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“Abstract”
This paper investigates program evaluation and its connection to public accountability and government performance in the context of social programs in Mexico, with particularly emphasis on education programs. In order to study the instrumental use of program evaluation, the first step of the research consisted of a survey of pubic officials to know their perception on the use of evaluation in terms of its potential uses. Second, for nine federal social programs, of which 5 had education orientation, operational changes were documented for the period between 2001 and 2009. Evaluation studies were also revised for all 9 programs during the corresponding time period to document proposals for change derived from evaluation studies.  Changes in programs and modification proposals of evaluation studies are jointly analyzed in order to see if there is correspondence. Findings show that public officials give more weight to the instrumental component of evaluation use and less to political accountability or budgeting purposes. The analysis of coincidence between program change and evaluation studies show that the correspondence among the two are found in some crucial areas for performance such as objectives, target population and type of benefits of programs. 
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Introduction

There is a wide held perception in the public opinion today that poor government performance is the consequence of deficiencies in public accountability. In general citizens believe that corruption, inefficiency and the lack of results in important public policy areas, such as education, could be resolved with adequate and effective accountability mechanisms of public institutions. 

Available information on education policy outcomes in Latin America shows that although there is progress in different aspects related to access and to literacy, there are still unresolved and pressing issues associated principally to completion of studies and to learning achievement (UNESCO 2007).  The poor performance of education in Latin America is particularly relevant as it is widely recognized that education plays a central role in economic development (OECD 2011).

In 2009, Mexico was number 48 among 65 countries in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) survey, even though it ranked number one of 39 Latin American countries, excluding Chile (PISA 2009).  Educational achievement in Mexico is highly unequal among states and municipalities and is highly dependent on school structure and type.  Mexico has had a wide array of public programs that aim to solve problems of access as well as quality of education. A decade ago, there was scarce information and analysis on the operation of these programs and even less on their contribution to the problems faced.
Today evaluation of social programs has been systematically performed for more than a decade in Mexico.  The practice of program evaluation at the federal level has gained a predominant position in government practice and politics since the country’s transition to democracy at the beginning of this century; this situation contrasts with that of the situation only a decade ago. The concepts of evaluation and accountably are embedded in the political discourse and the national media, and are used frequently in fiscal and budget legislation and official public documents, such as the budget and government reports.

The expectation is that evaluation of social programs in general, and educational programs in particular, will give way to enhance government policy and have positive impacts on relevant public issues, such as education access, quality, and students´achievement. This paper investigates on evaluation and its connection to public accountability and government performance in the context of social programs in Mexico, with particularly emphasis on education programs. The importance of research in this subject derives from the need to analyse if and how a decade long of institutional change, directed towards strengthening transparency, evaluation and accountability has had any effect on government performance and policy making.

This research studies evaluation and its utilization with the objective of contributing to a finer analysis of the links between accountability and government performance. The paper focuses on the evaluation activity of social programs in Mexico as a study subject to investigate on its characteristics, evolution and possible challenges towards a more significant development of evaluation policy in the education sector.
The article is divided as follows. In the next section a conceptual framework is outlined that attempts to respond to the question of how can evaluation become an instrument for change towards better performance in public sector social programs. The following section describes briefly some of the main institutions of the Evaluation System in Mexico and the evaluation of educational programs. The fourth section tackles the issue of measuring the incidence of evaluation in policy change; the fifth section describes the empirical work done for this research and sketches briefly the most relevant findings.  The final section concludes with some thoughts on limitations and further research on this subject. 

Making the connection: Accountability, Evaluation and Performance

The general cry for accountability, particularly in young democracies, reflects a collective frustration about poor government performance. But as several authors have pointed out (e.g., Shedler 2004, Mashaw 2006, Ackerman 2008) there appears to be, in general, a vague understanding of the concept of public accountability and furthermore there is little hard evidence to show how this attribute of democratic government could work to improve government action and results.

Effective public accountability, with effects on government’s performance, is necessarily linked to the evaluation of public policy and programs.  Accountability and evaluation are two distinct concepts, but their interaction gives meaning to the exercise of democratic government. Accountability can be defined as the requirement of informing, justifying and taking responsibility for the consequences of decisions and actions. In a democracy, accountability responds to a “…continuous concern for checks and balances, supervision and the control of power” (Schedler 2004, p. 9).  

