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1. Introduction
The Springfield Centre has been commissioned by the Office for Development Effectiveness (ODE) within the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) to lead a strategic review of Australia’s Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) investments in rural development. 

The initial purpose of the study, as outlined in the Terms of Reference, was to evaluate the impact of Australian ODA investments in rural development on improving rural livelihoods for men and women, and increasing agricultural productivity. However, based on extensive stakeholder consultation
, the revised scope of the study is to undertake a strategic review of the effectiveness of ODA investments in rural development. 

The review process has two main phases (Figure 1). Phase 2 will cover the field visits to specific rural development experiences and final report development and presentations. Phase 1, the (current) inception phase, running from October 2009 to January 2010, is concerned with preparation for the later work and includes a number of related tasks, each of which will generate working papers for consideration by the review’s Advisory Group. Working Paper No. 1 reported on the outcome of initial discussions with key stakeholders. This paper presents the initial analytical framework that will shape the exercise – what the review will look at and what questions will be asked in doing so. This is a preliminary view only – it will be further refined for the final evaluation design which will be presented at the end of Phase 1. The review team is scheduled to finalise the review around May 2010.
The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 defines what is meant by an analytical framework in the context of the review. Section 3 then looks at the first part of the framework – what we want to look at, which is primarily concerned with the definition of rural development to be used in the review. Section 4 considers the other main part of the framework, the ‘lens’ through which rural development is viewed, and the key questions contained within this. 
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2. What is an analytical framework?
The purpose of the analytical framework is to guide the review on what it should look at and, given this, how the review should look at it. This allows tighter definition to be brought to the task, in particular to the questions of:

· What are the legitimate/valid boundaries of rural development? Given the inherent looseness of the term, what development activities should be included within rural development, and which excluded? This sets out what is meant by rural development in the context of this review.
· What are the key elements in the lens through which rural development should be examined? What are the common overarching questions that constitute a set of ‘good practices’ against which all rural development experiences can be assessed? And which can provide a basis for more detailed, context-specific questions to be framed?
Figure 2 sets out the analytical framework underpinning the review in simple visual terms. It is important to note that, although they are related, the framework is not the same as the review methodology. Methodology refers to the specific techniques to be used in pursuing answers to the questions set out in the framework. This would include for example, the approach to sample selection (both country and initiative) and the specific techniques to be used in interacting with initiatives. The final inception report will offer more detail on the methodology.

3. What we want to look at – defining rural development

Although the term is used commonly in development circles, there is no standard definition of rural development over which agencies concur. It is therefore necessary to develop a working definition for the review. In doing so, a number of factors have to be taken into account.
1. The elusive “everything and nothing” nature of rural development: unlike other development spheres – such as health, financial services or education – rural development is not defined by activity or discipline but by geographic area. Strict definition categorises rural development as ‘all development activities in rural areas’. However, rural – everything non-urban - scarcely offers a usefully restrictive criterion. Moreover, many activities in rural areas ‘naturally’ spill into the urban sphere. Chains of value-addition for agricultural commodities usually move into higher-end processing in towns/cities; decisions and policies related to ‘public’ services and infrastructure are made in urban centres; financial service providers operate in both urban and rural areas; the functioning of centralised markets impinges on farmers in remote regions; the overall growth performance of an economy affects people in both rural and urban areas
. 
While there are of course many fields where there is a specific rural consideration, the lines separating rural development from wider development are neither absolute nor tightly-sealed. There is therefore a slightly mythical feel to rural development – we may believe in it but we’re not sure what it actually is!
2. The inherently inter-disciplinary nature of rural development: from the above, rural development potentially includes a range of fields. These are inter-related – healthier farmers resulting from improved health services have the potential to be more productive, better transport infrastructure allows farmers and other businesses better market access for their products and better/cheaper inputs, better financial services allows more investment for productive purposes and better household planning, including purchase of better health services. Rural development is therefore inherently ‘messy’. Although agriculture is sometimes seen as synonymous with rural development, it is really only one (important) component of it
.
3 AusAID’s existing definition(s): rural development, as an inter-disciplinary subject, is inherently difficult to define. Development as a whole is (notoriously) segregated into different specialist boxes of activity, each with its own terms, frameworks and set of knowledge. Rural development doesn’t fall easily into a distinctive separate category. In this context, the prevailing ‘definition’ of rural development within AusAID has arisen not from a purist blank sheet of paper analysis of what rural development is but is largely an outcome of the existing organisational structures and budget allocations made within AusAID. In practice, rural development in AusAID does not follow any universal definition. The rural development team focus primarily on food security through agriculture, livelihoods promotion and social protection/community resilience – and this is the ‘definition’ used in the Budget Measure. However, other country-level documents refer to rural development more widely, and include other spheres of work, for example forestry, fisheries, land, climate change, physical infrastructure etc. Discussion with staff supports this broader (if indistinct) view of rural development.
The lack of tight definition around rural development also needs to be seen within a context of the absence of a strategy for rural development, the last being written in 2002, and now being out-of-date. If there is disagreement over rural development – what it is and how to pursue it – this is not surprising given the dearth of official ‘defining’ documents.
 
