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Evaluation policy and guidelines for evaluations

This document describes the evaluation policy and guidelines for evaluations of the 
Policy and Operations Evaluation Department (IOB) of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. It places the evaluation policy in the context of the Order on Periodic Evaluation 
and Policy Information (known as RPE 2006)1, the government-wide framework for the 
evaluation of government policy in general.  It also reflects recent decisions regarding 
the function of evaluation at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the role IOB plays 
within it. 

IOB’s evaluation policy and the guidelines must be seen in the context of a changed 
environment. An increasingly critical outside world demands a clearer insight into the 
results of the Netherlands’ foreign policy. There is growing pressure for ministers to 
account not only for the use of public funds, but even more so for the results achieved. 
This also applies to the various areas of foreign policy. If evaluations are to contribute 
to this, they must be independent, public, transparent and accessible. 

In publishing these guidelines, IOB wishes to provide transparency to third parties: 
colleagues at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Dutch parliament, organisations and 
institutions affected by IOB evaluations, users of the evaluation results, and interested 
citizens. In each evaluation report, IOB accounts for the specific evaluation; this 
document clearly presents the general principles and guidelines IOB applies internally 
in conducting evaluations. 

The guidelines outlined in this document apply in principle to all evaluations 	
conducted by IOB, unless explicitly stated otherwise. It should be borne in mind 	
that the Netherlands has a long tradition of evaluation in the field of development 
cooperation, which is expressed through international agreements, fora, cooperation, 
etc. and which impacts on IOB’s work. That is not the case for other areas of foreign 
policy. Because its mandate also extends to these other areas of policy, IOB is in an 
exceptional position, especially internationally. 

The evaluation policy and guidelines reflect the opinions and perspectives that 
underpin IOB’s work. In that sense, this document describes the ideal situation for IOB. 
Reality will sometimes deviate from this ideal in some ways. There will always be a 
certain tension between theory and practice. However, IOB aims to work as much as 
possible according to these guidelines. It is important to remember that neither policy 
nor guidelines are carved in stone. This must be seen as a growth document, in the 
most literal sense. New insights may lead to it being adapted in the future. IOB will thus 
periodically review its policy and the guidelines and, if necessary, revise them. The latest 
updated version of this document will be available at http://www.minbuza.nl. 

1		  Order on Periodic Evaluation and Policy Information 2006, Government Gazette, 26 April 2006, no. 83.
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In the first half of the 1970s the budget for development cooperation increased rapidly. 
So rapidly that concerns were voiced from various quarters, and especially in the 
media, that this was having an adverse effect on the quality of aid. As a consequence 	
of this negative publicity, the Minister for Development Cooperation felt the need 	
for an independent opinion on development policy, autonomous of the policy 
departments involved. On 1 July 1977 the Operations Review Unit (IOV) was set up 	
by ministerial order. It was made clear from the beginning that IOV would focus on 
bilateral cooperation, both governmental and non-governmental (in so far as the 	
latter was government-funded), but would in principle restrict its activities to the 
Netherlands’ contribution to joint interventions. On the basis of this restriction, the 
minister took the position that IOV could conduct inspections without the permission 
of the recipient country or organisation. IOV’s work programme was drawn up 
together with the policy departments and submitted to the minister for approval. 

Outside the work programme the minister and the ministry management were also 
authorised to commission IOV to conduct inspections on an ad hoc basis. However, 
this occurred only sporadically. From the start IOV focused on individual projects, 
submitting confidential reports to the minister. The reports were confidential because 
they referred to identifiable events and individuals. 

From 1979 the House of Representatives of the Dutch parliament called each year for 
IOV’s reports to be made as public as possible. Eventually, it was agreed that general 
reports would be sent to parliament, together with summaries of project inspections. 
The first summarised report that IOV sent to the House was the 1984 General Evaluation 
of Dutch Bilateral Development Cooperation. 

In the 1980s, IOV’s area of work shifted from the inspection of individual projects 	
to evaluations of sectors, policy themes and country programmes. During verbal 
consultations with the House of Representatives in 1987 the minister agreed that all 
IOV reports would be fully public and would be sent to parliament, together with a 
policy letter from the minister containing his or her response to the report. The reports 
were used actively in debates by members of both the House of Representatives and 	
the Senate. Universities and other institutions in the public and private sectors also 
showed a lively interest in the reports once they became accessible. 

In 1996 a far-reaching reassessment of Dutch foreign policy took place. It was widely 
acknowledged that development cooperation, foreign policy and international trade 
could no longer be seen as independent policy areas. Foreign policy was ‘decompart-
mentalised’ and the various areas of international activity were integrated. For the 
purpose of the review, IOV published a new synthesis study, summarising the results 	
of the evaluation reports of the preceding decade. During the reorganisation that 
accompanied the policy reassessment, it was logical to modify IOV’s mandate. 
Whereas, before the review, IOV was only responsible for evaluations in the field of 
development cooperation, its area of operations was now extended to include the 
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whole of foreign policy. This implied that, in the future, the Unit could address itself 	
to all subjects that fell under the Homogenous Budget for International Cooperation 
(HGIS). The change in IOV’s mandate led to a revision of its position in the organisational 
structure of the ministry. It would no longer be accountable to the Director-General for 
International Cooperation (DGIS) but directly to the Secretary-General. The Unit was 
also given a new name: in the future it would be known as the Policy and Operations 
Evaluation Department (IOB). 

In recent years IOB’s position and role has once again been the subject of political 
debate and discussion within the ministry. Many of the issues discussed in the 1980s 
were once again on the agenda, including the independence of evaluation, the public 
nature of the reports, the relationship between external accountability and internal 
learning. This led in 2008 to the Minister for Development Cooperation reconfirming 
to parliament the independence of IOB and the public nature of its reports. However, 
IOB’s programming authority was restricted to development cooperation.2 In the other 
fields of foreign policy, primary responsibility now lies with the Director-General 
concerned, who can request IOB to conduct evaluations. 
 

2		  Letter from the Ministers of Foreign Affairs and for Development Cooperation of 16 October 2007 on 
implementation of the Boekestijn/Gill’ard motion regarding the Policy and Operations Evaluation 
Department (IOB) (31200V, no. 9). Report from the Permanent Committee on Foreign Affairs on IOB of 29 
May 2008, approved on 25 June 2008. 
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The Policy and Operations Evaluation Department is the evaluation department of 	
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Institutionally, IOB is directly accountable to the 	
Secretary-General. It forms part of the ministry’s Audit Committee. Together with 	
the Audit Department and the Inspection and Evaluation Unit (ISB), IOB forms the 	
cluster ‘In Control’. 

Internationally, IOB is a member of the OECD/DAC network of evaluation services. 	
It also takes part in consultations between the evaluation services of the European 	
Union, and of the countries united in the Nordic+ group. IOB contributes to the activities 
of a number of other forms of international cooperation, including the consultation 
committee of German-speaking evaluation services (DACH), the Network of Networks for 
Impact Evaluation (NONIE) and the International Initiative on Impact Evaluation (3IE). 

IOB’s mandate is as follows: 

The Policy and Operations Evaluation Department meets the need for evaluation  
of policy and its implementation with regard to all policy areas that are financed by 
the homogenous budget for international cooperation (HGIS). IOB evaluates the 
implementation of the Netherlands’ foreign policy, giving particular attention to its 
relevance, efficiency and effectiveness, the sustainability of the results achieved and 
the consistency and coherence of the policy. 