Evaluation of government programs is commonly referred to as “a social science activity directed at collecting analysing, interpreting and communicating information about the working and effectiveness of programs” (Rossi and Freeman 2004). But evaluation of public policies, conceived as a strict research practice among experts, is of no use to public accountability if it remains as a practice in which data, information, analysis and evidence is shown about the implementation and results of programs with no further significant use for policy making. As a government practice, evaluation must be useful for public decision-making. For evaluation to have any true relevance it must have explicit ties with accountability institutions.
Evaluation as a practice and as applied research has been developing at a speeding rate since the 1960´s, evolving in a social science discipline in its own, with significant developments in its theory and applied quantitative and qualitative research techniques. The different perspectives on evaluation studies correspond to the diverse questions that evaluation seeks to answer, but also to the different uses evaluation aims to have (Weiss 2008; Chelimsky 2006; Rossi and Freeman 2004; Pitman, Feinstein, and Ingram 2005). 

Evaluation of government programs has multiple purposes. The four most cited by the evaluation literature appear to be: accountability, capacity building, knowledge creation and provision of information for program or policy change (Chelimsky 2006).

However, it has not always been clear how these different potential purposes of evaluation studies are observed in practice. The concern for evaluation use has motivated in itself a array of rich literature in the subject since the late 1980’s (Cousins and Leithwood 1986; Patton 1997; Weiss 1999; Marra 2000).  An important concern in these studies is the different interpretations of utilization. In a broad meaning use signifies a consequence of evaluation studies and prompts in an obvious flow to think about the connections between research and policy, after all, “the overall aim of evaluation is to assist people and organizations to improve their plans, policies and practices on behalf of citizens” (Weiss 1999, p.469). The interest on evaluation studies stems from the expectations to influence government policy decisions. Evaluation seeks to influence policy by motivating through research the continuation, termination, expansion or modification of public programs or policies. Weiss (1999) states that the purpose of evaluation is social betterment and support the idea of the need to identify the mechanisms that lead to this goal along differing paths of influence and at different levels.  

But what determines that evaluation of public programs conforms a true component of accountability leading to policy improvement?  Weiss (1999) has argued that policy makers are motivated to use evaluation studies because of several reasons, among which are: the need to have better information in order to take action; a distrust of information by other sources; a call for legitimacy for political action; and because actors may want to find evidence or theory to support their position on policies or inform difficult decisions.   
It is evident that there are different uses for evaluation research. This has been a recurring topic in the research on evaluation use. Johnson et al. (2009) reviewed the empirical literature  from 1986 to 2005, and show the different meanings of use and their variants in this period´s research works. Some of the most common uses found for evaluations are: instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic use.

Instrumental use is linked to a direct application of knowledge generated by applied research; conceptual use is tied to the change in people’s understanding and learning, and symbolic use refers to the utilization of the existence of evaluation works to persuade or to convince, but not the use of the specific results derived from them (e.g., Feinstein 2002).

This paper focuses on the direct or instrumental use of evaluation studies to modify or reform particular policy instruments such as government programs.

 Studies on this subject offer some clues on the factors that may influence instrumental use of evaluations. Cousins and Leithwood (1986) analysis of 65 empirical studies and Balthasar's (2008) study that consists of a sample 300 evaluations of the Swiss government. These works are based on the assumption that there are broad categories of factors that can influence the success of instrumental evaluation use. These authors considered two broad categories of influence on instrumental use, refer here broadly as 1) factors of evaluation implementation and 2) political-institutional factors for the practice of evaluation. The first category of factors refers basically to attributes of the evaluation process itself; the most common of these mentioned in different studies are:  quality and credibility of evaluation studies; communication and publication practice; applicability and relevance of findings; timeliness; unit responsible for evaluation.
The political institutional factors influencing evaluation use refer to the policy setting and political environment characteristics, and these can include: legal framework; political climate; availability of other sources of information; personal characteristics of policy decision makers; commitment or receptiveness to evaluation.

Considering this broad analytical framework of evaluation use, the following section describes the development of the Mexican federal evaluation system, looking both political institutional characteristics and the implementation elements of the evaluation process itself.

