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The dictionary definition of effective: successful in producing
a result or effect is not terribly helpful, but The Open
University (Open Business School, 1993) has the following
for ‘effectiveness’:

‘Effectiveness is a measure of how well the objectives of an
activity (and hence, the goals of an organisation) are being
met.’ 

So the effective DEC has to have objectives for its activities. It
has, further, to be able to show how those objectives, if
achieved, will help it to reach its organisational goals. In
addition, it has to be able to measure whether or not the
objectives have been (or are being) achieved. To put it another
way, the effective DEC must strategise, plan, implement and
evaluate.

Blocks to effectiveness in DECs
I have worked with many DECs and have yet to find any two
that are the same. They have different target groups and
different types of premises. Some have existed for many years,
others are comparatively young. A few have built up a large
(by DEC standards) team of paid staff, while many struggle
with one or two paid staff members, if that. They have
different management structures and types of Committee
members; they have different working practices and
organisational ethos. But despite these variations they share
some problems.

The first is an apparent contradiction between purpose and
means. The raison d’être of a DEC is to provide a local
service – one that cannot be provided by larger, national
organisations. The DEC needs to be there over a long period
of time – a trusted source of information and support to those
people implementing development education in the schools
and communities. But what are the means by which a DEC
can exist? Apart from contributions from some long-standing
agency funders, there is, and has been, a strong emphasis in
funding directed towards project, rather than core (or
programme) funding. Projects, by definition, are pieces of
work that have a start and an end. DECs have learned how to
keep their local services going over time by clever
development and implementation of a series of projects, but
this is not easy and has tended to restrict planning to one-,
two- or three-year periods, rather than longer timeframes. This
can lead to insecurity, managerial problems, staff fatigue and
rapid turnover in some management committees.

The second problem is that of staff skills. People tend to
come into development education because they are interested
in development issues and skilled in the educational process.
They often arrive with teaching qualifications and recent
overseas experience with VSO. It is no surprise, then, that

many DECs lack staff with management skills or even a desire
to develop such skills. The tasks involved in writing strategy
documents, business plans and funding applications are not to
everyone’s taste.

Currently, more funding for development education is
available, but applicants are being required to work harder to
obtain it. The crucial test for funders is that the work they
support must be effective. They want to see a tangible return –
evidence of some form of change – for the money they are
investing. The smaller or newer DECs are in a Catch-22
situation. They have been unable to build up a track record of
effectiveness because they have not had the staff or skills
necessary. Without a track record, they have found it difficult
to attract the funding needed to bring in the expertise required
to be more effective. Even larger, more established DECs are
discovering that they need to improve management practices
in order to demonstrate their level of effectiveness and how
they will become more effective in the future.

A way forward
The requirement for small and large DECs alike is the same:
better strategising, planning and evaluation. A Centre must
identify what its overall strategy should be; how it will work
with others regionally and nationally. Then it must show how
its short-term projects and plans will deliver that strategy.
Finally it must be able to evaluate and show the extent to
which it is being successful.

This may seem obvious, but how many DECs actually do
it? The blocks identified above discourage long-term
strategising and suggest that the skills to do this properly are
often not present. DEA members have recognised this
problem, and have encouraged and supported the DEA to
provide services to assist in capacity building within DECs. In
particular, the Development Education Planning and
Evaluation Resource scheme can assist DEA members with
this work, and there are now plans to introduce a fully
accredited programme of management training for DECs.

In order to provide something immediately practical to help
with strategising, planning and evaluation, I offer below a set
of key questions for all DECs to ask of themselves. Before I
do, however, let me introduce you to your imaginary ‘critical
friend’. Your critical friend is, first and foremost, a friend.
S/he wants you to be a success and is definitely on your side.
But s/he is also critical. S/he will ask all the awkward
questions and will not be satisfied with incomplete or vague
answers. S/he will play devil’s advocate when necessary – the
purpose being to help you to clarify and improve the quality
of your thinking. Your critical friend should always be there,
looking over your shoulder as you write, or sitting in the room
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as you discuss. When considering your answers to the
following questions, remember that your critical friend is
listening to your thoughts.

