C4D: Synthesise

Synthesise is one of the seven clusters of R, M&E tasks in the Rainbow Framework. These tasks
involve bringing together data and evidence into an overall conclusion and judgement.

There are three tasks associated with Synthesise. These tasks include C4D specific methods, advice
and resources on bringing together data and findings.

C4D: Synthesise data from a single study or evaluation

What is it?

Studies and evaluations must, in the end, make evaluative judgments. To do that, there needs to be a
process of drawing together data and findings (often from descriptive data and causal analysis); and
systematic synthesis and conclusions. In evaluations, this process will often draw upon standards
and criteria developed as part of Determining what 'success' looks like. In other types of studies,
such as situation analysis, it may use other ways of weighing up and recommending methods. This
process is particularly important where there are mixed results from the data, and an overall
judgement and weighting needs to be made. Attention to processes to properly synthesise data and
make a judgement about the value can significantly boost the quality and usefulness of C4D RM&E.

General information

There are many methods that can be used for synthesising and valuing. The Rainbow Framework
includes relevant methods, such as those covering processes (such as consensus conferences and
expert panels), techniques (such as cost effectiveness analysis, numeric weighting, and rubrics), and
approaches (such as social return on investment). This page is recommended as background reading
before considering options to apply to C4D.

Applying the C4D principles to synthesising data from a
single evaluation

Participatory

Stakeholders should be meaningfully engaged in the process of weighing up the different outcomes,
benefits, and costs (monetary and unintended outcomes). See methods such as a consensus
conference, and qualitative weight and sum methods.

Critical
Consider whose voices are included and excluded from the process of weighing up findings and

making judgements, in order to allow for the collective contribution to the weighing up the extent to
which success has been achieved.
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Accountable

By undertaking data synthesis processes we can make findings based on different sources of
evidence and voices. This is a useful tool for accountability to partners and community groups, and
to donors and managers.

Recommended methods and adaptations for synthesising
data from a single evaluation in C4D

Participatory processes

e There are ways to undertake this process in a participatory manner, in keeping with the C4D
Evaluation Framework, so that the perspectives of communities and other stakeholders can be
included appropriately. The Rainbow Framework lists several methods for undertaking these
processes. The following may be of particular interest:

e Consensus conference

This method may be particularly useful as it supports the participatory principle.

¢ Qualitative weight and sum

This method may be a useful technique since it uses symbols to apply ratings.

Balancing costs

e There are several methods for synthesising from a monitory perspective:

e Value for money

Value for money is a term used in different ways, including as a synonym for cost-
effectiveness, and as systematic approach to considering these issues throughout planning and
implementation, not only in evaluation.

e Cost effectiveness analysis

Cost-effectiveness analysis (CEA) compares the relative costs of the outcomes of two or more
courses of action and is considered an alternative to cost-benefit analysis (CBA).

¢ Cost-benefit analysis

This method compares the total costs of a programme/project with its benefits, using a
common metric (most commonly monetary units), which enables you to calculate the net cost
or benefit associated with the programme.
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e Cost utility analysis

Cost-utility analysis (CUA) is a method that can be used to develop an overall measure of
utility or value based on the preferences of individuals.

e These methods are possible in C4D, but it depends on access to relevant, quantifiable outputs
and outcomes (such as, numbers of visits to health clinics, number of people wearing helmets).
It is also highly dependent on good causal analysis, and where a counterfactual is not created
as part of the design, strong analysis of consistency of expected results and ruling out
alternative explanations will be vital.

Of the different available methods, cost-utility analysis is likely to be the most compatible with
most types of C4D for the following reasons:

o Participatory: the approach seeks and consolidates the perspectives of stakeholder
groups in deciding on preferences and quality.

o Critical: the approach is sensitive to the differences among different groups in the ways
that different elements might be valued

o Holistic: the approach is useful for measuring benefits in non-monetary terms.

C4D: Synthesise data across studies (research, monitoring
data, evaluations)

What is it?

There are often questions beyond a single program or initiative, such as “Do these types of
interventions work?” or “For whom, in what ways and under what circumstances do they work?”
Answering these kinds of questions means locating the evidence, assessing the quality and relevance
(and deciding whether or not to include it), extracting the relevant information, and synthesising it.
The evidence may be sourced from bibliographic databases, unpublished studies, etc.

General information

The Rainbow Framework includes comprehensive information on a range of methods with links to
further resources and tools. These range from the more rigorous systematic review methods,
through to rapid methods of evidence assessment. 3ie also has a list of resources, particularly on the
more rigourous and technical systematic review methods such as Cochrane and Campbell. It is
recommended that some or all of these resources are reviewed before considering methods to apply
to C4D.

Applying the C4D Principles
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Learning-based

Synthesising data from across evaluations can be a useful way for better understanding the critical
factors and qualities that make for successful C4D.

Critical

To ensure a critical and equity-focused approach, and to account for the complexity of different
outcomes for different groups, the realist synthesis method would be useful for exploring what
works for whom and in what circumstances.

Realistic

There are less expensive methods, such as rapid evidence assessment, which may be useful where
there is a need to realistically balance available resources and appropriate rigour.

Participatory

This task can be undertaken in a participatory way, supporting mutual learning.

Recommended methods and adaptations for C4D

Sources of data for a synthesis of C4D evidence

o The Communication Initiative is a large repository of reports and evidence relating to
C4D. It is searchable through text-search and filters.

