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CASE 6 
 

Formative Evaluation and Outcome Monitoring System  
for Governance in in Cambodia 
Sandip Pattanayak, CMS (India) 

 
 
1. Context  
 
Cambodia is one of the poorest countries in South-East Asia. More than a third of 
the population of Cambodia lives below the $1/day poverty line (129 in the 
Human Development Index). Emerging from years of civil conflict, Cambodia has 
made remarkable progress since 1991. In its effort to deepen its development 
reforms, the Royal Government of Cambodia has integrated the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) into its overall strategies and plans, which are 
reflected in the Rectangular Strategy (2004) and National Strategic Development 
Plans (2006-2010). High levels of poverty, limited government accountability 
and weak civil society are key challenges for development.  
 
Decentralisation and Deconcentration (D&D) of investments, programmes and 
services to political structures and administrative institutions at the sub-national 
level is considered central to poverty reduction and development. The D&D 
efforts aim at consolidating and deepening the process of democratisation at the 
grass roots and promote local development and poverty reduction. One of the 
principles is to strengthen local Commune/ Sangkat Councils (CS Councils) and 
expand their powers, responsibilities and resources. CS Councils are the local 
self-governing bodies elected by people and govern a cluster of villages. The 
National Committee for Sub-National Democratic Development (NCDD) under 
Project to Support Decentralisation and Deconcentration, which is one of its 
major governance reforms initiatives, conceived the idea to establish a 
Formative Evaluation and Outcome Monitoring System focussing on the 
performance of the CS Councils. The objectives of the support are to: 
 

1. Design and demonstrate a locally manageable, user-friendly and learning 
oriented formative evaluation system specific to the NCDD/PSDD context 
and to its projects and investments; 

2. Demonstrate and document ways and means of feeding back the 
formative evaluation findings and products into the D&D policy debate 
and into the NCDD/PSDD programming and decision making systems; 

3. Develop local capacities to manage and sustain the above formative 
evaluation systems and processes via know-how transfer; 

 
CMS is working in partnership with Economic Institute of Cambodia in the M&E 
support to NCDD. 
 
2. Type of evaluative practice 
 
The system being established is a Formative Evaluation System, which aims at 
progressive improvement in the performances of the CS Council. It includes 
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outcome monitoring, which informs and feeds into the performance assessment 
process. The performance assessment is an organisational self-assessment 
process leading to reflection, learning and action for improvement. This central 
process is complimented by feedback from the Citizens (Client of CS Council), 
Civil Society (Partners in Development) and Technical Support Staff (Facilitators 
of CS Council). The self-assessment by the CS Council completes the loop of the 
360-degree approach. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
The methods employed to do the study were mostly qualitative in nature, except 
Household Survey, which used questionnaire for data collection. However, the 
entire study was based on a constructive engagement process with the CS 
Councils from the beginning of the study. Hence, the methods should be seen in 
conjunction with the processes. The qualitative methods employed were: 
 

1. At the CS Level – Rapport building and engagement with CS Council, 
Analysis of secondary data1, Process Mapping2, Self Assessment of 
Performance, Strength and Weakness Analysis, Improvement Planning; 

2. At the Citizens’ Level – HH Survey and Focus Group Discussion3; 
3. At the Partner Level – Feed-back from NGOs, Feed-back from 

Government Line Departments; 
4. At the Facilitators’ Level – Functional Analysis; 

 
The sequence of the methods and time taken4 to complete each process/ 
method was as follows: (i) Engagement with CS Council – 1 Week, (ii) Secondary 
data analysis – 2 Weeks; (iii) Focus Group Discussion – 2 Weeks, (iv) HH Survey 
– 6 Weeks, (v) Feed-back from NGOs and Feed-back from Line Departments – 
2Weeks; (vi) Functional Analysis – 1 Week; (vii) Commune Performance 
Assessment (including process mapping, self assessment of performance, 
strength and weakness analysis and improvement planning) – 2 Weeks; and 
(viii) Feed-back to Provincial Authorities; 
 
For each of the three provinces, a province level report has been prepared, which 
analyses the performances of the four CS in that province. 
 
B. Values and Quality 
4. Values (and their negotiation) 
 
The process is being guided by the following values and principles: 

                                                        
1 Secondary information available with the CS Council on development projects implemented 
including projects implemented by NGOs and Government Line Departments; revenue and 
expenses; capacity development initiatives taken up for the CS Council and availability of key 
records and regular maintenance of records as a measure of transparency and accountability; 
2 Processes followed by the CS Council in development planning and implementation as against 
the processes described in official guidelines and manuals; 
3 FGDs were conducted with community members in each village (One FGD per village). 
4 The time given is average time to complete the process for a set of four CS. 
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1. Engagement with the CS council to dispel fear and enabling the 
councillors to identify strengths and weaknesses and take improvement 
actions; 

2. The system design was kept flexible to allow for experimentation and 
innovation during the course of the study. The design, methods and 
processes evolved over a period incorporating learning from the field 
processes; 

3. Plurality of methods and data – The 360 degree approach was adopted to 
generate feedback from various stakeholder groups who influence and 
facilitate the performance of the CS Council. 