In the light of this mandate, IOB has the following tasks:

1)	to conduct high quality evaluations for learning and accountability purposes; 
2)	to ensure balanced evaluation programming in the field of development cooperation 

and to advise on programming in other areas of foreign policy; 
3)	to contribute to improvement of the quality of evaluations conducted by, or on behalf 

of, policy departments, institutions subsidised by the ministry, and multilateral 
institutions by drawing up generally applicable quality requirements and guidelines 	
for conducting evaluations, advising on the design and implementation of individual 
evaluations, and conducting systematic assessments of these evaluations or peer 
reviews of other evaluation services; 

4)	to strengthen capacity to conduct evaluations in partner countries by supporting 
education and training and participating in joint evaluations; 

5)	to promote the distribution and communication of evaluation results. 

Re 1: 
IOB’s main task is to conduct high-quality evaluations within the framework of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ evaluation programme. These evaluations can relate to all 
areas of foreign policy that fall under the HGIS. In this context, evaluation comprises 
critical and thorough investigation of a policy or programme and explaining the results. 
IOB evaluations do not stand in isolation but are in principle part of the policy cycle, 	
in which planning, monitoring and evaluation are seen as an integrated whole. 
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Evaluation is therefore an essential component of the ‘knowledge function’ within the 
ministry. Knowledge on the implementation and impact of policy supports two concrete 
functions:

•	 it provides the basis for accounting to parliament and society at large for policy 	
and expenditure (accountability function); 

•	 it generates information for the purposes of improving policy formulation and 	
implementation (learning function). 

Re 2: 
As stated in the RPE 2006 systematic evaluation must be a fixed component of every 	
policy process. Each policy area must be periodically evaluated at the level of operational 
objectives. The RPE 2006 thus forms the basis of evaluation programming. The 	
programming is also determined by specific requests from parliament, ministers and 	
state secretaries, and budget holders. Within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, IOB has final 
responsibility for programming evaluations in the field of development cooperation and 
advises on programming in other areas of foreign policy. 

Re 3: 
IOB is not the only unit at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs concerned with evaluation. Policy 
advisors also have to deal with evaluations, as the contact for evaluation programming 
within their policy department, as a ‘client’ commissioning an evaluation, sometimes as 
(joint) implementer, or as a user of the results. In addition to conducting evaluations, IOB 
therefore has an advisory function. This entails formulating quality criteria and guidelines 	
for implementing evaluations and advising on the Terms of Reference for evaluations that 
IOB does not conduct itself. During the annual settlement of the programme, agreements are 
made regarding the extent to which IOB will play an advisory role in evaluations conducted 
by or on behalf of ministry departments. IOB also advises on the design of the ministry’s 
evaluation function, the evaluation system and instruments, and coordination with planning 
and monitoring. In addition IOB performs quality tests on programme evaluations 	
conducted by cofinanced non-governmental organisations (MFS), with the aim of 	
strengthening their evaluation capacity. 

For the multilateral channel IOB is involved in international reviews of the evaluation 
services of relevant institutions. 

Re 4: 
Strengthening evaluation capacity in partner countries is an important theme in develop-
ment cooperation. Independent evaluation capacity in partner countries is indispensable if 
the aim of establishing a system based on mutual accountability is to be achieved in reality. 
IOB sees it as its task to contribute to this by supporting international initiatives aimed at 
strengthening evaluation capacity. In addition, where possible and safeguarding its own 
criteria for independence and quality, IOB works together with researchers from partner 
countries in conducting evaluations. 
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Ad 5: 
Evaluations generate knowledge on the basis of experience from the past regarding 
what works and what does not, and especially why. IOB considers it important that the 
results of evaluations are distributed as widely as possible. To achieve this, it discusses 
the findings in staff meetings, with ministers and state secretaries, and with other 
national and international parties involved in the evaluations. In addition, where 
possible and where it does not conflict with its own responsibilities, IOB will offer 
support in preparing policy responses and descriptions of evaluation findings in the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ Annual Reports. 
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4.1		  What is evaluation? 

There is a wide variety of definitions of the concept of evaluation. In the 1980s 	
and 1990s, the OECD/DAC worked on a shared framework of concepts for evaluation 
practices in the field of development cooperation. The resulting definition of 	
evaluation serves as a basis for IOB’s work. 

‘An evaluation is an assessment, as systematic and objective as possible, of an ongoing 
or completed project, programme or policy, its design, implementation and results. 
The aim is to determine the relevance and fulfilment of objectives, developmental 
efficiency, effectiveness, impact and sustainability. An evaluation should provide 
information that is credible and useful, enabling the incorporation of lessons learned 
into the decision-making process of both recipients and donors.’3 

The OECD/DAC definition reflects an understanding of evaluation that is broadly 
supported in the international community of evaluators. The definition is intended for 
evaluations in the field of development cooperation. Since IOB’s work extends further 
than development cooperation, concepts like ‘developmental’ and ‘recipients and 
donors’ will not apply to all IOB evaluations. 

Evaluation is different to reviews and monitoring. The OECD/DAC Glossary describes	
a review as an assessment of the performance of an intervention, periodically or on 	
an ad hoc basis. For IOB the main difference between a review and an evaluation is 	
that a review is considered a management instrument for operational monitoring of 
the implementation of an activity, and therefore focuses on operational aspects and 
recording results, while evaluation is a more in-depth assessment of the aims, 
implementation and results of an intervention, with the question of attribution 	
as its main focus. 

Monitoring is an instrument of internal management. It aims, on the basis of a fixed 
set of indicators, to provide a regular insight into the progress made in implementing 
activities. Monitoring allows a budget holder or the implementer of an intervention 	
to stay up to date on inputs supplied and activities performed (outputs). Monitoring 
shows whether intended activities have actually been carried out. Good, systematic 
monitoring is of great importance for evaluations, as it provides a significant part of 
the data on which evaluation is based. 

3		  DAC principles for Aid Evaluation, OECD/DAC, 1991 (the definition was also included in the DAC Glossary

		  of Key Terms in Evaluation and Results-based Management in 2002).
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4.2		 Types of evaluation 

The Order on Periodic Evaluation and Policy Information 2006 (RPE 2006) prescribes 	
a system of evaluation based on the so-called operational objectives, OD. The system 
entails periodical evaluation of these operational objectives. 

The RPE 2006 distinguishes between policy reviews and ex-post impact studies. 	
Both concepts deviate from the evaluation terminology used internationally, but are 
the equivalent of the more common terms ‘policy evaluation’ and ‘impact evaluation’. 
The starting point is that policy reviews, which are linked to the operational objectives, 
are as far as possible fed by impact studies. In principle they resemble synthesis 
studies. IOB gives priority to these types of evaluation, where – especially in the field 	
of development cooperation – policy reviews are preceded by a series of ex-post impact 
studies (impact evaluations). 

On the basis of the system prescribed in the RPE 2006, IOB impact evaluations will 
generally focus on interventions (ranging from programmes to various forms of budget 
support). Policy evaluations (or reviews) address themes or sectors. In addition, 
integrated foreign policy can also give rise to ‘decompartmentalised’ evaluations of 
country or regional policies. 

Besides these – usually extensive – evaluations, IOB can also conduct short internal 
evaluations that are limited in nature and necessary to monitor the progress of 
programmes. 

