 

8.1. DFID in-country advisors should provide advice to interpret DFID priorities as requested by senior BC staff (9.2.5).

8.2. DFID in-country advisors need to be made aware by link managers of proposed link purposes in case the intended work can be connected to their own programme objectives (9.2.2).

8.3. 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 (9.2.2).

9. On the management of the Links Scheme it is demonstrated in our findings that BC has considerable strengths to undertake this role and the following recommendations are made: 

9.1. the BC should continue to be responsible for the management of the Links Scheme through a small headquarters staff and with designated links managers in-country (9.3).

9.2. BC Country Directors should be corporately inclined to support the Scheme’s operation and actions for effectiveness (as a core function) (9.1.8, 9.3.1).

9.3. modest administration fees from FICHE (established pro rata to the number of links managed in an office) should be made available to links managers, not to reimburse salary costs, but to promote the Links Scheme, to mount link co-ordinators workshops for enhancing good practice and to enable site visits to be made to deal with issues arising (9.4.1).

9.4. 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 (9.3.3).

9.5. 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 (9.1.5, 9.1.6).

9.6. links managers should be made aware of the FICHE logical framework and develop it on a country basis to increase their role in evaluating outcomes from the Links Scheme (9.1.7).

9.7. for BC country offices with considerable experience of the Links Scheme their views should have greater weight in the consideration of applications, vis a vis the role of the PRC (9.3.4).

GLOSSARY

CICHE
Committee for International Cooperation in Higher Education

FICHE

Fund for International Cooperation in Higher Education

ICTP

In-Country Training Programme

PRC

Policy and Resources Committee (of CICHE)

TCTP

Technical Cooperation and Training Programme
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Introduction

1.1 Background to the Evaluation Study

1.1.1 This paper arises out of a major study commissioned in 2000 by the Department of International Development (DFID), and conducted by IDPM, to investigate whether the Higher Education Links Scheme funded by the Department (through FICHE) is meeting the objectives set for it, in particular its contribution to pro-poor policy objectives.  The scheme provides funding to enable collaboration between academics in the UK and those in developing countries and is managed by the British Council (BC) centrally from its headquarters in Manchester and through its office overseas.  The links under review lasted three years and the scale of support to each of them was relatively humble compared to other development initiatives, normally being no more than £12,000 per annum (primarily because no salary replacement funding is provided for the academics involved). In fact, the HEI’s participating in the Links Scheme do so at considerable cost to themselves but may have objectives which are different from, but additional to, those of DFID).  Application for inclusion in the Links Scheme, both from UK and overseas academics far outstrips the resources available.  At the time of the study about 400 links were in operation covering three continents.

1.1.2 Links cover research, course development and other capacity building elements that enable southern academics to participate more fully in the world academic community and also create an enlarged capacity for their universities to contribute to their respective countries’ development processes. 

1.1.3 The cost effectiveness of the Links Scheme was established by Prof. James Hough in 1996 (reference in Appendix I) and his endorsement of it resulted in an additional £15m being allocated to FICHE by DFID in 1997.  Following publication of the White Paper Eliminating World Poverty in 1997, DFID and the BC have focused the activities of the Links Scheme on the objectives outlined in that paper: that is, improving the quality of life of poor people and promoting sustainable development.  At the time of the commissioning of this evaluation study, enough funds remained out of the £15m allocation for a further year’s operation up to 31 March 2001.  The results of the evaluation were intended to throw light on the feasibility of funding the Links Scheme beyond this date with particular attention being paid to its potential for a meaningful contribution to DFID objectives.  However, the majority of the links under review started before the publication of the White Paper in 1997 and therefore had objectives potentially not related to the priorities of the White Paper.  The objectives of links that started after the publication of the White Paper were more clearly focused on the White Paper, but these were unlikely to had had time to demonstrate a significant impact.

1.2 The role of the working paper
The purpose of publishing the evaluation report is to demonstrate the methodology appropriate to this type of study and to describe the organisational aspects for dealing with a complex piece of research.

Other aspects of the study are available in: Working Paper No. 5 “Operationalising Gender Integration in the Higher Education Links  Scheme” by Elisabeth Wilson (March 2002).

