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INTRODUCTION

This paper presents a brief analysis of the importance of strengthening national evalua-
tion capacities towards the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It
explores the need and opportunities for bringing evaluation practice closer to national poli-
cymaking and evidence-based decision-making. This requires a stronger and broad-based
platform to advocate for evaluation, to innovate in development and evaluation practice,
and ensure that learning is captured into a dynamic knowledge management framework.
Based on these needs, it introduces the pathway that has led to the development of the
EVALSDGs network as a global network for sharing information on evaluation of the SDGs. It
also articulates the contribution that a more explicit policy environment for evaluation and
stronger evaluation practice can make towards achievement of the SDGs.

Background to the Sustainable Development Goals

From 2000-2015, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) focused global efforts on
development and spurred progress towards achievement of human development goals
around the world. Much has been achieved?®, but a key criticism of the MDGs was that
there was insufficient attention paid to generating evidence on achievements and learning
from challenges®'. The UNDP report on the MDGs found that “Better data are needed for
the post-2015 development agenda’, and particularly high quality, disaggregated data.??
Furthermore, the report highlights the importance moving forward of national capacities in
relation to measuring progress in development.
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The SDGs are the basis of the post-2015 global development agenda (2030 Agenda)
formally adopted in New York on 25 September 2015. Seventeen goals were developed
through an extensive process of global consultation, each with a set of associated targets.
Indicators for measurement of the targets are currently under development and expected to
be completed in March 2016.The 2030 Agenda emphasises the importance of every national
government defining and measuring their own objectives and targets to measure their pro-
gress, representing a shift from the previous focus of the MDGs on developing countries.®

Importance of Evaluation to the Sustainable Development Goals

The final 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ includes acknowledgement of the
importance of evaluation as part of the principles on which follow up and review of progress
towards the goals should be based:

“They will be rigorous and based on evidence, informed by country led evaluations and data
which is high quality, accessible, timely, reliable and disaggregated by income, sex, age,
race, ethnicity, migration status, disability and geographic location and other characteris-
tics relevant in national contexts.”

“They will require enhanced capacity building support for developing countries, including
the strengthening of national data systems and evaluation programmes.”®

The importance of evaluation to the SDGs, and particularly at the national level, is sup-
ported by a recent report from the United Nations Evaluation Group which highlights the
contribution of evaluations to accountability, transparency, and evidence-based decision-
making, important especially to achieving and measuring results at a national level.®

Evaluation aims to support learning, transparency, accountability and improvement.
Evaluation evidence can inform, orient and strengthen efforts and interventions under the
SDGs. Evaluation of what is working, for whom, and under what conditions will accelerate
progress both towards “The World We Want”and towards “Blending evaluation principles with
development practices to change people’s lives”. Evaluation processes also have the potential
to support and empower national governments and their citizens to navigate complex prob-
lems and take effective actions that will ultimately contribute to the 2030 Agenda.

Introducing EVALSDGs

EVALSDGs is an emerging initiative of the EvalPartners network. EvalPartners was formed
by the International Organization for Cooperation in Evaluation (IOCE)® in partnership with
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the United Nations in March 2012%. EvalPartners and IOCE have been working to contrib-
ute to improved country-led evaluation systems and policies, to strengthen the enabling
environment for civil society organizations (CSOs) to engage in a strategic and meaningful
manner in national evaluation processes, and for evaluations that are equity-focused and
gender responsive.® EVALSDGs has been formed as part of EvalPartners in partnership with
UNEG, which is taking an active role in assessing the evaluability of the SDGs and associated
indicators and the processes by which they will be evaluated. The concept of EVALSDGs is:

“EVALSDGs is a network of interested and skilled policy makers, institutions and practitioners
who advocate for the evaluability of the performance indicators of the new SDGs and
support processes to integrate evaluation into national and global review systems.

“EVALSDGs members work to support the evaluation community to be prepared for evaluat-
ing initiatives towards better outcomes for the SDGs and ultimately, the 'World We Want."®

EVALSDGs was formed in response to the need to improve effective monitoring and
evaluation of the SDGs in a way that maximizes participation of and influence on national
systems as well as realizing the potential of evaluation to strongly contribute to the global
agenda of the SDGs. In this respect it is strongly aligned with the NEC theme of “Blending
evaluation principles with development practices to change people’s lives”.

DISCUSSION

Progress towards “The world we want” - the headline of the SDGs extensive consultative
process — requires efforts at every level to turn aspirations into realities. The focus of the
SDGs on all national governments to define and measure their own targets is a new process
and a significant shift from the preceding MDGs that opens potential for a wide range of
benefits to national governments, though also represents major challenges and a high level
of complexity.

Evaluation adds value to the follow-up and review processes of the SDGs

Each of the 17 SDGs has a set of global targets and indicators that will help countries develop
implementation strategies and allocate resources towards achieving the goals.*® However,
the focus of the SDGs process has mainly been on review and reporting as a report card
approach against the chosen indicators. Evaluation has the capacity to step beyond com-
pliance into engagement in performance assessment, learning, strengthening of account-
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ability mechanisms, as well as contributing to policy- and decision-making processes.
Strengthening of global and national evaluation capacity will add substantial value to the
SDG implementation process and assist in achieving long-term outcomes.

Embedding evaluation theory and practice in the monitoring and review of the SDGs
enhances opportunities for greater impact, including amplifying the voice of national stake-
holders and local people in SDG initiatives. A deeper understanding of the unique theory of
change in local contexts can be gained through building evaluative processes at the com-
mencement of respective SDG implementation activities. Recognition of diversity within
countries can be assisted through aligned, but distinct evaluative processes.