Part of the evaluations in IOB’s programming focuses solely on Dutch programmes 	
and activities. It is logical for these evaluations to be conducted by IOB. However, it is 
becoming increasingly common to work together with international partners in the 
field of development cooperation. Projects by individual donors are gradually being 
replaced by joint financing of government policy in partner countries. It is then also 
logical that donors give greater preference to the joint programming and 	
implementation of evaluations. In cases where donors work together, for example in 
providing joint support for sector policy or other far-reaching forms of joint financing 
(such as basket-funding), IOB evaluations will in principle be conducted in cooperation 
with other donors, as long as IOB’s criteria for independence and quality are met. The 
nature of the cooperation can vary from actual participation by several donors in an 
evaluation, agreeing on a division of tasks within a shared Terms of Reference, to 
agreement on the division of labour between different themes, sectors or countries. 
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4.3 	 Evaluation criteria 

Evaluation calls for a tailor-made approach. That does not mean, however, ignoring 
quality criteria or abandoning consistency in approach. In all evaluations, the 	
evaluation criteria must be applied in an unambiguous and, above all, transparent 	
way. Here, in particular, standardisation is paramount to enable evaluations and their 
results to be compared. The evaluation criteria applied by IOB are largely identical to 
those drawn up by the OECD/DAC. The OECD/DAC definition of evaluation specifies 
five criteria for evaluation of development interventions: efficiency, effectiveness, 
impact, relevance and sustainability. The evaluation criteria refer to different result 
levels founded on the logical framework or result chains based on it. Together, these 
criteria provide a framework within which researchers can present their findings in an 
ordered and coherent way. The extent to which equal attention can or will be paid to 	
all criteria will vary per evaluation. Furthermore, additional criteria can be applied: 
evaluation of ‘decompartmentalised’ policy, for example, may require that IOB devotes 
explicit attention to policy consistency. 

4.3.1 	 Efficiency 
Efficiency measures how economically resources (inputs) and the way they are applied 
are converted to direct results. The concept therefore illustrates the relationship 
between input and output and refers to a level of results that the implementer can 
check. 

In evaluating efficiency, both the quantity and quality of inputs and outputs are 
assessed. The most economical or cost-effective input is not always the most 	
appropriate and there can be significant tradeoffs between the quantity and quality 	
of outputs. Assessing efficiency also calls for comparison with alternative approaches, 
with which the same outputs can be achieved. This is by no means always easy because 
there are often no previously formulated benchmarks and they might have to be 
developed on the basis of practical experience. That is more likely in the case of, for 
example, interventions involving construction activities than of those aiming to bring 
about social or institutional change. 

The following elements should be taken into account when evaluating efficiency:

•	 Have appropriate inputs been deployed at the lowest possible cost?
•	 Have activities been conducted in an uncomplicated manner?
•	 Have decisions been made at the right level and has bureaucracy been avoided 	

as far as possible?
•	 Have overhead costs been kept to a minimum?
•	 Has duplication been avoided? 
•	 Have conflicts during implementation been prevented or solved?
•	 Have outputs been achieved within the planned period and budget? 
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4.3.2 	 Effectiveness 
Effectiveness relates to the extent to which the direct results of interventions (output) 
contribute to the sustainable achievement of policy objectives (outcome). Policy 
objectives are the objectives that interventions are intended to achieve and should, 	
in principle, be formulated in the project document. In some cases policy objectives 
can be identical to the operational objectives specified in the budget or specific 
components of them. 

An intervention is considered effective if its outputs have made a demonstrable 
contribution to achievement of the intervention’s intended objectives. Efficiency and 
effectiveness refer to two successive levels in the results chain. A positive assessment 	
at one level does not automatically imply a positive assessment at the other. An 
intervention can be efficient without having an effect, and an effective intervention 
can be inefficiently implemented. 

The effects of an intervention are beyond the direct control of the implementer. 
Interventions generate outputs which are assumed to generate the desired effects. 
Evaluating effectiveness aims to establish this causality. The core problem is that it 
would be ideal to know what would have happened if the intervention had not 
occurred (the counterfactual). Only then can observed changes be attributed to the 
intervention and is it possible to speak of the net effects. In other words, there is a 
problem of attribution. As long as other factors have a visible impact on the observed 
changes, the problem is relatively simple to solve. It is more difficult when influential 
factors are not immediately visible (the ‘unobservables’). Researchers cannot know 
what they do not know. Evaluations try to find a solution to this problem (see 6.6). 

In practice – especially in the case of large and complex interventions, but also with 
interventions that aim to bring about effects that are difficult or impossible to quantify 
– evaluations often make use of plausibility argumentation. It is then important that 
the argument is transparent and credible. 

In essence, three steps can be distinguished in the evaluation of effectiveness:	

•	 The measurement of changes in the effect variables in comparison to the situation 	
at the start (baseline); 

•	 Attribution of the observed changes to the intervention; 
•	 Assessment of changes observed and attributed to the intervention in terms of the 

objectives.
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4.3.3 	 Impact 
The broad consensus in the community of evaluators about the concepts of efficiency 
and effectiveness is less evident when it comes to impact and relevance. 

The OECD/DAC defines impact as all significant effects produced by a development 
intervention, directly or indirectly, intended or unintended, on the ultimate 	
stakeholders and third parties. While effectiveness refers only to the intended effects of 
an activity, in this terminology impact refers to all possible economic, social, political, 
technical and ecological effects at local, regional or national level that have a direct or 
indirect effect on the target group or other parties. 

In the stricter context of the logical framework, the concept of impact usually refers 	
to the highest level of results. The question is then to what extent, with the aid of 
outputs, the effects achieved (outcomes) have contributed to broader, more far-	
reaching objectives. These can be operational objectives or objectives at a higher 	
level, such as more general poverty reduction. 

In the international literature on impact evaluations, the concept of impact is used 	
for the net effects attributed to the intervention, i.e. at the level of effectiveness. 

One interpretation of impact is not by definition better than another. It is important 
that concepts are made explicit in evaluation reports. In the interest of mutual 
comparison it is desirable in ex-post impact studies to use the interpretation of impact 
evaluations most commonly applied in the international literature. In this respect IOB 
follows the instructions in the RPE 2006. 

4.3.4 	 Relevance 
The concept of relevance is also subject to different interpretations. The OECD/DAC 
defines relevance as the extent to which the objectives of a development intervention 
are consistent with beneficiaries’ requirements, country needs, global priorities and 
partners’ and donors’ policies. That makes relevance a container concept, within 
which no choices are made. This definition is unsatisfactory for several reasons. First, 
the assessment of whether an intervention is a logical consequence of or is compatible 
with policy is in essence an ex ante question that should be part of the approval 
procedure. Second, donor policy, the partner’s policy and the needs of the target group 
do not necessarily all perfectly coincide. That would imply that an intervention can be 
relevant and irrelevant at the same time. Third, policy priorities can change over time, 
such that a specific intervention is relevant at one moment and not the next, or vice 
versa. Lastly, this definition implies that the relevance of the policy itself is not up for 
discussion. In other words, it excludes problems with policy itself. 

In the logical framework, relevance refers to the extent to which the effects of 	
interventions make a sustainable contribution to achieving the ultimate objective 	
(the impact). An intervention has been valuable, or relevant, to the extent that it has 
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generated effects that bring achievement of the ultimate development objective 	
closer. IOB will apply the concept of relevance in its evaluations in this respect. 

4.3.5 	 Sustainability 
Since an activity can hardly be considered effective if the effect it has achieved is not 
lasting, sustainability is in fact an aspect of effectiveness.4  At the same time the 
concept of sustainability comprises a variety of dimensions that are relevant for 
assessing an intervention. In the donor community the sustainability of interventions 
is linked to seven factors, which can be used to analyse interventions. Which factors	
or combinations of factors are useful for assessing sustainability will depend on the 
nature of the intervention. 