4. More emphasis was given on the quality of engagement processes rather 
than the completion of the study; 

5. Identify what was done well and what was not done well; identify 
learning and improvement actions and initiate actions; 

6. Identify strengths and weaknesses and work on it. 
7. Do not criticise. Encourage to embrace mistakes. 

 
5. Evaluation Quality 
 
The quality-related challenges foreseen were: 
 

 Delivery of the assignment due to changes to the team of the local partner  
 Slow absorption in terms of understanding study concepts, methods and 

overall study requirements within the local  
 Stakeholder management on the concept;  
 Data quality in terms of collection and analysis; 
 User-friendly System Protocol and TOT development 
 Capacity building of EIC team; 
 Coordination and communication with the client 

 
The following processes were put in place to address the challenges: 
 

1. CMS took the lead organisation role and was responsible for overall 
design, planning, execution, management and monitoring of the 
assignment. A full-time team of two consultants was placed on-site for a 
period of one year to anchor the process and take lead. 

 
2. Capacity building was done through daily engagement with the national 

consultants, on-field demonstration and handholding and through in-
house orientation. Concepts and process were kept simple. It started with 
methods and their application and then moved to processes and concepts. 

 
3. Senior resources of the national partners were mentored to ensure that 

the skills stay within the organisation and institutionalisation takes place. 
 

4. Fort-nightly briefing was done to the client on the progress of work and 
challenges. Post-pilot briefing was provided on the findings of the pilot. 
This was done to ensure continuity of communication and coordination. 
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5. The evaluation was pilot in nature, as it intended to pre-test the design, 
tools, methods and approaches. This was done through piloting at three 
different provinces and assessing utility, feasibility and accuracy of the 
proposed system. Improving the performance of the C/S Council through 
a participatory process of reflection – learning and action was the 
intention of establishing the system. From the very beginning of the 
assignment, intensive effort was made to engage the elected councillors in 
the reflection-learning-action process. This was done to reduce fear of 
externally facilitated assessment and promote ownership of the processes 
and improvement actions. Care was taken to see that the findings help the 
C/S in reaching at an actionable conclusion. However, often, the 
requirements of process quality clashed with the demands of accuracy. In 
the evaluation principles it was decided that greater emphasis will be on 
quality and empowerment rather than accuracy and completion. 

 
C. Complexity and Robustness 
 
6. Complexity. Why is the evaluation focus, i.e. the object of study, considered 

‘complex’? To what extent did this affect the choice of methodology, and how? 
 
Cambodia is going through social, economical and political transformation. 
Decentralisation and deconcentration is ongoing and rapid changes are being 
made to create and strengthen political and administrative institutions at the 
sub-national level. Commune Councils existed as traditional institutions in 
Cambodia. These structures were constitutionally recognised and were allowed 
to contest politically in 2002-03. Since then a series of reform measures have 
been taken to strengthen these institutions of local self-governance. The C/S is 
continuously evolving with progressive evolution of the decentralisation and 
deconcentration scene in the country. Cambodian society is strongly hierarchical 
in nature. Questioning positions of power or authority is generally not accepted 
well in the society. Moreover, the experience of Khmer Rouge period, deeply 
entrenched this behaviour. In such context, provoking the councillors to reflect, 
self assess, identify areas of improvement and take improvement actions were 
challenging. Hence, a more objective assessment method was adopted. The 
whole exercise was viewed with scepticism and fear. Councillors were 
apprehensive to rate something low or below average and then provide evidence 
for their low scoring. Lack of sufficiently trained human resources, limited 
financial resources, corruption affects governance at national, provincial and 
local level. Often, while discussing about strengths and weaknesses, the 
councillors were agitated and were of the opinion that organisational 
strengthening should be done at the national and provincial level first, then at 
the local level. All these, required a lot of confidence building as a part of the 
process requirement. 
 
 
7. Robustness  
 
The assignment was pluralist, evolutionary and iterative. Study pilots were 
intended to experiment the design, tools and approaches and evolve over a 
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period of time. It started with a conventional evaluation design, which covered 
key aspect of organisational performance assessment and developmental 
outcomes. However, during the pre-pilot phase, it was understood that the 
process quality and engagement of C/S Councillors and other stakeholders was 
important than the findings per se. Some fundamental questions were asked:  
 

 Why is this being conducted? 
 Who will benefit from it? 
 What changes are envisaged and how will the changes occur? 

 
8. Lessons learned and potential improvements 
 

 In a multi-stakeholder evaluation assignment, create a coordinating 
mechanism like an Evaluation Core Group. The Evaluation Core Group 
would act as a decision-making body and would steer the evaluation 
assignment. It would have representation from all principal stakeholders 
and would meet at regular intervals for review, planning and trouble-
shooting. 

 Set the principles of evaluation and evolve a consensus around it. Be 
flexible to evolve and add to the principles when something new is learnt. 

 Bring clarity and agreement between parties to the evaluation on what is 
to be delivered, what can reasonably be delivered and what is not to be 
delivered; if scope of work changes, renegotiate. 

 
 
 
 