4. Other ODE/AusAID reviews and evaluations in the rural development space: a series of other, related studies have been undertaken or are about to be undertaken by ODE and sections of AusAID. These include an analysis of systems of social protection provision in the Pacific, a review of civil society interventions and service delivery evaluations including water and sanitation, health and education. Clearly, there is little point in duplicating this work in this review.
5. International practice: ideally, the development of a restrictive definition for rural development would be guided by an overarching global standard. However, this does not exist, meaning that the review has to develop its own definition – using criteria that are transparent and defensible.
Given the above factors, the definition of rural development adopted for this review acknowledges the many potential routes through which poverty reduction in rural areas can be pursued (Figure 3). This includes ‘economic’ sectors such as agriculture, physical infrastructure (electricity, transport etc), factors markets (land, finance, labour), ‘social’ sectors such as health and education and other mixed spheres of development such as community development. In each case, the development task (see below) is concerned not simply with the delivery of material inputs but with the development of effective and sustainable systems. 






From this potential range of rural development spheres, the definition used here contains only those which are more immediately related to economic development, namely activities focused on: 

· Agriculture, 

· Non-agriculture business, 

· Fishing and forestry,

· Infrastructure (mainly road transport – but including energy and telecoms)

· Land, 
· Financial services, 
Across these different areas of work cross-cutting themes – governance, gender, disability, the environment and climate change – also apply.

The definition of rural development represents a necessary and pragmatic narrowing of the parameters for the review. In doing so, it means that the review will not explore the wider question of the extent to which other more ‘social’ aspects of development contribute to rural development – or complement more economic dimensions. However, it is hoped that the other studies being undertaken, in some way, throw light on this. Moreover, in focusing on economic issues, the review is staying close to more mainstream views of rural development.

4. The analytical lens – the key questions to consider

Given the above definition, what are the key characteristics of the analytical lens that will shape the review’s perspective as it examines different ODA-funded rural development experiences? What are the core questions that will be applied to each situation to ensure that there is a common assessment across the range of diverse interventions in different contexts?

The analytical lens has to cover two dimensions of performance:

· Development practice: this refers to the process of intervention - to how objectives and strategies have been developed and how specific initiatives pursue these in implementation. 

· Achievements: this refers to the results of intervention – changes in the ‘real world’ that have arisen because of initiatives.

In practice, many of the initiatives to be assessed are still likely to be in the process of implementation and there is likely to be a paucity of hard impact data – especially at the upper reaches of impact chains (in relation say to household-level change). This means that the focus of the review will often be on assessing more intermediate levels of impact – especially at a system level - and, informed by this, on the process of intervention.

4.1 A systemic view of development
The analytical lens is based around a systemic view of development. Before looking at the key questions in the analytical framework, it is important to establish the essence of this.
The rationale for a systems approach to development is that, (a) poor people exist within systems of various kinds (as consumers, producers and labourers) and (b) by understanding and addressing the underlying constraints preventing systems from functioning effectively, agencies can achieve much greater and more lasting change. Conversely, approaches that don’t pursue a systems approach are likely to have limited and transient impacts. 
Systems can be understood with respect to their multi-function and multi-player character (Figure 4). Whatever the system, there are three main sets of functions: 
· the core exchange between provider and consumer – for example, a product or commodity or service. 