The Mexican Evaluation System and the Evaluation of Education

Evaluation of public programs in Mexico has been an existing concept in official government legislation as far as the late 1970’s
. However, rigorous and systematic evaluation studies of government programs were not carried out until the late 1990’s and beginning of the 2000’s. Two events seemed to have triggered the development of a Federal Evaluation System in Mexico, particularly focused on government programs. The first is related to the evaluation of the Conditional Cash Transfer Program initially called PROGRESA, today called OPORTUNIDADES, implemented in Mexico in 1997. PROGRESA was the first conditional cash transfer program designed and implemented nationwide in Latin America. The program had various innovative elements. The first innovation was the links between school assistance and health prevention with a cash transfer to poor families. The program aimed at increasing human capital of children in poor households by placing economic incentives for families (Becker, 1999). The second innovation of PROGRESA was the ex-ante design of an experimental impact evaluation. None other program in Mexico until that time had built in complete information and monitoring system to evaluate precise indicators of performance considering an experimental control group. Evaluation results on PROGRESA started to appear as early as 1999 in national and international reports, journals and academic conferences
. PROGRESA’s evaluation caught the attention of policy makers in a time of increased pressures to democratize and open government activities to public scrutiny. The publication of  PROGRESA’s evaluations stimulated  policy makers to enact legislation that would make all government programs subject to public annual evaluations by 2001.

A second source for the development of a Federal Evaluation System is related to the politics of democratization.   The transition towards democracy that was evident in Mexico by the late 1990’s, and underscored in 2000 when for the first time an opposition party won the Presidency in that year’s federal elections, originated political incentives for a move towards the creation of a set of institutions that promoted transparency, accountability and evaluation.  These changes were in great part motivated by the need to establish new institutional arrangements in which checks and balances of diverse actors would constraint any one political group to hold an excesive share of power. Thus the advancement of accountability and evaluation requirements became the dominant political strategy.

New laws for government transparency and access to information, social program evaluation, budget and accountability have been issued since 2002.  New organizations have been established in order to fulfill the necessary tasks to carry on the mandates set by the new laws. Among these are the National Institute for the Evaluation of Education (INEE) and the National Council for the Evaluation of Social Policy (CONEVAL). The INEE was created in 2002 with the purpose of conducting big scale evaluations of the educational system. The INEE has made evaluations and studies on student achievement and quality of education at the nationwide level with a set of surveys on school achievement using national representative samples of children between the third grade of elementary school and last grade of high school. It is worth noting also that since 2008 the Federal Department of Education implements a standardized test (ENLACE) in every elementary and secondary school of the country with the objective of measuring proficiency in math and Spanish.
The National Council for the Evaluation of Social Policy (CONEVAL), a semi-autonomous agency of the federal government, is in charge of designing and coordinating evaluations of federal social programs.  The organizational structure of this agency has given it a great amount of influence among policy makers. CONEVAL holds a Council of 6 prestigious academic researchers appointed in turn by a Commission in which three levels of government are represented as well as the executive and legislative branches. Since 2007 CONEVAL has evaluated a wide variety of social programs, including education programs, in aspects such as design, process, performance and impact. Some of the main characteristics of the evaluations studies commissioned by CONEVAL are: 1) they are carried out by external agents such as academic and research institutions, universities or private consultants; 2) they are designed with specific objectives and methodological guidelines and 3) they are not only an assessment of the program´s design, performance or impact but are required to make suggestions for program improvement. It is worth noting here that particular interest has been placed since 2008 in establishing a system to follow up on actions undertaken by programs as a direct consequence of their evaluations.   Even though external evaluations of federal social programs were formalized and generalized with the creation of CONEVAL, it is important to say that a systematic evaluation efforts began as early as 2001, as noted earlier.

The information presented in the evaluation documents of education programs published by CONEVAL show that the total basic school population in this country (preschool to 9th grade) is 25.6 million students. National coverage is nearly 100% in elementary school, for preschool is at 77.6% and secondary school is of 84.4% (CONEVAL 211). The evaluation studies are clear to point out that the main challenges for education in Mexico are unequal access, low levels of achievement and quality. Educational achievement in Mexico is highly unequal among states and municipalities and is highly dependent on school structure and type. Between 2006 and 2010, the percentage of primary school students with an insufficient score on the national standardized test (ENLACE) decreased, but there is high variance among types of schools. In 2010, the difference in test results between urban private schools and rural indigenous schools can be up to 35 percentage points, in math as well as Spanish. However, these gaps did shorten between 2006 and 2010 (CONEVAL 2011).  

Mexico has implemented various public programs with the objectives of tackling the two most pressing problems of basic education, i.e., access as well as quality. And for little over a decade the country has begun a national evaluation effort of its federal programs, as briefly described above. 