•	 The involvement of the recipient is usually recognised as a factor that affects 	
the success of an intervention. Involvement is expressed through agreement on 
objectives and the provision of human and material resources; 

•	 When deploying technology it is important to take account of the financial and 
institutional capacities of the recipient and the degree to which the conditions for 
maintenance and renewal are guaranteed; 

•	 Interventions can have an effect on the environment in the short or long term. 	
While short-term effects are usually envisaged and are prevented or mitigated, 	
it is especially important to incorporate long-term environmental effects in the 
assessment, as they can neutralise positive changes or have other harmful 
consequences; 

•	 The degree to which changes are sustainable depends very strongly on social and 
cultural factors, which are often not directly visible. Studying perceptions can 
provide better insight into this dimension of sustainability; 

•	 Institutional and capacity development play an important role in determining 
sustainability. When assessing interventions the attention devoted to these aspects 
will help determine the extent to which sustainability is achieved; 

•	 Financial and economic sustainability refers to the degree to which measures 	
have been taken to guarantee that activities can continue and completed works 	
can be maintained in the future; 

•	 Interventions always take place in a wider natural, political, economic and 	
socio-cultural environment, which cannot be influenced in any way at all but which 
itself has a strong influence on effectiveness and sustainability. Changes in political 
stability, economic crises, or natural disasters can have a decisive effect on the 
sustainability of interventions. 

4		  In the context of humanitarian aid this is, of course, different. It usually entails short-term, 

		  punctual interventions, the effects of which it is hoped will only be necessary for a brief period. 
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4.3.6 	 Policy consistency 
This concept refers to the absence of inherent contradictions between different 	
policy areas. Consistency is particularly important for IOB in the evaluation of 	
decompartmentalised policy. Development objectives can conflict with international 
trade interests or foreign policy considerations. That is why it is important, particularly 
in cases where objectives have to be achieved in the context of decompartmentalised 
policy, to determine the extent to which interventions performed from different 
perspectives are coherent with and do not obstruct each other. The aim is to help 
achieve intended objectives without the effects of one intervention neutralising those 
of another. 
 
 



5
Guiding principles and 
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IOB’s guiding principles reflect the core values on which its evaluations are founded. 
They are interrelated and mutually reinforcing and, as such, they must be seen as 
providing an overall framework, with which all aspects of IOB’s evaluation work must 
be consistent. The principles determine what can be expected from an inspector and 
other researchers involved in an evaluation, from evaluation processes and products, 
and from the methodology. They are consistent with the OECD/DAC’s Principles for 
Evaluation of Development Assistance (1991) and Evaluation Standards (draft 2009). 

All IOB evaluations must be consistent with the following guiding principles: 

Independence 
The judgements of the researcher must not be influenced by external pressure or a 
conflict of interests. Organisations or institutions that are commissioned to perform 
an evaluation and members of evaluation teams may not have been previously 
involved in the interventions that are to be evaluated or in formulation 	
of the policy on which they are based. 

Objectivity 
The evaluation must be based on verifiable facts. The researcher must make every effort 
to ensure that the data on which the evaluation is based does not contain any inaccura-
cies. The presentation of facts should be clearly and recognisably distinguished from 
judgments. 

Transparency 
The evaluation must be conducted in a way that can be followed clearly by stakeholders 
and third parties. The questions to be addressed, the data base, the research methods, 
findings and conclusions must be presented in the report in a clear and accessible way. 

Validity 
The evaluation must measure what the Terms of Reference specifies as requiring 
measurement, and must do this in a way that the reader can understand. 

Reliability
 The results of the evaluation should be stable, i.e. that a repeat of the evaluation will 
produce the same results and conclusions. 

Partnership
In the case of evaluations in the field of development cooperation, where possible and 
in so far as it does not conflict with other principles, partners from the recipient 
countries will be involved in the implementation of evaluations. Every effort will be 
made to cooperate with independent researchers from the partner countries. 
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Feasibility 
Evaluations are only conducted if the data base is accessible and the associated 
methodology is available. 

Correctness 
The evaluation must not cause harm to individuals. 

Cost effectiveness 
The evaluation must be conducted at the lowest possible price, taking account of the 
other guiding principles. 

Usability 
The evaluation must result in conclusions and points for attention that are valuable for 
the user of the evaluation by suggesting actions that lie within the user’s capacity. 

Evaluation is a form of research that entails a judgment. It differs from pure academic 
research in that it always results in an opinion on the results of concrete human 
actions. Researchers therefore have a great responsibility towards stakeholders 
involved in the evaluation. This applies equally to IOB inspectors and to external 
researchers contracted by them. Researchers can therefore be expected to adhere to 
internationally accepted ethical standards for evaluations. 

The following ethical standards apply to IOB’s work5:  

Respect and understanding for other cultures 
Many evaluations are conducted in a different cultural environment to that of the 
researchers. They can therefore be expected to comply with local cultural codes during 
interviews and other forms of 	
data collection. 

Universal values 
Some cultural customs and practices may be incompatible with fundamental rights 
and freedoms. Although researchers should in principle show respect for other 
cultures, they must not ignore the effect of certain cultural values on gender 	
relations or minorities and other specific groups. In such cases they should act in 
accordance with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the associated 
international agreements. 

5		    The standards are largely based on the evaluation policies of the Danish International 

			   Development Agency (DANIDA) and the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA). 
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Gender 
Evaluations should be carried out taking account of the different roles performed by 
men and women and the aim of achieving gender equality. In policy areas where 
gender differences are a dimension or effect of the policy pursued, they should be 
taken into account in the design and implementation of the evaluation. 

Anonymity and confidentiality 
Researchers are expected to respect requests from informers to treat the information 
they provide with confidentiality and to take steps to ensure that confidential informa-
tion cannot be traced back to the source. 

Responsibility 
In many countries a critical stance regarding the government can have severe conse-
quences for researchers from the country itself. In evaluations involving local resear-
chers it is important that such risks be recognised in time and steps taken to avoid 
them, for example, by making clear agreements about who is responsible for the 
content of the report. 

Omissions 
Researchers may obtain information that is not directly important in answering the 
questions addressed in the evaluation, but is nevertheless relevant in the light 	
of the accountability and learning functions of the evaluation. In such cases, 	
the client (in the last instance, the IOB Director) will be consulted to determine 
whether this information shall be included in the report and in what form. 

Assessment of individuals 
Evaluations are not assessments of individuals. Yet evaluation reports can include 
findings on leadership and the management or other qualities of implementers that 
come close to personal assessments. Researchers should then make every effort to 
present the facts of easily traceable cases in an abstract form. If in doubt, they should 
consult with the IOB Director. 

Evidence of malpractice 
Evaluations are not investigations into legitimacy. Nevertheless it is possible that 
malpractices come to light during evaluations. In that case the researcher should 
submit the case to the IOB Director. If there is sufficient reason to do so, the Audit 
Department (ACD) will be informed. 
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6.1		 Programming 

The quality of evaluation benefits from a careful and transparent decision-making 
process. This process starts with the programming of evaluations. IOB has final 
responsibility for programming evaluations in the field of development cooperation. 
That means that the IOB Director approves the programming after it has been 	
discussed with the Financial and Economic Affairs Department (FEZ) and the other 
policy departments involved. With respect to the other areas of foreign policy,	
IOB advises on the programming, which is approved in the meeting of the Secretary-
General and the Directors-General. IOB applies the basic principles laid down in the 	
RPE 2006 for systematisation of the programming. 
	
The evaluation programming distinguishes between three types of evaluation: policy 
reviews (policy evaluations), ex-post impact studies (impact evaluations) and other 
evaluations. Policy reviews and ex-post impact studies fall under the RPE 2006. The 	
RPE prescribes that each policy area must be periodically subjected to a policy review 	
or policy evaluation at the level of operational objectives. A policy review should make 
as much use as possible of ex-post impact studies. Policy reviews and impact studies 
largely determine the IOB’s research agenda. 

In addition to the RPE 2006 there can be other reasons for including evaluations in 	
the programming. 

