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Introduction

Sightsavers Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL) team are responsible for conducting,
as well as commissioning evaluations, and carrying out data collection and analysis in order
to create a strong evidence base to support projects, programmes and Sightsavers’ strategic
direction. Sightsavers is committed to the realisation of the rights of all adults and children,
including people with disabilities, and as such, ensuring ethical conduct in evidence
generation is imperative.

Sightsavers MEL Team have developed this guidance document in order to outline minimum
standards for ethical evaluation, data collection and analysis processes within Sightsavers.
Working ethically requires regular reflection on the ethical questions raised by the work and
to adopt a culture of dialogue and learning. Please use this guidance document thoughtfully
and intelligently. For example, you may wish to consider revisiting this guidance document at
the beginning and end of evaluative activities, documenting the decisions you have made,
and/or talking through your approaches with a colleague acting as a critical friend.

Minimum standards for all evaluation, data collection and
analysis activities

Who is this guidance for?

This guidance is intended for the MEL Team at Sightsavers. It is a position statement
spelling out our MEL approach and principles. This guidance should be read in conjunction
with the following working documents:

Ethical Data Collection Guidance 1.1 Responsibilities in Evaluations
Ethical Data Collection Guidance 1.2 Baselines, follow-up and endlines
Ethical Data Collection Guidance 1.3 When to consider ethical approval

Which data collection processes are included in this
guidance?

The Research Team leads research’ within Sightsavers. Therefore, guidance on ethical
procedures for research data collection are not included in this guidance. All other evaluation
or data collection processes involving human subjects or the analysis of sensitive
secondary data? are included in this guidance. This includes processes carried out or
commissioned by Sightsavers MEL Team. Country offices and global teams leading data

' Research is the systematic investigation into and study of materials and sources in order to
establish facts and reach new conclusions, whilst monitoring and evaluation is the systematic
collection and analysis of information to determine the progress and effectiveness of an intervention
or of an organisation's achievement against set targets and objectives.

2 Sensitive secondary data includes patient records and children’s school records.
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collection included in the above should consult the MEL Team for advice, in addition to
reading this guidance.

The following are the minimum standards and required steps for evaluation, data collection
and analysis undertaken or commissioned by Sightsavers. This includes activities
undertaken by individual consultants, institutional contractors, and partners.

In addition to reading this guidance, data collectors and supervisors on a consultancy
contract are required to sign the code of conduct for representatives, whilst companies
with supplier agreements are required to sign the suppliers and partners code of
conduct?®.

Key principles and standards

Sightsavers MEL Team adhere to FCDO'’s key principles and Ethics Standards, as outlined
below?.

Key principles

Beneficence: Seek to maximise benefit and minimise harm.

Respect: Respect people’s rights and dignity, well-being, personal agency and
characteristics.

Accountability: Transparent and answerable for decisions made and actions taken.

Integrity: Adhere to ethical standards, act with honesty, and deliver work of integrity and
merit.

Ethics standards

Evaluation and monitoring activities are useful and necessary. It is unethical to take people’s
time to collect data that are not wholly necessary or useful.

Design and conduct of research, evaluation and monitoring work is sensitive to cultural,
socio-economic, environmental and political context.

Harm to individuals and communities is minimised and benefits maximised, risks are
identified, and mitigating actions are taken.

Identity and confidentiality are protected, and data are secure.

Participation is based on informed consent. Ensuring the consent is informed is the
responsibility of data collectors.

People’s rights and dignity are respected and there is equitable participation.

Ensure equity through inclusion and representation of multiple perspectives.

Findings are disseminated to intended stakeholders and used appropriately.

3 All the latest versions and translations are saved here:
https:/Isightsavershh.sharepoint.com/sites/Ourlntranet/SitePages/Safeguarding-
resources.aspx
“https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_da
ta/file/838106/DFID-Ethics-Guidance-Oct2019.pdf
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Detailed principles’

The following section gives further detail on how the key principles are understood by
Sightsavers MEL team and how they should be respected when planning and carrying out
evidence generation activities, carrying out or commissioning evaluations, and conducting
monitoring activities.