Evaluation as a policy activity, in a democratic political system, has the objective of disclosing public information to fulfill public accountability requirements, and to give evidence to make political decisions, be it from citizens at the polls or from politicians at their jobs. But public evaluation systems are also instruments to improve government activity through a learning process of documenting and understanding success and failures. Thus, one of the main purposes of conducting evaluations is to improve public program performance. How much do evaluation studies affect management decisions? How much is evaluation used? How can we measure the effects of evaluation on performance? These are questions that research must address in order to better understand evaluation initiatives and to promote a better design of evaluation systems.

In the next section I address the difficulties of measuring the incidence of program evaluation on policy making. I argue that in order to study the effects of evaluation a necessary first step is to document through direct systematic observation instrumental changes in programs in a given time line, while at the same time analyze the evaluation studies and their proposals for change during the corresponding time period.
So we evaluate… Can we measure policy incidence?

Only in 2010 the Mexican Council for the Evaluation of Social Policy (CONEVAL) commissioned evaluations studies for 36 federal education programs. If we consider similar evaluation studies hired to external agents since 2001, the year program evaluations became mandatory in Mexico, we can count hundreds of research studies being made in the past decade. The question of what has been the incidence or effect, use or impact of so much research on policy decisions begs to be addressed, especially so in a time when the idea of “evidence based policy” has gathered so much notice among researchers, policy makers and practitioners. 

The difficulty to measure incidence of research in policy decisions stems from a diverse set of circumstances. First, the meaning of impacts, effects or incidence is not always clear or is ambiguous. From existing research, as seen in second section of this paper, it becomes clear that evaluation use can signify a number of different things, such as symbolic, conceptual or instrumental use. It is therefore necessary, when studying the effects of research in policy, to clearly state which type of use is analyzed.   Second, changes in policy or programs can come from a variety of sources, one of which can be evaluation studies, but there are other contextual political, cultural or economic variables that can affect evaluation use. A related element is the openness of the actors that can take decisions to use evaluation studies as a source of change.   

All measures of policy incidence will be imperfect and for most cases there is little possibility to adopt rigorous impact studies to measure their effects, in national context where evaluation systems are put in place. Now, what I am proposing here is to analyze changes in time of the most basic instrumental meaning for programs, which are their operational rules.  And analyze a qualitative correspondence with evaluation studies. Even to do this task several methodological decisions have to be made in order for the exercise have some coherent meaning. In the next section the methodological issues and empirical work is described along with some of the most relevant findings. But first, the results of a survey on evaluation use among public officials in the Mexican government are described in order to consider the likeliness of the actors to consider evaluation studies as a source of program change.
Methods and Empirical Work 

In order to understand how the evaluation studies are used by public officials in charge of program operation or in evaluation areas in federal agencies, this research included a survey to public officials of evaluation use.  The survey was designed to measure the respondent´s perception on the degree and types of evaluation use and the variables that may affect evaluation use such as, nature of the unit responsible for evaluation conduction, qualifications of evaluators, quality and communication of evaluation reports, degree of responsiveness to evaluation, clarity in the evaluation design, legal framework, organizational climate, and external political factors, among others.  The survey was voluntarily and anonymous and was sent to 293 public officials in 19 agencies of the federal government.  

 The effective rate of response of the survey was 19% (56) with respondents from 16 of the 19 federal agencies. 54% of respondents belonged to operation units of programs, and 46% to evaluation units. Their demographics showed that 54% of respondents were men, and the average age was between 46 and 55 years.  The agency with the greatest group of respondents was Social Development with 21% of the sample. The sample had a wide spectrum of administrative level officials, being the greatest group a middle level manager (Director de Area). The average level of years of experience in their current position was between 3 and 5. 

The great majority of respondents (88%) thought that evaluations had some type of use for programs or agencies.  A majority of respondents (79%) mentioned impact evaluation as the most useful type of evaluation. When asked to rank (on a scale from 1 to10) most common uses, the results were as follows:
· To provide information about a program´s design, process and impact: 8.2

· To modify Operating Rules: 8.2

· For accountability: 7.2

· To position the program to public opinion: 6.4

· To negotiate budget: 5.2

When asked to rank users of evaluations, the three best ranked actors were: CONEVAL (8.0), Evaluation Units within agencies (7.8), Directors of Programs (7.2); the three worst ranked users were Congress (5.2), Beneficiaries (4.6) and Citizens (4.0).  