First, there are political considerations. At certain times policy issues can be the subject 
of political or social debate. It is then important to feed the debate with insights 
obtained through thorough and independent evaluation. 

Policy relevance can also play a role. This is determined by the priority given to an issue 
and the moment in which the evaluation is carried out. If it is clear when results are 
required for the formulation of new programmes or policies and an evaluation can be 
conducted within that period without loss of quality, IOB ensures that the evaluation is 
programmed and implemented in time, irrespective of the scale or complexity of the 
subject. 

In the field of development cooperation there is international pressure to improve 
coordination between the evaluation programming of individual donors and to conduct 
joint evaluations as far as possible. Joint evaluations include those carried out together 
with evaluation services in the recipient countries, multidonor evaluations, and various 
combinations of the two. Working together with evaluation services in recipient countries 
helps strengthen their evaluation capacity and improve mutual accountability. The choice 
of which joint evaluations IOB participates in will depend on initiatives developed during 
international consultations, opportunities to enter into strategic alliances with like-	
minded evaluation services, the extent to which IOB’s criteria for independence and 
quality are guaranteed, and whether they can be fitted into IOB’s existing programming. 
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IOB also considers it important to allow space in its programming for ad hoc requests. 
These may be requests from within the ministry for IOB to conduct short evaluations 	
of a limited nature to determine the progress of programmes or to support the 
decision-making process. In addition, ministers, state secretaries or parliament can 
request IOB to conduct specific evaluations. IOB makes every effort to comply with 
these requests. 

The evaluation programming in the field of development cooperation relates not only 
to bilateral cooperation but also to the non-governmental and multilateral channels. 
In the context of the cofinancing system (MFS) IOB conducts systematic assessments 	
of programme evaluations carried out under the responsibility of the co-financed 
non-governmental organisations themselves. In addition, IOB selects a number of 
themes or countries to conduct its own evaluations. To date, IOB has been somewhat 
reserved in programming evaluations of multilateral cooperation. Together with other 
donors, IOB has encouraged multilateral institutions to improve the quality of their 
own evaluations through peer reviews. In the future, where possible, IOB will 	
participate in joint donor initiatives aimed at a more systematic evaluation of 	
multilateral development cooperation. 

The decompartmentalisation of foreign policy and the subsequent broadening of IOB’s 
mandate mean that IOB evaluates not only interventions in the field of development 
cooperation, but also activities in other areas of foreign policy. It is not unusual for 
other foreign policy instruments to be deployed to address a specific theme, alongside 
development cooperation. This can be good reason to conduct a ‘decompartmentalised’ 
evaluation. In many cases, only the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is involved in such an 
evaluation, but not always. There are also issues of foreign policy in which other 
ministries play a prominent role. For IOB that is reason to explore the possibilities for 
conducting evaluations jointly with other ministries. In such cases, and if IOB’s 
conditions regarding independence and quality are met, these evaluations will be 
included in the programming. 
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6.2		 Preliminary study

Once a subject for evaluation has been included in the programming a preliminary 	
study can be initiated. Especially in this initial phase, a number of important decisions 
have to be made that will have far-reaching significance for the further progress of 	
the evaluation. The inspector will have to become familiar with the policy area to 	
be evaluated and the available sources of information, and form some idea of the 
questions to be addressed in the evaluation and the most adequate approach. With 
large, complex evaluations the inspector can draw up a start-up report. The report 
describes the reason for the evaluation and the objective. It can also give a brief 
description of the policy area to be evaluated and formulate core questions for the 
preliminary study. It can suggest which type of evaluation would be most appropriate 
and how it might be organised (the expected duration, whether field missions are 
considered necessary, and when and how external consultants might be needed). 	
Lastly, the start-up report can offer an insight into the expected products of the 	
evaluation and the budget. 

Start-up reports are discussed with the IOB management and the internal peer 	
reviewers designated for the evaluation (see 7.1). After decisions have been made 	
on the abovementioned main points, the preliminary study will move on to drafting 
definitive Terms of Reference for the actual evaluation. 

The preliminary study comprises a number of activities: 

Reconstruction of policy theory and intervention logic 
The extent to which a subject can be evaluated is improved by clearly formulated 	
policy principles and programme objectives, a description of the activities undertaken, 
and a logical relationship between policy, objectives and activities. Practice shows that 
these criteria are by no means always met. Generally speaking, this applies to both 
development cooperation and other areas of foreign policy. Especially at the level 	
of operational objectives, policy is often broad-ranging and not very specifically 	
formulated, aims and effects are frequently unclear and the logic of interventions is 	
not sufficiently explicit. In such cases, on the basis of the preliminary study, inspectors 
themselves will develop a policy theory and a reconstructed intervention logic based 	
on it. They will then present the theory and the logic to the policymaker to determine 
whether they are in line with what the latter had in mind. 

Defining the evaluation object
Policy themes and sectors are often broadly formulated and cover a wide variety of 
activities. This applies in particular at the level of the operational objectives specified	
in the ministry ‘s budget document. The preliminary study should therefore establish 
the limits of the evaluation object – also in the case of wide-ranging evaluations – such 
that it has a clear focus and thus remains feasible. This offers a better guarantee that the 
focus of the evaluation remains clear and that only those questions are formulated that 
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can reasonably be expected to be given a valid answer. Establishing the limits of an 
evaluation relates to the time dimension, the geographical dimension and the nature 
of the activities. It is based on conversations with relevant informants (stakeholders, 
external experts) and on literature and file studies. 

Identifying result indicators 
An important component of reconstructing policy theory is formulating a results 
chain, distinguishing various levels of results. Measurable result indicators are 
identified for each of the result levels, to enable performance to be assessed at that 
level. 

Identifying data sources 
Identifying the scale and quality of existing sources of information (files, literature, 
informants, statistical data bases) and the opportunities for gathering supplementary 
information determine the extent to which the subject can be evaluated and how the 
evaluation questions are formulated. 

Formulating the research questions 
The research questions included in the Terms of Reference are determined by the 
ultimate aim of the evaluation. They relate to the self-evident need for information 	
on results achieved at the level of outputs and effects. This information is of course 
valuable for both the accountability and learning function of an evaluation. 	
In addition, supplementary questions relating to a specific learning need can be 
formulated. 

Determining the method of evaluation 
The choice of research methods depends on a large number of factors. It will be 
influenced by the nature of the subject, the time and budget available for the 	
evaluation, data that is already available and needs to be collected, and the nature 	
of the research questions. 

6.3 	 Terms of Reference 

The Terms of Reference establish the conditions under which the evaluation will be 
conducted and form the result of the preliminary study. The ToR must contain at least 
the following components: 

•	 the reason and justification for the evaluation: a short explanation of the relevance 
of the proposed evaluation; 

•	 the (external) aim of the evaluation; 
•	 the core questions: formulation of the central research question and the secondary 

questions derived from it; 
•	 the demarcation and scope of the evaluation: explanation of how the field of 
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research will be demarcated in terms of theme, geographical location and time; 
•	 approach and choice of methodology, including focus on subsidiary studies: 

description of the design of the evaluation, the indicators, information sources 	
and research techniques; 

•	 representativeness: explanation of how and the extent to which representativeness 
plays a role in the evaluation; 

•	 organisation: explanation of the organisation of the evaluation; deployment of 
experts, organisation of workshops, missions, etc.; 

•	 products: indication of the expected subsidiary products, including subsidiary 
studies or a data base. Also an indication of whether the report will be published 	
or whether the evaluation is internal; 

•	 time path: the time path for the evaluation; 
•	 budget: a specified outline of the costs. 