In all data collection and analysis processes, team members should ensure that time is built
in to reflect on the process, learn and review roles critically and reflexively with a view to
ensuring that opportunities for sharing knowledge and power are maximised.

In participatory processes the following principles will need to be adapted to allow for the
differences in participant selection and involvement. In Community Based Participatory
Research (CBPR) approaches, additional ethical considerations related to this specific
approach should also be adhered to, while maintaining the principles below.

In the following, the term data collector/ supervisor is used to include peer researchers, data
collectors and any Sightsavers staff member or externally contracted individual who is
responsible for designing, delivering or analysing data for evidence generation. This
includes, but is not limited to evaluators, consultants, MEL advisors/managers, internal and
external data collectors, project staff conducting data collection®, enumerators and data
supervisors.

Informed consent

Informed consent will be sought from all participants, using a standardised format that has
been adapted for the specific exercise and the context. In most cases this will comprise of a
consent form, however there are instances where consent forms may not be suitable. For
example, with large scale data collections in eye health projects, consent forms may be too
time consuming or admin heavy and as these can be replaced with a standard explanatory
text this is read to participants, who then in turn provide their consent verbally. If verbal
consent is provided, it is important to keep a record of this. In the above example data
collectors can use an option in the CommCare app to indicate if consent was obtained —
these records are then kept. In other instances, it may be appropriate to record participants
giving their consent verbally using a voice recorder (e.g. if conducting key informant
interviews) or a video camera (e.g. this would be suitable for participatory video participants).

5 Much of this approach has been informed by the UNEG Ethical Guidelines for evaluation, 2020
(https://lwww.unevaluation.org/document/detail/2866); the UNICEF Procedure for ethical
standards in research, evaluation, data collection and analysis, April 2021
(https://www.unicef.org/evaluation/media/1786/file/UNICEF%20Procedure%200n%20Ethical%2
0Standards%20in%20Research,%20Evaluation,%20Data%20Collection%20and%20Analysis.p
df)

The Australian Council for International Development, Principles and Guidelines
2021(https:/Irdinetwork.org.au/effective-ethical-research-evaluation/principles-guidelines-
ethical-research-evaluation/)

¢ For example, this includes project staff collecting data on training or handling secondary data from
partners like children's data in education projects
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In the case that the participants are children or vulnerable groups, then consent formats will
be adapted accordingly. Necessary additional steps will be taken to safeguard the
participation of children and vulnerable groups, adhering to Sightsavers organisational
safeguarding policy. This may include completing a safeguarding risk assessment and the
use of assent forms or additional consent forms for parents, guardians, or carers.
Consideration must be given to ensure that participation is and continues to be in the child,
or persons’, best interests.

When participants include children with disabilities a wider range of ethical issues and
measures should be taken into consideration. A summary of the key challenges of working
ethically with children with disabilities, and how to mitigate these has been compiled by
UNICEF".

There are certain circumstances where it is necessary to breach confidentiality. Such as if
any information is disclosed that identifies a safeguarding risk. In these situations,
confidentiality may be breached in order that the necessary steps can be taken to report the
safeguarding concern. This needs to be built into training and detailed in consent
documentation. The details of the Speak Up process should also be shared and referenced
in any consent process (see box below).

Speak Up reporting platform

Sightsavers has in place a dedicated speak up reporting platform which provides a single,
global way of submitting concerns about fraud, misappropriation, sexual harassment,
exploitation, abuse, support of terrorist funding or other improper conduct.

The platform offers support in over 100 languages, online or phone options and the ability
to submit a report anonymously. Visit the site for more information.

Concerns can also be emailed to speakup@sightsavers.org

Information about this platform should be included in all relevant data collection
processes.

Background information, consent forms and evidence gathering tools should be provided in
the language of the participant, in varying formats such as plain language, pictorial/visual cues,
large print, Braille and/or audio, based on individual preference.