National evaluation policies could contribute to the achievement of the SDGs

Given the above highlighted potential contributions of evaluation to the achievement of the
SDGs, itis important to discuss the ‘enabling environment’for evaluation at the national level.
Consultations to date by IOCE and EvalPartners as part of EvalYear 2015 have established the
importance of the national policy environment in supporting a positive enabling environ-
ment for evaluation.®’ Barbara Rosenstein, supported through the EvalPartners Parliamentar-
ians Network, conducted a mapping exercise of national evaluation policies worldwide. She
found a high level of variation in the current status of national evaluation policies and the
ways they are administered.”? As Rosenstein (2015) argues, there remain many unanswered
questions for further exploration around the links between evaluation policies, evaluation
culture, and how these ultimately contribute to improved outcomes for countries and their
citizens. In the context of the SDGs this is an important area of uncertainty - evaluation does
have potential to contribute to greater achievement towards the SDGs if it successfully sup-
ports evidence-based and responsive decision-making. Considerations of social equity and
gender equality in relation to national evaluation policies should also be important priorities
in relation to evaluation of the SDGs.”

Strengthening national evaluation systems is crucial to evaluation of

SDGs and national and local outcomes

Evaluation draws from and synthesizes a wide range of data sources, including quantitative
and qualitative, short-term and long-term, and seeks to ensure that findings are meaning-
ful. Independent evaluation can contribute to a credible, more adaptive, learning-oriented
process for implementation in any thematic area. It helps to measure, analyse and demon-
strate clear evidence of achievement and challenges. Rigorous, and often mixed, methods
in evaluation practice ultimately contribute to improved accountability and evidence-based
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decision-making, stronger leadership, as well as facilitating learning and innovation. In rela-
tion to national governments, evaluation findings and recommendations can help to guide
resource allocation, improve outcomes, and to empower governments to demonstrate their
success and improve accountability to their citizens.

The lack of good data is challenging in the context of evaluation of development globally
and at national levels.® There are new opportunities arising due to technological advance-
ments for new sources of data that could facilitate easier tracking of the SDG indicators.*> Col-
laboration between actors in development is needed to capitalize on opportunities as they
arise and to share knowledge and build operational data capture and flow systems at the
national level. Building this capacity at the national level has potential to enhance the col-
lection and analysis of data at the national level and contribute to development outcomes.

Providing a platform for collaboration on‘blending evaluation principles

with development practices’

Given the high level of complexity associated with the SDGs and thus with measuring pro-
gress towards them at all levels, there is much to gain from having a platform for open dia-
logue and creating strategic links to share lessons and advances as they occur and to share
lessons learned from approaches or methodologies. Such collaboration should be a prior-
ity for national governments seeking to develop their national evaluation capacities and
in some cases national evaluation policies. EVALSDGs has the potential to provide such a
platform for collaboration around the development of national evaluation capacities and
policies as they relate to the SDGs.

EVALSDGs, through the EvalPartners network, recognizes the importance of linking
national governments and donor organizations with the evaluation sector and evaluation
practitioners, particularly the Voluntary Organizations for Professional Evaluation (VOPEs)
that are springing up at global, regional and national levels. UNEG, a partner in EVALSDGs,
emphasizes the importance of the higher levels of ownership of initiatives by stakehold-
ers that can be generated through evaluations, and especially by making the results of
evaluations easily available to stakeholders.”® Consequently, the EVALSDGs network brings
together evaluation practitioners, CSO networks with national governments and develop-
ment partners with a focus on sharing, learning and innovation. In this way, EVALSDGs aims
to add value to both the evaluation sector and to the SDGs implementation and review pro-
cesses and ultimately contribute to greater achievement in relation to the SDGs and ‘chang-
ing people’s lives’ through development practices.
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Changing people’s lives through increased engagement in evaluation of SDGs

Good evaluation practice is based on effective stakeholder engagement. Stakeholders need
to be more engaged in monitoring and evaluation and their engagement is needed to assist
in providing a useful framework and practices for governments and international agencies to
generate valid quantitative and qualitative data as evidence for performance monitoring and
learning. Building national evaluation capacities to enable evaluators to effectively engage
with governments, donor agencies, and other stakeholders is an important priority to sup-
port the SDGs. At the same time, commissioners and procurement processes for evaluation
need to improve, including allocation of sufficient resources to cover all stages of the evalu-
ation requirements including learning and stakeholder engagement. Evaluation processes
must have sufficient scope to include and raise the voice of previously excluded minorities
or disempowered stakeholders, who are often most affected by national decision-making.
Most importantly, individuals with influence to change people’s lives such as national and
sectoral leaders and other key civic leaders require assistance to increase awareness of evalu-
ation findings and what decisions can be made to bring about accelerated and equitable
progress in relation to the SDGs outcomes.

CONCLUSION

The priorities for countries in terms of developing national evaluation capacities to support
the SDGs are to promote improved decision-making through evaluation, learning and inno-
vation, specific to country contexts. Enhanced focus on national data systems and blending
quantitative and qualitative analysis through evaluation will strengthen analysis and collabora-
tive action between national governments and CSOs, particularly through VOPEs. Meaningful
evaluation should include accountability and transparency mechanisms as well as concerns
of social equity and gender equality by giving voice to previously marginalized stakeholders.
A platform for collaboration around evaluation and the SDGs has the potential to facilitate
knowledge sharing and networking towards the advancement of national evaluation capac-
ities. EVALSDGs provides a platform for collaboration around the development of national
evaluation capacities in development as they relate to the SDGs. In this way, both national
governments and the evaluation sector can ultimately contribute to greater achievement in
relation to the SDGs and to ‘changing people’s lives’ through development practices.
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