· the formal and informal rules shaping behaviour – for example, standards and regulations and, often more important, the usual practices and norms associated with systems behaviour; and
· the supporting functions which enable exchange, for example information on how to operate or who to link with technical services, material inputs for businesses and research and development to promote innovation.
The purpose of intervention is to stimulate more (and better) activity in the core. However, performance here is a consequence of the functions around it. Interventions that are addressing the underlying causes of under-development therefore need to bring about changes in supporting functions and rules in systems.

A number of different players are potentially active in systems, including:

· The private sector - producers, traders, formal and informal businesses (small and large)

· Government organisations – including central ministries, provincial and local authorities, and specialized state agencies.

· Membership associations – formed to advocate (and offer services) to their members

· Community and civil society organisations – not-for-profit groups, formal or informal

· Academic/educational entities – such as universities or training organisations

The task of understanding and acting to change systems needs to be based on a detailed view of how the combination of players and functions in systems are operating – and in particular of why they are or (especially) are not functioning effectively.
 


4.2 The main questions
Applying this systemic framework to rural development initiatives requires that a number of basic questions are considered
. Each of these is accompanied by a simple example of a ‘typical’ agriculture-based intervention aimed at enhancing the performance (productivity) and income of smallholders.
Practice

1. Is the overall causal logic of the initiative focused on systemic change (ie is this really about trying to change systems?)

This means assessing the overall objectives and strategic framework of the initiative, and in particular the extent to which it is genuinely concerned with developing systems as distinct from directly delivering inputs and services to the poor.

EG A more conventional approach to intervention to raise smallholder performance might seek to provide a series of inputs to farmers directly – such as advice/information on new practices, good quality seeds and fertilisers and pesticides. In this situation, the intervention sees smallholders as their immediate focus (ie understanding farmers’ problems and fixing them). A more systemic perspective would see the role of intervention as being to address the underlying constraints preventing the related systems of information, seed supply and fertiliser/pesticides from working effectively and inclusively. In this situation, the immediate focus is therefore likely to be potential providers and those who work them (ie understanding the systemic problems and addressing these – and in doing so providing the basis for sustainable change)
2. Is there a sufficiently detailed understanding of the current system? (ie do we know enough?)

This means knowing about the current alignment of functions and players, key structures, relationships and trends. This includes identifying interconnected systems – such as seed and other input supply and knowledge and information. Specifically, it means understanding the underlying reasons why the system is not working effectively currently, especially from the perspective of poor people. One implication of this is that interventions may need to understand (and focus on) different parts of a system – indeed there is seldom one single ‘magic bullet’ to better performance – while maintaining a practical operational focus.
EG There may be a number of underlying reasons to explain poorly functioning information, seed and other input supply systems. These could, for example, relate to supply-side incentives, knowledge and capacities, to services for the supply-side, to prevailing business-models for delivery and risk-aversion, to wider business practice norms or more formal regulations, and to demand-side attitudes and capacities. 
3. Is there a realistic, detailed and valid view of how the system should function successfully in the future? (ie what’s our picture of the future?)

This means developing a vision for a specific point in the future in terms of ‘who should do’ and ‘who should pay’. This picture of sustainability should not include AusAID (nor, ideally, other donors) but should be an ambitious, credible view that is achievable and that reflects the incentives and potential capacities of different players. Implementing agencies should seek to work with key players in developing this vision but, importantly, must have an informed view themselves founded on detailed analysis; ie they do not acquiesce passively to the views of others but bring an insightful perspective to their engagement. (Indeed often this, rather than material resources, is the main thrust of the ‘offer’ that agencies can bring.
EG Among the key issues likely to be considered here might (potentially) be the role of: different private sector players – both suppliers and retailers - dealing with farmers, farmers groups in improving information flow on better practice and in building relationships with providers, formal associations in enhancing supply-side business ‘norms’ and government in undertaking basic research and linking with private players.
4. Are activities consistent with this view of the future? (ie are current actions ‘in line’ with a future view?)

This means assessing the nature of project activities undertaken to-date and planned, and considering to what extent these are likely to lead to the future view (defined above). This will include how interventions are designed and implemented, who these are undertaken with and the extent to which ownership is being developed among other players in the system.

