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the essential reference for Clusters
PROJECT CYCLE MANAGEMENT
· Despite not being ‘operational’ as such, Clusters nevertheless seek collective and individual improvements to overall performance. This is achieved by adapting strategies to evolving needs – a process that conforms to the classical ‘project cycle’. 
· First stage: Assessment -- collecting data and identifying needs
· Second stage: Analysis -- transforming assessment data into information and prioritising the problems
· Third stage: Planning -- using analytical information to design projects
· Fourth stage: Implementation -- put projects into action

· Fifth stage: Monitoring -- for continuous follow-up of the project, and collecting data
· Sixth stage: Evaluation -- involves analysing the data gathered during monitoring data, judging how effective and appropriate the project was and making recommendations

All of these steps being underpinned by a lessons learning process designed to adapt agency actions to evolving field realities.
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Context and the Project Cycle
· The initial assessment and analysis stages enable us to prepare more effective plans and implement these with greater impact. It also gives us a more reliable and systematic framework with which to monitor and evaluate projects.
· Contextual and other dynamic factors influence humanitarian relief programmes. They should be recognised and factored into project design and implementation. For example, the project cycle is a useful framework for visualising humanitarian work, and for monitoring changes in the context.

· Effective disaster response depends on a clear understanding of the situation in which humanitarians work. A range of issues affect the context of this work:
• economic, social, political

• climate and geography

• organisational

• cultural and psychological

• gender issues

• human rights

• and the social norms and local capacities to cope with the disaster
· To gain a clear understanding of context, you need an effective way to gather and manage data and information. But there are many barriers to effective information management in humanitarian organizations:
• individuals usually are given an information gathering role on top of their already busy workload

• many staff do not feel involved with information, or understand how it contributes to their work

• even if they are collecting data, they may not necessarily understand why

• often feedback is neglected, with neither the community affected nor the data gatherer hearing the results

• project information systems tend to be more focused on quantitative data than qualitative

• there is a training challenge, as the individuals may be unqualified for data collection and information management

Assessment
· Humanitarians are expected to understand the basic conditions that create risk for people affected by disasters before action is taken. Assessment involves the process of collecting information as the first step in understanding these basic conditions. Initial assessments cannot be perfect as they represent a balance between speed and accuracy. However, they can provide a snapshot in time of what is happening. The goal of assessments is to collect accurate information in order to analyse problems and decide what to do.

· The type of assessment determines the quality and type of information available to the project team for decision making. Indicators are tools that are used to manage this information and signal whether a standard has been attained. They also provide a way of measuring and communicating both the impact, or result, of programmes as well as the process, or methods, used. They are global in nature and not all may be appropriate for any given context and time. Selecting the right indicators is therefore critical, as is justifying why you feel an indicator does not apply in your situation.

· Unfortunately everyone has a different perception of the context, based on cultural background, family situation, education and experience. These different perceptions make it difficult to collect accurate information. When you specialise in a particular type of solution, you are more focused on finding problems that you are familiar with handling. In the words of the old saying: `To a person with a hammer, every problem looks like a nail.’ There are four main ways to reduce this bias:
· triangulation this involves checking and comparing data against data gathered from other sources, for example

• using different techniques

• using different indicators to measure the same event

• using different information sources

• drawing on the different views, skills and experiences of people on the team
· coordination with other people to pool and compare data
· carrying out joint assessments
· adherence to baseline standards

Analysis
· Quantitative indicators compare information against a benchmark (observation). This must be combined with qualitative analysis to determine the underlying reasons for the observed situation. Poor assessment information will lead to poor analysis, regardless of the indicators being used. 
· Analytical `lenses’ help to organise assessment information so that we can better understand the context:
· analysis of gaps in available resources - where is aid most needed?
· social, political and economic analysis
· analysis of use and control of resources
· identifying demographic compositions – what is the population mix like?
· technical and sectoral analysis
· capacities and vulnerabilities – how vulnerable is the community to disaster and what capabilities can it draw on to cope?

Programme Planning
· Programme planning uses the analysis of the humanitarian context, including the current situation and root causes, and incorporates the culture, mandates, resources and capacities of actors to provide solutions.

· Ideally programme planning should be a coordinated effort to produce a strategy resulting in desired impacts – a life with dignity for all programme participants. 

· The logical framework is a useful planning tool, that works well with the Minimum Standards and key indicators
· Gap analysis helps to coordinate projects within an overall plan. the Gap identification chart is a simple tool that can be used to assist agencies in coordinating their projects by identifying gaps and duplication in delivery.

· Coordination maximises the support given to those affected by disasters, and is achieved through a process of facilitation and negotiation. Negotiations are more objective if a common analysis of the problems and needs is agreed upon, or shared

Monitoring and Evaluation
· Monitoring and evaluation are challenging because they have a dual purpose of both learning and accountability, and balancing these two agendas is problematic. Monitoring uses indicators to measure whether the project is proceeding as originally intended. However, the validity of indicators needs to be continually questioned as most emergencies are dynamic and continuously changing.

· The Sphere handbook helps in monitoring and evaluation in two ways:

first by providing Minimum Standards and key indicators for the processes; 

and second by providing a list of agreed indicators for monitoring purposes
· Monitoring and evaluating activities should be as participatory as possible and involve beneficiaries as well as project implementers, where appropriate.

· An effective monitoring and evaluation system provides a baseline for wider project or joint evaluations, and coordination and learning processes, especially in difficult emergency situations where staff turnover is high and it is difficult to capture and pass on experience and lessons learned from each situation.

· Monitoring has three functions

• providing management information

• supporting management in improving performance and learning from experience

• as an accountability tool to all stakeholders of a project

· The following guiding principles help to ensure that monitoring is effective:
· First, focus on minimal information required for each level of responsibility. This helps to avoid the organisation being overloaded with inappropriate or irrelevant information, and instead specific information is targeted to those who need it.

· Next, include all forms of communication: verbal, written, formal, informal, to help ensure that the right information goes to those who need it, when they need it
· Next, use participatory methods, so that people feel involved
· Finally, effective monitoring creates an obligation to act on operational and strategic implications of information received

· Ensure that the chosen indicators will deliver objective and useful information as follows:
· Specific - Indicators should reflect the things the project intends to change, avoiding activities that are largely subject to external influences.
· Measurable - Indicators must be precisely defined so that their measurement and interpretation is unambiguous. Indicators should enable objective data to be collected which is independent from the collector of the data. Indicators should be comparable across groups and projects, thus allowing changes to be compared and aggregated.
· Timebound - Indicators should describe when change is expected
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“planning can be defined as a process that combines an unbiased problem analysis with available resources, organisational mandate, interests and capacity”








“Monitoring is a continuous and systematic process of recording, collecting, measuring, analysing and communicating information to support Cluster coordination responsibilities for strategic oversight and quality assurance”
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