» Through a combination of filters for program areas and search terms such as
'systematic review' or 'evidence synthesis' it should be relatively easy to find
examples of systematic reviews.

o In an agency like UNICEF, it would be possible to synthesise evidence about C4D across
different countries and regions from public and internal program evaluation reports.

o Desk reviews are a common type of data synthesis approach, often commissioned to
inform program design.

Recommended methods

e Best evidence synthesis

An approach to assembling and synthesising a wide range of evidence. It is consistent with the
C4D Evaluation Framework in the following ways:

o Participatory: Builds in an iterative, participatory approach to building and using a
knowledge base.

o Holistic: The approach is not as strict about what can be included as evidence
compared to some other systematic review methods. Single case studies, can, for
example, be included. The approach is also sensitive to the impact of context.

o Learning-based: The goals of Best Evidence Synthesis are to build a knowledge base
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that can be applied in programs.

C4D: Generalise findings

What is it?

An evaluation usually involves some kind of generalisation of the findings to put forward an analysis
that predicts how the findings of one initiative might relate to future programs, other places and
contexts, or other groups of people. Often it is assumed that statistical generalisation is the only way
to generalise, but there are a range of methods for undertaking this task.

General information

The Rainbow Framework includes comprehensive guidance on methods with links to resources,
including both statistical and non-statistical generalisation methods. This page is recommended as
background reading before considering methods to apply to C4D.

Applying the C4D principles to generalising findings from
C4D

Complexity

Although there may rarely be a one-size-fits-all set of recommendations for C4D, there may be some
key principles or insights about the kinds of contextual factors that have the most influence and can
be generalised.

Participatory

The knowledge of partners, communities and other stakeholders can be valuable in drawing out key
principles or insights that can be used to consider whether the same initiative might work in other
contexts (other times, places and people).

Critical

Consider who the initiative has worked for and where (who has it not worked for) and how this
might this translate to other contexts (places, people and groups). When using participatory
approaches to generalising findings, consider whose perspectives are included and silenced in this
process.

Holistic

When Generalising Findings it is important to identify what the key social, political, economic,
cultural and other systemic factors were, in that specific place and time, that affected whether it
worked. This will help to predict what factors will need to be considered in other contexts.
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Recommended methods and adaptations for generalising
findings in C4D

Approaches

e Realist evaluation

Realist Evaluation is a complete approach to evaluation, however, it is also possible to just
borrow the key concepts relating to causality and generalisation for this task. The realist
evaluation approach stresses the importance of context in understanding causes and begins
from the premise that causal mechanisms will only lead to those causes when the context is
conducive. Therefore, claims about generalisation of findings are usually modest and
contingent. Instead, it seeks to provide plausible explanations of what happened and why, with
a focus on the conditions that made the changes possible. It is this focus on the conditions and
contexts that can help inform assessments of whether interventions that proved successful in
one setting may be so in another setting (often another specific setting, rather than an
abstract or hypothetical setting)

This approach is consistent with the C4D Evaluation Framework in the following ways:

o Critical: realist evaluation is always sensitive to differences, asking not just 'what has
worked' and but also 'for whom'.

o Holistic: realist evaluation is highly sensitive to context and conditions, asking not just
'‘what has worked' but 'what has worked in what circumstances'. The conditions that
support the change to happen are a key part of any assessment of generalisability.

o Complex: a realist evaluation approach can help make sense of the complex processes
underlying programmes by formulating plausible explanations

 Positive deviance

The Positive Deviance approach treats generalisability in a slightly different way. Investigators
work with communities using participatory approaches to identify outliers to the norm; people
or groups who stand out as positive cases, deviating from the general trends. The Positive
Deviant approach then seeks to 'discover' the uncommon behaviours and strategies that led to
better solutions to problems. This informs a “Design” of initiatives to make more widespread
(or 'scale up') the use of solutions through iterative processes. This approach is consistent with
the C4D Evaluation Framework in the following ways:

o Participatory: the approach is premised on the belief that communities already have
the expertise and solutions to solve their own problems, participatory and community-
driven approaches to discovering and analysing these are key.

o Learning-based: positive deviance treats generalisability of solutions from one positive
case as a goal that can be achieved through iterative and action-oriented processes to
test and assess solutions.

o Complex: the positive deviance approach is premised on the idea that communities are
self-organising. The process requires highly adaptive approaches and comfort with
unpredictability.

e Horizontal evaluation
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Horizontal Evaluation treats generalisability differently again. In this approach, peer-learning
and peer-evaluation between different groups doing similar kinds of initiatives is a mechanism
for encouraging those participants to adapt and apply successful approaches. This approach is
consistent with the C4D Evaluation Framework in the following ways:

o Learning-based: Horizontal Evaluation approaches generalisability as an outcome of
peer-learning, where one of the main objectives is to learn and adapt good practices by
peers.

o Participatory: rather than 'expert led' the horizontal evaluation approach uses
participatory processes toward peer evaluation.

o Complex: the Horizontal Evaluation approach depends on the self-organising capacity of
participants to recognise aspects that can be adapted and generalised to their own
context

o Critical: The involvement of peers overcomes some of the uneven power relations that
can occur in external evaluations, however it is important to have an experienced
facilitator who can create a trusting environment and ensure participation of all people.

Resource

e The community radio continuous improvement toolkit

This toolkit is premised on a mix of self-assessment and peer-assessment toward co-learning. It
was created in the context of community radios in India, but, with some adaptation of the
questions, the processes and guidance could be applied to support peer-assessment between
organisations doing a range of different types of C4D.
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