If the Terms of Reference are for a policy review the questions prescribed by the RPE 
2006 must also be taken into account. Policy reviews must address the following 
questions: 

•	 What problem gave rise to the policy? Does the problem still exist? What is the cause 
of the problem? 

•	 Why does the government consider tackling the problem as its responsibility? Why is 
the responsibility at central government level (and not at local or EU level)? What 
form does that responsibility take and why? 

•	 What objective has the government formulated to solve the problem? 
•	 What instruments are being deployed? How coherent are they? Is there overlap? 

What is known about the implementation of the policy and the efficiency of 
operational management? 

•	 What is the effect of the instruments on the formulated objectives (solution to the 
problem)? Do instruments in other policy areas also have significant effect on the 
formulated objectives? What are the main positive and negative side-effects? 

•	 How are the budgets determined? On what basis? 

The draft Terms of Reference are not only put on the agenda of the IOB departmental 
meeting but should also be discussed in advance with direct stakeholders and external 
experts (preferably in the form of a reference group, see 7.2), and with the internal peer 
reviewers. The degree to which and the way in which comments are dealt with must be 
clear to all parties. The Terms of Reference for an evaluation are approved by the IOB 
Director; if the subject of the evaluation lies outside development cooperation, the ToR 
will be approved by the Director-General concerned.

The Terms of Reference form the basis on which a budget will be reserved for the 
evaluation. It also provides a framework for contracting external researchers. 	
By approving the Terms of Reference, the IOB Director also approves the budget 
included in the ToR. 
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6.4 	 Deploying researchers 

The IOB inspector bears full responsibility for setting up, conducting and completing 
the evaluation. In most cases, the inspector will deploy researchers to conduct the 
evaluation. The moment at which they will be deployed will vary, as will the extent to 
which they operate autonomously. 

Researchers can be research assistants or consultants from research institutions, 
universities or consultant agencies. 

Research assistants are usually recent graduates who support the inspector in 	
conducting the evaluation. The activities they perform vary from file studies, assistance 
with field missions or interviewing informants to drafting parts of the final report. 	
The way in which they are deployed will depend on their experience and can change 
over time. Research assistants are full members of the evaluation team. 

With the majority of evaluations IOB contracts external consultants.6  Two criteria are 
decisive: the expertise of external experts must be complementary to that of the 
inspector, and they must have ample research experience, preferably in the context of 
evaluations. Various modalities are possible for deploying experienced experts. One or 
more experts can be deployed as a direct counterpart for the inspector and a division of 
tasks agreed between them. Another alternative is for whole or part of the evaluation 
to be contracted out to a researcher or a research bureau. The way in which external 
expertise is deployed depends on the nature of the services required and associated 
costs. In the case of joint evaluations with other donors, the whole evaluation is 
generally contracted out. 

6.5 	 Cooperation with researchers in partner countries

In conducting evaluations IOB aims, where possible, to work together with researchers 
from partner countries. That helps to build independent research capacity in these 
countries. Furthermore, researchers from partner countries can be invaluable as 	
they are often well informed on local developments and relations. However, not all 
evaluations are of course suited to such cooperation. The possibility of making use of 
researchers from partner countries depends in the first place on the subject of the 
evaluation. Some subjects do not warrant such a choice, for example, because the 
evaluation will address only Dutch activities or interventions of a global nature. Where 
the deployment of experts is a logical option (for example, evaluation of sector policy 
in a specific country) IOB actively explores the possibilities. 

6		  Contracting out and entering into contractual relationships are determined by the procedures laid  

		  down in the Operational Procedures Manual (HBBZ). They will not be considered further in this document. 
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6.6		 Methodology 

Evaluation is a form of research that entails a judgment. The customary methodology 	
is largely derived from the social and economic sciences. The Terms of Reference give a 
general outline of the methodology to be applied in the evaluation. When the evaluation 
is to be contracted out to external researchers, they are usually asked to elaborate the 
methodology they will use in an inception report. 

In accordance with the OECD/DAC Evaluation Quality Standards, IOB requires that 	
a sound methodology is applied and that it is accounted for in the final report. 	
The methodological choices made in an evaluation are determined by the extent to 	
which they lead to the collection of reliable data and provide a basis for reaching valid 
and reliable judgments. The methods and techniques used can vary per evaluation. 

The validity of an evaluation is determined by the extent to which the design of the 
evaluation, the method of data collection and the analysis of the data lead to replicable 
answers to the questions posed in the Terms of Reference. Validity relates to:

•	 the statement of the problem (the clarity with which the problem is stated, the 
formulation of the research questions and the definition of the evaluation criteria); 

•	 the evaluation object (the definition, operation and limitation of the evaluation 	
object and situating it in the policy and institutional context); 

•	 the policy theory (the presentation or reconstruction of the intervention logic and 
result levels, and the operationalisation of result measurement on the basis of 
indicators); 

•	 the analysis (data sources, data collection and the processing and argumentation of 
conclusions with findings). 

The reliability of an evaluation is determined by the extent to which the results are stable, 
i.e. that repeating the evaluation will produce the same results. Reliability is related to:

•	 the research methods (specification of and accounting for the research methods used, 
verification of data and triangulation); 

•	 the scope (representativeness of the sample and selection of case studies and 	
specification of the limits of the evaluation); 

•	 independence (of the source material and of the researchers in relation to 
stakeholders); 

•	 the progress of the evaluation and quality control (reporting on the progress of the 
evaluation and organised quality control through internal and external monitoring). 

To guarantee the validity and reliability of evaluations as much as possible IOB chooses 	
a combination of research methods (‘mixed methods’). This combination relates to the 
design of the evaluation and to qualitative and quantitative methods and techniques of 
data collection and analysis. 
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The design of the evaluation
The majority of IOB evaluations are designed according to the guidelines for 	
‘theory-based’ evaluation. That is logical because the aim is to assess the efficiency 	
and effectiveness of policy implementation. That requires taking policy theory as a 
starting point. The model of theory-based evaluation is very suited to policy reviews. 	
Theory-based evaluations focus on a detailed description of what has happened in 	
the past and why, and analysing the demonstrable causes of these developments. 	
To do that in a responsible manner, it is important in the first instance to reconstruct 
the policy theory. The evaluation then assesses the validity of the policy theory. 	
The most tried and tested method of identifying aims and intervention strategies is 
through the logical framework or the often more detailed result chain. This model 
offers a framework for systematic data collection, identifying indicators for systematic 
assessment, and determining the relationships between the different result levels. 

An alternative for this evaluation design is to take changes in reality as a starting point 
rather than the policy theory. Supporters of ‘realist evaluation’ advocate this kind of 
approach, which first devotes attention to the context in which changes occur and the 
mechanisms involved. Only in the second instance does it attempt to attribute changes 
to specific activities. 

In recent years there has been increasing emphasis internationally on the need	
to provide stronger evidence of the effectiveness of government policy. Common 
evaluation practice, which generally provides plausible explanations of the relationship 
between interventions and their effects, is no longer considered adequate. 	
There is a need to identify the net effects of interventions, if possible in quantifiable 
terms. That makes it necessary to conduct impact evaluations. The desire for harder 
impact studies is also expressed in the RPE 2006, which explicitly distinguishes ex-post 
impact studies as a separate category in addition to policy reviews. In its evaluation 
programming IOB therefore includes the implementation of a series of impact 
evaluations in appropriate policy sectors and themes. In practice, however, the options 
are not unlimited. ‘Randomised control trials’ (RCTs), in which a ‘treatment group’ is 
compared with a ‘control group’ and which in effect reproduce a laboratory situation, 
are not applicable in the great majority of cases. The most common alternative for 	
RCTs is a quasi-experimental research design. Although this closely resembles a fully 
experimental RCT, it recognises that the researcher does not have full control over the 
composition of the treatment group and the context in which the measurements are 
made. These limitations are accounted for in the evaluation report. 