Respect for dignity and diversity

Data collectors/ supervisors shall respect differences in culture, local customs, religious
beliefs and practices, personal interaction, power relations, sexual orientation, gender roles
and identity, disability, age and ethnicity and be mindful of the potential implications of these
differences when planning and carrying out evidence generation activities and while
reporting. This includes using evidence-gathering instruments appropriate to the cultural

" Innocenti Research Brief 2020-15
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setting®. The data collectors/ supervisors shall always seek to do no harm and keep
disruption to a minimum while information is obtained, providing the maximum notice to
individuals or institutions they wish to engage in the evidence gathering, optimising demands
on their time and respecting people’s right to privacy.

Voluntary participation

Participant selection /self-selection shall ensure the right to self-determination. Prospective
participants shall be treated as autonomous agents and must be given the time and
information to decide whether or not they wish to participate and be able to make an
independent decision without any pressure or fear of penalty for not participating.
Participants will also have the right to withdraw at any time during participation, as well as
the right to withdraw their data at a later date.

The MEL team acknowledge that this can be challenging in the context of project MEL as
participants in data collection are often project participants as well. Data collectors must
ensure it is understood that participants can say no and are not obliged to take part, making
it clear that participants are not at risk of any refusal or withdrawal of future support, should
they choose not to consent. Data collectors should be sensitive to non-verbal
communication and cultural practice, for example, body language during data collection
which may indicate that an individual no longer wishes to participate should be dealt with
sensitively.

It will be made clear to the participants that they either will not be remunerated or will be
provided with, for example, travel costs and refreshments in instances where it is
contextually appropriate to reimburse them for this.

Fairness and justice

Participant selection /self-selection shall be fair in relation to the aims of the evidence
gathering exercise. Care shall be taken to ensure that marginalised or otherwise excluded
groups are represented as appropriate. Where the evidence gathering exercise involves the
participation of members of vulnerable groups, data collectors/ supervisors must be aware of
and comply with international and country legal codes governing, for example, interviewing
children and young people. As discussed above this may include additional or adapted
consent/ assent forms, and as part of this, data collectors/ supervisors should have
completed the online UNICEF short course ‘Introduction to ethics in evidence
generation’® and comply with:

Sightsavers organisational Safeguarding policy

8 For example, questionnaires are not always translated appropriately before they are used in new
temporal, cultural or linguistic settings. The results based on such instruments may therefore not
accurately reflect what they are supposed to measure. Additionally, literacy levels should also be
taken into consideration, avoiding sole reliance in instruments that require participants to read or
write.

® In the case of a company signing the supplier Code of Conduct, they are required to have their own
safeguarding procedures (but may choose to adopt/follow Sightsavers policy). Suppliers will need to
comply with the partner code of conduct:
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Processing children’s data guidance
Global anti-slavery policy

Data collectors should inform the participants that they can report any concerns/ complaints
they might have to the safeguarding focal point/ data supervisor or the Speak Up platform
as appropriate.

People with a disability are entitled to full and equitable participation in evaluations as
outlined in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities'?. This includes
people with a cognitive impairment, intellectual disability or a mental illness. Many people
with disability will have full capacity to participate and should not be excluded solely due to
their disability. The impact of a disability is often dependent on environmental and social
barriers; hence data collectors/ supervisors should seek to ensure that evidence gathering
exercises are inclusive of people with disability and that any specific participation limitations
are addressed. For example, ensuring information, venues and formats for meetings are
accessible to all and communicating clearly using language everyone can understand.

Maximising benefit and avoiding harm

Data collectors/ supervisors shall seek to minimise the risks to, and burdens on, those
participating in the evidence gathering exercise, and seek to maximise the benefits and
reduce unnecessary harms'' that might occur, without compromising the integrity of the
exercise. Avoidance of harm to the data collectors/ supervisors themselves shall also be
considered, particularly in terms of safety, potential trauma, culture shock and the availability
of emotional support. Sightsavers’ Global Physical Security framework and Global Travel
Policy applies.

In instances of participatory data collection through peers, the needs of these individuals
should also be carefully considered. For example, the additional time burden on them as well
as project activities and the effects of being seen as a project representative if issues are to
arise.