EG In considering activities that are likely to lead to systemic change a number of issues are likely to be considered in terms of how to intervene in an appropriate way. Who to work with (suppliers, retailers, associations, government)? What should be offered to them (financial subsidies to defray risk, technical assistance to build capacity, new ideas)? How much should be offered to them? How to develop a transactional relationship that permits partners to take ownership?
5. Does the approach to M&E focus on measurement at the systems level and provide ‘plausible attribution’ to higher impact levels?
This means prioritising M&E at the most immediate (practical) level of systems – which is most measurable and useful. At upper ends of the impact chain, where assessment is more difficult and expensive, it is more important to have an accurate indication of the nature and scale of change than to strive for precision.
EG The key focus for the M & E system is to assess changes in the relationship between farmers and suppliers/retailers through indicators such as: farmers’ perception of service change and changed farming practices; suppliers’ and retailers’ perceptions of changed approach sales change. In so doing a picture of the scale and sustainability of change – probing the incentives and capacities for change - should emerge. Beyond this, tangible indications of changes in farmer performance (productivity, income, profits) and employment gains are useful – but clearly more difficult to assess.
Achievements

6. What change has taken place at each level of the initiative’s causal logic?

This means tracking discernible change at each level from intervention to final impact. Where this hasn’t been assessed (as will usually be the case at the higher end of the impact chain), the likely impact will have to be considered on the basis of the approach being followed and other signs of change. Self-evidently, if the M&E system does not allow appropriate assessment of change, this question cannot be answered!
EG As above, given an M&E system that identifies appropriate change, this means using this to assess change first in relation to systemic change around the supplier-farmer relationship and second in relation to higher-level (farmer, household) changes
7. Are changes consistent with the achievement of substantial and sustainable impact?

This means considering whether, on the basis of change observed, the initiative is likely to stimulate change that is of sufficient scale and potential for sustainability to justify the initiative investment. To do so requires that a comparison is made between changes (qualitative and quantitative) and costs. Ideally, this is done knowing comparable data from other interventions. Again, this can only be done if the M&E system is appropriately designed.
EG As above, this means putting observed changes into a wider context. In the case of information and other inputs for farmers, at a basic level, this might mean (if available) comparison with other projects that have measured change – quantitative (number of farmers, retailers and suppliers touched and change in performance) and qualitative (changed business model, attitudes, relationships) – relative to costs.
4,3 The framework and the review
The above questions provide a starting framework that can be applied across the range of rural development fields These will be further refined in the Evaluation Design, but these core questions form the basis of the review; to a considerable degree, the review is concerned with finding answers to these questions. More specifically, this should allow answers to the more detailed questions which have been raised in the stakeholder discussions in the Terms of Reference. For example:
· How can small-scale ‘projects’ contribute to wider systemic change? How can the operational/strategic disconnect be addressed?

· What frameworks can bring cohesion to silo-ed interventions in the rural; development space?

· How can different players – government, private sector, association etc – be supported in valid roles in systems?

Answers to these (and other) questions will provide the basis for recommendations for change across ODA whole-of-government organisations pursuing rural development.
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Figure 2: The analytical framework
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Figure 4: Stylised view of a system
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Figure 3: Defining rural development: the parameters of the review
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� See Working Paper No 1 – Participative Stakeholder Review Report


� The literature review (Working Paper No 3) explores wider attempts at defining rural development.


�  This inter-disciplinary feature of rural development is a key reason why ‘integrated’ forms of rural development have been pursued (although ‘integrated rural development’ as an approach is widely seen to have failed)


� The extent to which this matters in AusAID is a moot point to which the review will return in Phase 2. Certainly, under ‘normal’ circumstances this could reasonably be seen to be a critical failing. However, there is no shortage of strategies in AusAID – country and thematic. Yet, not least within the organisation itself, there are doubts over (a) how much the existence of strategy leads practically to positive action and (b) the efficacy of the current strategy templates, especially the apparent disconnect between aims and individual initiatives.


� See for example the World Bank’s Agriculture and Rural Development (ARD) Department


� These frameworks are taken from A synthesis of the M4P approach; DFID/SDC (2008);


�  This is expressed as a closed set of questions (yes/no) to allow ‘best practice’ to be more easily understood. In developing the specific methodology for the review, the task will be (a) to break down these headings into more detailed questions and (b) to develop practical means of answering these. 