For the sake of completeness it should be made clear that IOB’s impact evaluations 	
are also designed on the basis of a theory of how the interventions to be evaluated 
work. The most important difference is that this theory is not exclusively based on a 
reconstruction of policy, but is largely fuelled by existing scientific insights. 
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Qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection 
Various methods have been developed to measure the effectiveness of interventions.
Generally speaking a distinction can be made between qualitative and quantitative research 
methods. Qualitative research methods focus more on processes and emphasise the 
behaviour of actors. They are flexible, often because they have an eclectic approach, and 
can place findings in their cultural and political context. A qualitative approach can give a 
plausible explanation of why a certain intervention has or has not had an effect in a given 
context. Qualitative methods play an important role in determining internal validity. It is 
however not always possible to generalise the findings of qualitative research. Quantitative 
research, on the other hand, explicitly aims to make general statements (external validity). 
Statistical techniques make it possible to isolate the effects of an intervention in a complex 
environment. This method is, however, very data-sensitive. It requires a large quantity of 
reliable information to allow the formation of sample populations. 

Quantitative and qualitative techniques are not interchangeable, but complementary. 
Quantitative techniques can provide a statistical basis for a more qualitative approach, 
while a qualitative analyse can explain relationships established by quantitative research. 
Without a theoretical framework and qualitative research into the mechanisms behind 
assumed relationships, statistical analysis has no substance. In its evaluations IOB applies 
both quantitative and qualitative techniques. 

Methods of data collection 
The validity and reliability of an evaluation stands or falls with the reliability of the 
data collection. Where the data is collected depends strongly on the subject of the 
evaluation. When development interventions are being evaluated some of the data 
will usually be collected in the partner countries concerned. If they are available, 
existing data bases can be used. 

The most common forms of data collection are:

•	 File and literature studies
To obtain a clear picture of the field of study it is necessary to become familiar with 
the complete range of written sources available. This includes information relating 
to interventions, more policy-related documentation and academic literature.	
It requires working through the archives in great detail, preferably using a systematic 
list of points for attention. One important point for attention in a file study is to assess 
the reliability of the information.

 
•	 Interviews with key informants
	 Generally a distinction is made between structured, semi-structured and non-

structured interview methods. Which method is applied depends on the role of the 
interview in the research and the nature of the information that is being sought. 
Especially in the initial orientation phase interviews will generally be open to allow 	
as many different opinions and viewpoints to be collected from the interviewees. 
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•	 Group interviews 
	 Various kinds of group interviews are used in evaluations. One of the most 	

common forms is the focus group discussion, in which the interaction between 	
the interviewees can also be a valuable source of information. 

•	 Direct measurement 
	 A lot of quantifiable information can be acquired by simple recording and 	

counting. Especially at the level of outputs, this is the most logical approach. 	
Direct measurement is particularly useful if data is available from a baseline study. 

•	 Direct observation 
	 Observation methods can be limited to the physical outputs of an activity, but can 

also relate to certain processes. Observation techniques (with or without the 
deployment of audiovisual aids) have always played an important role in field 
research. It should be added that they can be very time-intensive. Evaluations 
generally make use of a quick (more or less structured) tour of physical outputs, a 
‘transect’, and/or attending one or more meetings of the target groups concerned. 

•	 Surveys 
	 Surveys aim to collect a large quantity of standardised data from a large population. 

Such data is very suitable for statistical analysis. Surveys make use of previously 
drawn up questionnaires which are preferably tested first and which can be in 
written or verbal form. They are essential in determining the starting situation 
(baseline) and are indispensable in impact evaluations. Because surveys can be 
time-consuming and costly, impact evaluations often use the results of previous 
questionnaires or modules added to pending surveys, so that they can serve 	
multiple purposes. 

•	 Case studies 
	 Case studies are in-depth studies of a small number of specific interventions. They 

offer the possibility of considering the perceptions of stakeholders or reconstructing 
histories. Case studies are a valuable supplement to broader surveys, because they 
provide an opportunity to examine and explain relationships that become apparent 
from statistical analysis in greater detail. If an evaluation is based exclusively on a 
series of case studies, it is essential to determine to what extent the selected cases 	
are representative. 
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6.7 	 Reporting 

The final report of an evaluation is approved by the IOB Director, after she/he is 
satisfied that the comments of the reference group, internal peer reviewers and the IOB 
Departmental Meeting have been incorporated adequately. IOB then sends the report 
to the minister or ministers concerned to be forwarded to parliament. On request, 	
IOB can also provide the minister with additional information on the findings of the 
evaluation. If an evaluation is addressing a politically very sensitive issue, IOB will 
inform the minister concerned in good time on the progress of the evaluation and, 	
as far as possible, the expected outcomes. 

In principle, all IOB evaluation reports are accessible to the public. This rule can only 
be deviated from in exceptional cases. An evaluation might, for example, be very 
confidential in nature or may only serve an internal learning function. The decision 
not to publicise an evaluation report must always be taken before the evaluation starts. 

The report should take account of the fact that the findings of the evaluation are to	
be presented to different stakeholders with various interests. The basic principle is 	
that IOB reports are designed to account to both parliament and society, and to fulfil a 
learning function. That sets high standards for the reporting. Parliament benefits from 
a short and concise presentation of the main findings and conclusions. Accounting 	
for the results and the deployment of the public funds required to achieve them has 
priority. Policy departments will be interested in the extent to which the report 
provides information that offers opportunities to adjust policy formulation or 
implementation. In all cases it is important to aim for a transparent presentation 	
of findings, analysis and assessment. 

IOB evaluations identify a number of burning issues that, in the light of the evaluation 
findings, require attention. IOB therefore avoids making concrete recommendations, 
putting itself in the position of the policymaker and thereby of a butcher inspecting 
the quality of his own meat. Furthermore, IOB works according to the OECD/DAC 
definition of evaluation, which refers only to ‘lessons learnt’, and the guidelines for 
policy review in the RPE 2006. 

In the interest of transparency the Terms of Reference should always be attached to 	
the evaluation report as an annex. The research questions should be systematically 
addressed in the report, also if some of them cannot be answered. If necessary, 
additional information should be provided in the annexes on the research methods 
employed and any problems that arise during implementation of the evaluation. 

If there are fundamental and substantiated differences of opinion between IOB and the 
stakeholders regarding the main conclusions of the report, these should be explicitly 
mentioned in the report. The decision to this will be taken by the IOB Director. 
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Many evaluation reports are a synthesis of subsidiary studies. Especially where these 
subsidiary studies can also be read independently it is important to make them 
accessible for policy departments or other stakeholders. They often contain detailed 
information that is not included in the main report. The evaluation reports are 
published both in print form and on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs website. Subsidiary 
studies are always available on the website and are in some cases also published in 
print form. In the case of very extensive evaluations, in the interests of accessibility, 
IOB produces a summarised version of the report. Both the summary and the full text 
are submitted for inclusion in OECD/DAC network for evaluation services’ evaluation 
inventory. Completed impact evaluations are also entered in the data base set up by 	
3IE and NONIE for evaluations of this kind. 
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Quality control 
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The IOB inspector is responsible for conducting independent evaluations. The quality 	
of the work carried out is, however, a concern for IOB as a whole. The IOB management 
has its own responsibility in this context, as it approves the evaluation reports. To 
prepare for this decision-making process, IOB has a quality control system comprising 
five instruments: internal peer reviewers, reference groups, the departmental meeting, 
the advisory panel and the self-evaluation. 