1.3 ToR and Comments
1.3.1 In the design of the Evaluation Study the Evaluation Team gave full weight to the ToR, as shown in Appendix A, and developed a study plan that enabled the findings on ToR 3, 4 and 5 to directly generate conclusions on the overall viability of the Links Scheme, as referred to in ToR 1, 2 and 6.  However, it was agreed that findings on the Links Scheme would not comment on the conduct of individual links.  This reassurance was necessary in order to secure the full co-operation of link co-ordinators in the study.
1.3.2 Additionally, the study plan took account of the required predictive elements of ToR 4, 5 and 6 by drawing in as many stakeholder perspectives as possible on the potential of the Links Scheme to secure wider societal benefits, particularly those related to DFID priorities.  Also, given the nature of the Links Scheme, and the fact it can only operate in its current form if link co-ordinators give freely of their time, with the consent of their respective institutions, it was necessary for the evaluation methodology to be sensitive to this aspect rather than operate with a hard-nosed approach for overviewing the Links Scheme as a corporate activity for which all time is accountable and potentially reimbursable.  The methodology for the study, as a result of this concern, has been sensitive to the continuing need for uncompensated co-operation between link co-ordinators, while seeking to understand how the effectiveness of the Links Scheme may be increased.
1.3.3 One aspect of ToR 6 gave the Evaluation Team some concern.  It became apparent during the study that the issue is not just retaining the commitment of UK HEIs to the Links Scheme, as referred to in ToR 6, but that of the overseas HEIs as well and this aspect additionally forms part of our findings.  The importance of the duality of commitment by both UK and overseas HEIs cannot be underestimated in the light of findings which suggest that, while the flow of research knowledge and technical capability within links may indeed be more from the UK to the overseas HEIs, the UK faculty currently involved highly value the experience, research opportunities and collaboration that is possible with links.
1.3.4 ToR 1 refers to the FICHE logical framework (see Appendix B) as setting the objectives to be pursued in the Links Scheme.  The study has discovered that this framework is generally not known by those involved in links but that it remains, with amendments, a potential guidance tool for assessing the overall viability of the Links Scheme.  This aspect is expanded upon in 6.2.
1.4 Study Plan and Schedule
1.4.1 The Evaluation Study commenced on 8 May 2000 and involved a series of interrelated components to generate evidence to address the ToR. 

1.4.2 There were three Phases to the study with associated components of work as shown in Table 1.1. 

1.4.3 In Phase 1 it had originally been intended to hold a workshop for UK link co-ordinators but this was cancelled due to a lack of response, primarily because during this period of the year UK academics are heavily involved in examining. 

1.4.4 The countries chosen for the overseas visits were ones originally specified in the invitation to bid document and were said in that document to have links generally representative of the Links Scheme as a whole.  Our findings have produced no evidence to refute this assertion and they can thus be considered applicable to the Links Scheme as a whole.
	Table 1.1: Evaluation Study Plan

	Phase

1 – UK
	Main Components

· Study plan

· Compilation of relevant documentation

· Questionnaire for UK and overseas link co-ordinators

· Analysis of Application Forms and Annual Country Reports

· Review of documentation relevant to links (country and sector)

· Interviews of DFID and BC personnel



	2 – Overseas

Visits to:

China – Thailand – Bangladesh

Kenya- South Africa – Ghana

Brazil – Mexico
	· Interviews of Link Managers

· Review of Link Co-ordinators Annual Reports and Visitors Reports

· Workshops for Link Co-ordinators

· Workshops for Stakeholders in the Links Scheme

· Individual meetings with Link Co-ordinators and Stakeholders

· Interviews of DFID advisors

· Site visits to meet the Beneficiaries of links



	3 – UK
	· Workshop for Link Co-ordinators, DFID advisors and senior BC Managers to discuss findings

· Compilation of findings




1.4.5 All active links within the countries specified were examined (116 as notified to us by BC) from the perspective of their relevance to DFID priorities (ToR 6) and a deeper analysis was conducted on links that had been in existence for more than two years (58) to generate findings in respect of ToR 2, 3, 4 and 5.  The methodology employed is described in more detail in Section 2.  Its main aim was to ensure that as many different perspectives as possible were discovered and recorded about the experience of the Links Scheme.  In particular, the role of workshops was crucial as it enabled important initial study findings to be shared and commented upon before incorporation into the report.
1.5 Team Composition and Deployment
1.5.1 Derek Eldridge, Dr Elisabeth Wilson and Dr David Mundy as core members of the Evaluation Team took responsibility for all three Phases shown in Table 1.1.  Additionally, to test the applicability of the Links Scheme to DFID priorities (ToR 6) required the involvement of other personnel in Phases 1 and 2.  Table 1.2 shows how staff were deployed in the Evaluation Study in respect of their expertise.  Itineraries and visit details are shown in Appendix J. 