With respect to factors that can promote evaluation use, in the opinion of respondents, the most frequent factors mentioned were the existence of a legal framework fir use (89%), evaluators external to the program (71%), and collaboration in the evaluation design (55%). 
In a scale from 1 to 10, respondents ranked the following elements for their importance in the use of evaluations.  

· Qualifications of evaluator: 8.9

· Quality and adequate communication of findings: 8.7

· Receptiveness to evaluation: 8.6

· Clarity in evaluation design: 8.5

· Involvement in evaluation design by program directors: 8.1

· Legal framework for evaluation use 7.8

· Organizational climate 6.6

· Political external factors: 6.2
In general terms the results of the survey show that public officials have the perception that program evaluation studies as conducted in the last decade in Mexico are conducive more for instrumental use than for political accountability purposes or to influence budget decisions. Now, in the following paragraphs I explain how this research undertook the analysis of the instrumental use of evaluation studies in a period of little less than a decade.

In order to analyse the possible connections of evaluation studies to program performance, this research studies the changes in programs´ operation rules (ORs) and the recommendations made in their evaluation studies for a sample of 9 federal programs from the Mexican government in the period between 2001 and 2009, five of which are related to education. The selection of programs was made considering variance in different elements, such as budget, year of program creation, and agency responsible of programs.

 Table 1 shows the list of programs included in the sample with some of its main characteristics, such as agency in charge of operation, budget, year of first publication of ORs , as well as year of first evaluation. 

Tabla 1 Selected Programs and their main characteristics

	
	Federal Agency
	Year ORs
	Budget 2009
(millions usd)
	Year of First

Evaluation public

	Quality Schools Program

PEC
	Education
	2001
	119.9
	2002

	Distance Secondary Schooling Program

PFEL
	Education
	2006
	30.5
	2007

	National Reading Program

PNL
	Education
	2005
	2.1
	2005

	Work Training Program

PAE
	Labor/Education
	2002
	120.8
	2002

	National Fund for Artisans Support

FONART
	Social Development
	2000
	6.1
	2001

	Milk Supply Program

LICONSA
	Social Development
	2002
	124.8
	2002

	Health Communities Program

CSaludables
	Health
	2002
	5.2
	2003

	Newborns health insurance Program

SMNG
	Health
	2008
	211.3
	2008

	Education, Health, Nutrition Program

OPORTUNIDADES
	Social Development/Education
	2000
	2,683.5
	1999


For these 9 programs, annual ORs are public documents and were revised so as to identify relevant changes from one year to another. The changes sought were those related to the program´s design or logical framework and that were deemed to have an effect on performance. The four general categories of change were the following:  a) general objectives of the program, b) the definition and identification of target population, c) the selection criteria of the target population and d) the type of benefits that the program offered its beneficiaries.   Table 2 shows these categories of change along with more explicit description for each one. The empirical work consisted in the search of relevant changes in these categories in every of the 61 documents that contained annual operating rules for the 9 programs in the period 2001-2009. Every relevant change from one year to the next was coded (1) on a database. All such changes in the 9 programs were recorded and counted for the analysis on a yearly basis. 
Tabla 2 Categories of Change in Operating Rules and Evaluations

	Categories 
	Definition of Change

	General Objective  (GO)


	1) Changes in the definition of impacts sought. 

2) Changes in beneficiaries who are receiving the desired impact. 

3) Changes in the instruments or means by which the impact is sought. 

	Target Population  (TP)


	1) Definition of target population 

a. Changes between groups and individuals. 

b. Changes in the type of geographic unit (states vs municipalities) 

2) Differences established between potential, target and attended population. 

3) Tools used to identify their location. 

4) Changes in the precision of the concepts (e.g., poverty, extreme poverty, moderate poverty) 

	Selection Criteria (SC)


	1) List of attributes or characteristics that target population should have. 

2) Incorporation of measurement mechanisms for attributes (formats, surveys, information sources) 

3) Institution responsible for setting the criteria, identifying tools and information sources and / or establishing parameters for selection 

4) Selection Mechanism 

	Benefits (B)


	1) Changes in types of aid (e.g., cash, or in kind) 

2) Changes in the amounts allocated 

3) Changes in the contributions of third parties for the granting of benefits


The next step was to identify the recommendations in evaluation documents regarding the same categories as those used for the ORs. There were 57 evaluation documents available for these 9 programs in the period 2001 - 2009. Here again, the recommendations that were found were coded in a database. The objective was to observe degree of consistency between what was being proposed in the evaluations and changes in the programs ORs, especially with respect to changes that have better likelihood to contribute to enhance the programs´ logical framework components. 