1. Special niche: Have you considered and identified your
special niche or contribution (in comparison with other
organisations), in terms of the region and community in
which you work?

Why do you think that running a Development Education
Centre is the most appropriate way for you to promote
development education? What are you providing that nobody
else is? 

2. Vision: Do you have a vision of what you hope to
achieve, which goes beyond the timespan of your longest
project? (E.g. a 10-year or 5-year vision?)

The point here is that you need a context for your planning.
New projects should be contributing to longer-term goals –
i.e. longer than the life of the project.

3. Strategy: Do you have a strategy for achieving your
vision or goals, which relates to your special niche or
contribution?

This strategy should recognise the opportunities and threats
that face your Centre. It should say, in effect, ‘we exist to
achieve this; the problems facing us, and the opportunities
open to us, are these; therefore we have identified the
following as our vision of what we intend to achieve in x
years; and these are the ways we are going to achieve those
things.’ Note the emphasis on ‘therefore’. A strategy should
contain an argument – one that is good enough to convince
your critical friend that your reasoning is sound. Perhaps the
hardest thing about strategic planning is to be sure that not
only is the strategy logical, but that it is the best one you can
undertake. What, in effect, are you not doing and why have
you rejected those alternative ways of reaching your vision?

4. Strategy document: Does your DEC have a strategy
document which captures the above? Do all the staff,
volunteers and management committee members know
what your strategy is? Do your stakeholders (e.g. funders,
partners, clients, target group)?

Your strategy document is an aide mémoire. It should be a tool
that is ‘owned’ by your entire organisation, and that influences
and directs everything you do. It is available for others to read
and should therefore be accessibly written and attractively
produced.

5. Planning for goals: When you plan your major pieces of
work (e.g. projects, programmes), do your plans show
how this work will help to achieve your goals?

As you now have your long-term vision, be sure that each
shorter-term piece of work is planned so as to best achieve
that vision.

6. Planning to evaluate: When you plan your work, do you
always build in evaluation at the planning stage? Is it
properly considered in the job description of people
implementing the work and in the budget?

If you are serious about measuring whether you are being as
effective as possible, then you should not plan anything

without considering how you are going to learn from, and
about, what you do. This ensures that evaluation can be built-
in right from the start of the work, and that the appropriate
skills and resources are allocated to carrying it out.

7. QQT: Do your plans have clear objectives that have
indicators of quality, quantity and time built-in?

Your critical friend will always ask: ‘How will you know when
you have achieved this objective? And, how will you know
what level of success you have achieved?’ (For example, if
your objective is ‘to run an educational event’, then you need
to consider: ‘by when?’; ‘what is the minimum number of
participants?’; and, ‘what will they gain from attending the
event?’ You may even have expectations about what they will
then go on to do after the event.) If the objectives are not clear
you will find it very difficult to know if you have achieved
them. If you cannot do that, then you do not know how
effective you are being.

8. Sustainability: Do you try to measure the sustained
impact your work is having, whenever you can?

This is the critical point. You need to work in a way that leads
you towards your vision and brings about long-term effects.
So you need to know if the short-term impact of your work
can be sustained beyond your involvement. Measuring short-
term impact can be done within the period of the project
concerned, but measuring sustainability usually requires some
later follow-up. How can you do that within a funding culture
that creates budgets for short-term projects? Who pays for
evaluation undertaken months after a project has ended? This
requires an institutional approach where the DEC either
budgets follow-up evaluation as part of its overhead costs, or
has a policy to ensure that new projects contain an element of
‘checking back’ or building on previous work.

9. Skills and experience: If you have answered ‘no’ to any
of the above, is this because you do not have the skills
and experience necessary? Have you considered how you
can gain further training or support in this area?

There is no shame in not knowing how to do something. For
smaller DECs, one possible outcome of becoming more
effective is attracting enough funds to be able to employ
someone who has the skills and time – a coordinator or
manager. This is a chicken-and-egg cycle that has to be
broken. There is help available, but you need to seek it and
allocate a high priority of current staff and management
committee time to the work. Your critical friend will not mind
you answering ‘no’ to any of these questions, but the next
question will be: ‘What are you going to do about it?’
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