	Table 1.2:  Staff Deployment

	Name
	Sector Specialism
	Countries Visited

	Derek Eldridge
	Good Government

Poverty Alleviation
	China – Thailand – Bangladesh

	Clive George
	Environment

Enhancing Productive Capacity
	China

	Dr David Mundy
	Education
	Kenya – South Africa – Ghana

	Dr John Pantall
	Health
	South Africa

	Dr Elisabeth Wilson
	Gender
	Brazil – Mexico

	Prof. Sir Duncan Nichol
	Health
	Brazil

	Prof. Colin Kirkpatrick
	Environment

Enhancing Productive Capacity
	Mexico


1.5.2 Consistency of approach in progressing towards Evaluation Study outcomes, in what is quite a complex project, has been maintained by regular exchange of views amongst the staff concerned, the development of standard proforma and workshop/interview schedules to be applied to relevant informants within specific countries and sectors, and by the regular monitoring of outcomes against plan requirements. 

1.6 The Role of Previous Evaluation Studies and Stakeholder Interests
1.6.1 Previous evaluation studies have shown how much links depend upon the strong relationship between the respective link co-ordinators for their vitality and progress. This happens with or without explicit alignment with institutional priorities, although support of one sort or another is often sought and obtained from the overseas and UK HEIs.  These studies also show impacts accruing to the wider social and economic infrastructure as well as positive benefits on curriculum development and research capability.  To study the interrelationship of these aspects in themselves is a challenging task involving the perspectives of many stakeholders.  For this Evaluation Study the task has been doubly daunting with the additional specific need to understand how outcomes do or can potentially fit DFID priorities.  Thus the complexity has been greater and the challenge to produce an adequate methodology quite significant.  This Evaluation Study is required also to stand more independently of the BC and HEIs as major stakeholders, in order to include the DFID perspective as a central feature, as reflected in the ToR set.  This makes it a different type of study to those previously conducted, the important ones of which are described below. 

1.6.2 The Hough Report of 1996 reported very favourably on the Links Scheme in terms of its impacts on wider society.  It drew attention to the fact that in terms of cost effectiveness very modest sums of money could achieve substantively more than proportionate benefits (on the basis of non-costed staff inputs) and therefore the Links Scheme looked extremely favourable as an aid component compared to other activities.  This finding led directly to FICHE receiving a further £15m in 1997.
1.6.3 The two other studies under the auspices of CICHE on India, and Uganda, Tanzania and Zimbabwe, also reported in positive terms on the outcomes of the Links Scheme in relation to overseas HEI institutional capability and contributions to wider development processes.  These studies, however, drew attention to the difficulties encountered in any evaluation on measuring longer term benefits that links say they are directing their efforts towards (which may be said to be “downstream”).  Many of these benefits may take several years to accrue and the issue of sustainability is always at the forefront when trying to understand if link outputs will eventually produce positive contributions.
1.6.4 The previous studies influenced this Evaluation Study to the extent that we recognised the need for a methodology that enabled a more robust approach to evidence collection with different sources of information being utilised to validate evidence for the ToR.  This was seen to be particularly important given the very explicit intrusion into this study of the relationship between the Links Scheme and DFID priorities. These priorities place a greater responsibility to produce an audit trail that can identify potential “downstream” effects of link activities.  This still remains a problematic area but we believe our approach, as enacted in study meetings and described in this report, can stimulate a closer understanding amongst stakeholders on how any link may be designed with the measurement of longer term benefits in mind at the inception stage.  In addition, it is intended that the methodology utilised in this Evaluation Study can be replicated in future evaluations enabling a direct comparison of progress on the Links Scheme to be made over a longer time period.
1.6.5 Additionally, two other recent evaluations have been unearthed as a result of this Evaluation Study, namely evaluations of the Links Scheme as applying in Brazil and Bangladesh, which were internally sponsored by BC in these countries.  Both of these studies refer to the success of the Links Scheme but also highlight the variability of the value of links as seen in the respective countries.  This point is relevant when considering how the Links Scheme should be viewed in respect of overseas HEI aspirations and how to maintain a flexibility of approach with in-country arrangements in order to match local needs.
1.7 Value Adding Outcomes of This Study in Relation to the Links Scheme
1.7.1 The study has been designed to directly address the ToR and hopefully provide a steer on the future of FICHE.  In addition, through the study processes a number of influences have been brought to bear on those participating, namely:
· in all meetings generating the idea that link co-ordinators themselves should be more self-evaluative in respect of measuring link outcomes against purposes set.

· in discussions and visits promoting the need for more publicity in overseas HEIs about the Links Scheme and about DFID priorities, partly to generate more quality applications and partly to discourage those that do not reflect the new priorities.

· through interviews enabling BC links managers to reflect on the effectiveness of their own management systems for the Links Scheme

· in workshops stimulating ideas amongst link co-ordinators on what good practice is in progressing link activities (there was in some countries over 80 per cent attendance at the workshops arranged for link co-ordinators).

· generally, with all those concerned promoting a systems approach to understanding the operation of the Links Scheme to enhance the management, evaluative, and information system aspects, and contributing to transparency of approach in measuring effectiveness.
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