With this database several measures of association between changes in ORs and the evaluations studies recommendations for program change were estimated. Also measures of association were estimated between program characteristics, such as budget and year of creation with number of registered changes and recommendations. 

It is important to note that the problem of attribution of evaluation studies, or research in general, on policy change has been mentioned in several of the studies revised here (Feinstein 2002; C. H. Weiss 1999). The reasons for this recurring warning is that policy change is the consequence of a multiple array of variables and interactions in the political, economic and administrative arenas that are difficult to operationalize and control for. This is the reason why this paper focuses on coincidence and not causality. The intention is to look for association or correlations, assuming that the effect of evaluations studies on ORs may be mediated by other intermediate knowledge generating processes or political incentives. However, we would expect to observe a higher degree of association between changes in ORs and evaluation recommendations as finer more direct mechanisms for evaluation use are set in place. 

Results
The total count of changes in operation rules for programs was 111, with the highest percentage (37%) of those being in the Selection Criteria of beneficiaries.  The total count for recommendations was 80.  The highest percentage of recommendations was in the Target Population category (36%).  See Table 

Tabla 3 Total Counts of Changes in ORS and Evaluation Recommendations for Sample of Programs, 2001-2009

	
	
	Categories of Change/Recomendation
	
	
	
	

	Federal Agency
	Program
	COG
	ROG
	CTP
	RTP
	CSC
	RSC
	CB
	RB
	Total C
	% of C
	Total R
	% of R

	Education
	Quality Schools Program PEC
	6
	4
	3
	2
	6
	2
	0
	0
	15
	14
	8
	10

	
	National Reading Program  PNL
	3
	0
	1
	0
	2
	0
	4
	0
	10
	9
	0
	0

	
	Distance Secondary Schooling Program PFEL
	0
	0
	0
	0
	4
	0
	1
	0
	5
	5
	0
	0

	Social Develpment
	National Fund for Artisans Support FONART
	3
	5
	7
	6
	4
	3
	5
	7
	19
	17
	21
	26

	
	Milk Supply Program LICONSA
	3
	2
	4
	9
	2
	2
	1
	0
	10
	9
	13
	16

	
	Education, Health, Nutrition Program OPORTUNIDADES
	2
	4
	1
	4
	4
	7
	8
	6
	15
	14
	21
	26

	Health
	Health Communities Program CSaludables
	2
	2
	4
	4
	10
	0
	2
	1
	18
	16
	7
	9

	
	Newborns health insurance Program SMNG
	2
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	3
	3
	2
	3

	Labor
	Work Training Program  PAE
	3
	2
	3
	3
	9
	1
	1
	2
	16
	14
	8
	10

	
	Total count
	24
	20
	23
	29
	41
	15
	23
	16
	111
	100
	80
	100

	
	Percentage according to category’s total
	22%
	25%
	21%
	36%
	37%
	19%
	21%
	20%
	
	
	
	


Note: R or C preceding refers to Changes or Recommendations in SC: Selection Criteria; TP: Target Population, GO: General Objective, B: Benefits

The spearman correlation coefficient between changes and recommendations is high for the Target Population category (0.812), and for Benefits (0.667); moderate for General Objective (0.432) and rather low for Selection Criteria (0.098). 

In Figure 1 I use a network diagram to illustrate recommendations and changes to the different programs.  The centre nodes represent programs, with its size corresponding to budget arranged in order of magnitude. The sizes of nodes on changes and recommendations correspond to total count for each category. Line width corresponds to count of recommendations and change for each program, correspondingly. The three programs with the greatest amount of recommendations and change, as can be seen in the figure are FONART, OPORTUNIDADES and LICONSA, all three from the Department of Social Development. Changes in ORs seem to have a moderate to low negative correlation with size of budget (-.319), while the opposite happens with recommendations with a moderate positive correlation (0.439).