7.1		  Internal peer review 

Quality control benefits from intensive cooperation and a systematic intercollegial 
monitoring. IOB therefore has a system that ensures that inspectors can rely on 	
substantive support from colleagues when conducting evaluations. Start-up reports, 
Terms of Reference, subsidiary studies and the draft final report are discussed with two 
internal peer reviewers, fellow inspectors, before being submitted to the departmental 
meeting. The inspector chooses, in consultation with the IOB Director, which colleagues 
are to act as internal peer reviewers. The Director appoints internal peer reviewers per 
evaluation. They are selected and appointed on the basis of the following criteria: 

•	 coaching of the inspector; 
•	 internal readership as a learning function for recently appointed inspectors;
•	 evaluation experience; 
•	 affinity with the evaluation subject and expertise in the theme concerned; 
•	 avoiding conflicts of interest; 
•	 an equal distribution of the workload within IOB. 

Not all criteria are equally important and a specific criterion can be decisive. 

The task of the internal peer reviewer is to give advice to the inspectors. This advice is not 
binding but inspectors do have to indicate what they do with it. Lasting and fundamental 
differences of opinion must be solved in consultation with the IOB Director. 

Inspectors must include the comments and advice of internal peer reviewers and a short 
report of their discussions with the readers in the file on the evaluation. 

The internal peer reviewers are not part of the reference group for the evaluation. 

As the IOB Director is responsible for approving evaluation products he/she cannot be 	
an internal peer reviewer. 

The decision whether to make use of internal peer review in the event of joint 	
evaluations between IOB and the evaluation services of other donors is left to the IOB 
inspector responsible for the evaluation, in consultation with the IOB Director. 
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7.2 		 Reference groups 

A second form of quality control over IOB evaluations is reference groups. These 
groups, which are created for each evaluation, are partly external, consisting of 
representatives of the policy departments involved in the evaluation, organisations 
and/or local bodies, and external experts. A reference group is chaired by the IOB 
management and meets at key moments during the process (e.g. to discuss the 	
draft ToR, partial reports and the draft final report). The inspector is responsible for 
reporting on reference group discussions and/or providing summaries of written 
comments by reference group members. 

For evaluations that entail intensive cooperation with researchers in a specific partner 
country, a sounding board group is set up in the country concerned. The form the 
group takes will vary from case to case. 

For joint evaluations with other donors a Dutch reference group is usually not set up. 
There is a joint steering group comprising representatives of the participating donors. 
In the case of large-scale, complex evaluations a smaller management team is set up 
from within the steering group to run the evaluation on a daily basis. The steering 
group is then primarily concerned with quality control. In addition, with these 
evaluations, the research bureau conducting the evaluation is expected to arrange its 
own quality control. This is one of the aspects taken into account when assessing 
tenders. 

7.3 		 Departmental meeting 

The IOB departmental meeting plays a part in quality control at two moments during 
the implementation of an evaluation: when discussing the Terms of Reference 	
(or sometimes the inception report) and during discussion of the draft final report. 	
The ToR are always discussed at a full departmental meeting. Before this meeting it 
must be clear to the inspector which colleagues have submitted comments on the 
Terms of Reference and the substance of the comments, in general terms, so that he/
she can prepare for the discussion. Draft final reports are then discussed once again in 
a separate final meeting between the inspector and the internal peer reviewers, chaired 
by the IOB Director, before the Director approves the report. This final meeting, which 
is open to all IOB staff members, has two purposes: it offers the opportunity for a final 
assessment of the quality of the product, and helps colleagues to learn from each 
others’ experiences. It also ensures that the final product of an individual inspector 
becomes a product of IOB as a whole. 
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7.4 	 Advisory panel

To increase the usability and use of evaluations in the field of development 	
cooperation the Minister for Development Cooperation made a pledge to parliament 
to establish an Advisory Panel of prominent external experts. The panel, with its 
secretariat at IOB, will play a role in quality control by monitoring the usability of 
evaluations and offering advice on request or on its own initiative. It will become 
operational in the course of 2009. 

7.5 		 Self-evaluation 

Every evaluation concludes with a critical review of how it proceeded, with the aim 	
of improving the approach to future evaluations. These self-evaluations are written 	
by the inspector, sometimes together with a research assistant and the internal peer 
reviewers. The Terms of Reference for the evaluation determine the format of the 
self-evaluation. By systematically going through the various components of the ToR, 
the self-evaluation provides a clear insight into the successful and less successful 
elements of the evaluation. It should in any case address: (1) the extent to which the 
research assignment could be implemented, (2) any differences between the planned 
time path and the actual duration of the evaluation, and (3) differences between 
estimated and actual costs. Self-evaluations are discussed internally and periodically 	
at the departmental meeting. 

 



8
Communication and
feedback
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Communication and feedback relate to the feedback of evaluation results, with a 	
view to the transparency of the evaluation process, the accountability function and	
the integration of lessons learned in future policy formulation and implementation. 
Feedback is not limited to the phase following completion of the evaluation. 
Consultation with and feedback to stakeholders take place throughout the whole 
period of implementation: during the preliminary study, in relation to the Terms of 
Reference, and during discussion of subsidiary studies and the draft final report. Where 
necessary, consultation and feedback is also provided to the partner countries. While 
feedback during the evaluation is important at implementation level, after the 
evaluation has been completed it is more important at political and more general 
level. 

The extent to which completed evaluations fulfil the learning function depends on 
a number of factors. In the first place, it is a matter of the usability of the evaluation 
itself. This is determined by:

•	 the clarity with which the external aim (i.e. outside the evaluation itself ), for 
	 which the evaluation results can be used, is specified; 
•	 the clarity and completeness with which the essence of the evaluation and especially 

its main findings are presented in the evaluation report and the summary; 
•	 the completeness with which all research questions are answered by the 

conclusions;
•	 the extent to which the results of the evaluation suggest actions that lie within 
	 the capacity of the recipient of the report.

In the second place learning from evaluations depends on the extent to which the 
recipients and users are receptive to the lessons drawn from the studies. This is related 
to the institutional context and the organisational culture. IOB has no influence on 
this and it is not IOB’s responsibility. It is the direct responsibility of the management 
of the organisation (the ministry or other organisations that receive IOB reports). 

IOB does however have a responsibility to communicate on evaluation reports. 	
As communication with policy departments is crucial to increase the learning effect, 	
it is crucial that evaluations are discussed in the relevant staff meetings. With regard to 
external communication, IOB draws up a communication plan for each evaluation, in 
consultation with the ministry’s Information and Communication Department. IOB 
increases the accessibility of evaluation results and ensures their wider distribution by 
preparing media presentations, giving lectures and interviews, writing articles, and 
organising conferences and seminars. 

IOB evaluations are also an instrument for rendering accountability to parliament. 
Within three months of the report being approved by the IOB Director, the minister 
sends it to parliament, usually together with a policy reaction. The text of the reaction, 
which is usually drafted by the policy department concerned, contains indications on 
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how the results of the evaluation are to be acted upon in the light of future policy. 	
In this way, accounting to parliament also contributes to the learning process. 

In the case of evaluations in the field of development cooperation the reports are 	
also published in the partner countries, offered to the government and made widely 
known through the organisation of meetings. With a view to mutual accountability 
IOB invests systematically in such feedback to the partner countries. 
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This document describes the evaluation policy  
and guidelines for evaluations of the Policy and 
Operations Evaluation Department (IOB) of the 
Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In publishing 
these guidelines, IOB wishes to provide  
transparency to third parties: colleagues at the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Dutch parliament, 
organisations and institutions affected by IOB 
evaluations, users of the evaluation results, and 
interested citizens. IOB will periodically review  
its policy and the guidelines and, if necessary, 
revise them. 