Figure  1 Illustration for Recommendations and Changes in Programs
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Note: Recommendations in RSC: Selection Criteria,  RTP: Target Population,  RGO: General Objective,  RG: Benefits Changes in: CSC: Selection Criteria,  CTP: Target Population,  CGO: General Objective,  CB: Benefits

The timeline for changes and recommendations in the period between 2001 and 2009 is shown in Figure 2.   There appear to be an important increase in the amount of recommendations in 2007 due mostly to the type of evaluation that was implemented that year and that it required evaluators to explicitly state recommendations in the six components of the evaluation. Also, it can be seen that by 2008 and again in 2009 evaluations decreased the amount of recommendations made to programs. Revising the evaluation methodology of that year it becomes clear why the decrease took place, given that these documents are designed to be short reports to inform progress and results on performance, but they do not generate an analysis very conducive for recommendations. 

Figure  2 Changes in ORs and Recommendations per year
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The explanation of changes in ORs is more complex, and even if we can find a rising pattern in these years that coincide with the general trend of recommendations, the relation between evaluation and changes is not straightforward. An increase in the number of changes in ORs is evident in the first half of the 2000s; some of the influences may be found in the change of party in government by 2000, and that by 2002, the Mexican government adopted an official poverty measurement following the new methodology, programs adjusted their ORs to be in accordance.  By 2006, we also observe an increase in ORs changes, some of the external factors to evaluations affecting this may be first the last year of the Federal Administration before federal elections, so administrators may have wanted to shield programs from political use. In 2007 we see a decline that may have responded to the low end of the learning curve of the new Federal Administration and also to changes in personnel in charge. In 2008 and 2009 again an increase in changes that may have been the consequence of the recommendations of the 2007  evaluation. The greatest amount of changes took place in the category of selection criteria of beneficiaries, which looks coherent with the innovations that took place during that time in terms of the type and quantity of information and monitoring systems in place in the federal administration, and which gave programs the instruments by which a more rigorous selection criteria could take place. 
Main Findings and Work ahead

Due to recurring poor performances in some important policy goals, such as education quality and student achievement, an emphasis on the concept of evaluation based policy has become widespread in developed as well as developing countries. However there appears to be a poor understanding of the mechanisms by which evaluation, accountability and performance are connected As researches and policy practitioners it is necessary to understand how evaluation connects with the institutions of accountability in order to improve performance. 

An increase in empirical research is needed to understand the different paths and connections between these concepts. This type of applied research is particularly relevant in less developed countries and those that have recently transitioned towards democracy because there are relevant institutional formation processes that may determine future performance.

This paper argues that in order for empirical research to be valuable it needs to clarify the definition of the uses of evaluation studies, and by what specific ways it aims to modify government policy or programs and impact their performance.  The case of the Mexico is used here to analyse its national evaluation system that started its development a decade ago.

In this country the national system of evaluation of government programs appears to be a highly sophisticated endeavour with the participation of a diverse set of actors, among which are public officials of different agencies, the academic community in their role of evaluators, legislators and civil society. Also it is equipped with a diverse set of methodological instruments for evaluating government programs and guidelines for evaluation and monitoring.

The Mexican evaluation system has gained significant support from public officials in charge of programs and in evaluation areas of federal agencies. There appears to be the impression among middle to high level public officials that evaluation is conducive for use at a conceptual and instrumental level but less so at a symbolic level in terms of political accountability. The link between evaluation use and budget allocation is seen as weak.

Nine social development programs in Mexico, the majority linked with education, were analysed in order to investigate on how operational changes linked to performance may be influenced by evaluation studies. Among these programs there appears to be a high degree of changes in operational rules during the time period analysed.  There appears to be a moderate to high correlation between changes to programs and evaluation studies recommendations for specific aspects, such as the general objectives of programs, definition of target population and types of benefits program offer. The analysis also found that changes seem negatively related to budget size of program and recommendations appear to be positively correlated to this aspect of programs. These seems to indicate that evaluators will place greater emphasis on programs the bigger the public resources employed on them, while resistance to change may be more obvious in these programs, as there may be more at stake in possible changes.

This paper does no assume that evaluation studies and their specific recommendations for change translate easily in changes in programs. There are a wide variety of factors that may affect research incidence in policy. However, a starting point to study evidence based policy and its contribution to government programs‘ performance is to clearly define use and to show the changes that might be connected with evaluation studies. 

This paper presents the reader with evidence that might suggest that evaluation studies in Mexico are making headway in the contribution towards program change leading to increased performance. However this may be yet to be proven in the future, as evidence becomes available and further research on this area is presented. Future research will need to take a more in depth qualitative approach in the study of particular programs and evaluation studies to establish how evaluation leads to change and change leads to increased performance and improvement in education. 
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