Any potential harm and/or benefit to the participants and data collectors / supervisors should
be noted in the methodology section of the inception report / data collection plan / protocol
and final report, and justification should be provided in the case that compensation is
provided to participants.

Confidentiality

Data collectors / supervisors must ensure that sensitive information cannot be traced to its
source so that the identities of the individuals are protected. Data collectors / supervisors
shall respect people’s right to provide information in confidence and make participants aware
of the scope and limits of confidentiality. All personally identifiable data must be redacted

10 https://lwww.un.org/development/desal/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-
disabilities.html

" There are many types of harm to anticipate and consider. Examples include discomfort,
embarrassment, intrusion, devaluation of worth, unmet expectations, stigmatisation, physical injury,
distress, and trauma.
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from final reports that are disseminated or shared within or outside of the organisation. The
data collectors / supervisors should also ensure that data is stored securely, i.e., paper
copies kept in locked filing cabinets, electronic copies in password protected files or
encrypted safe storage devices.

For evaluations, original data, including interview records and meeting notes shall be de-
identified and retained in confidential files by the evaluators until completion of the
evaluation. The evaluators shall determine an appropriate time for further retention, after
which such data shall be securely disposed of in accordance with Sightsavers’ organisational
data protection policies.

Processes must comply with:

Sightsavers Data protection policy
Sightsavers’ Ethical content policy

In monitoring, particular attention should be paid to the handling of children’s school records
and any medical records, and the principles outlined in this document should be adhered to
wherever possible'2.

Reporting of findings

The findings shall be presented and discussed at the appropriate national or local level to
enable stakeholders to respond and input into them, before any report is finalised.

Sightsavers, or the commissioner of the evidence generation activity, if different, should
ensure that the findings are made accessible to the persons affected by the evidence
generation upon request, and to any others with legitimate claims or rights to receive the
results.

A dissemination strategy and communications plan for the final outputs of any evaluative
activity should be developed, taking into consideration the key messages, the target
audiences, and the reasons for sharing.

Reporting of evaluation findings

As a norm, the executive summaries of evaluation reports shall be made public on
Sightsavers’ website, however there may be exceptions made on a case-by-case basis™s.
The evaluation managers shall ensure high standards of accessibility and presentation of the
reports and use a range of relevant channels to disseminate the final report and findings.
Sightsavers Ethical Content policy should be observed for all external audience material.

All materials generated in the conduct of the evaluation are the property of the contracting
party or the donor/grant funder on whose behalf Sightsavers is commissioning the evaluation

12 Third parties (health facilities and schools) are involved in collecting and handling this data.
Although we cannot control how they do this, we should advocate for them to adhere to the
standards laid out in this guidance note.

13 Evaluations should aim to share the findings with all the relevant stakeholders involved. This
should be built into the dissemination plan for the activity. In low resource or low literacy settings,
communication methods may need to be adapted to ensure appropriateness.
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(i.e. Sightsavers and where relevant, donor/grant funders) and can only be used or
distributed with permission.

Independence and impartiality '

Data collectors / analysts should be aware of when bias may be forming and adjust
accordingly to ensure that they are not unduly influenced by the views or statements of any
party. Where they come under pressure to adopt a particular position or to introduce bias
into the findings, it is the responsibility of the data collectors / supervisors to ensure that
independence of judgement is maintained. It is the responsibility of the evidence generation
project lead (for example the lead consultant) to ensure that staff are trained and supported
in these circumstances.

In inception and final reports, evaluators should also detail any limitations related to the
independence of data and evidence collected, for example when, by necessity, Sightsavers
staff have been involved in the selection of stakeholders to be consulted during data
collection (e.g., convenience sampling).

Evaluations must give a comprehensive and balanced presentation of strengths and
weaknesses of the policy, programme, or project being evaluated, taking due account of the
views of a diverse cross-section of stakeholders.

Credibility

Evidence generated shall be credible and based on reliable data and observations. Reports
shall show evidence of consistency, reliability and validity of data, findings, judgements and
lessons learned; appropriately reflecting on the quality of the methodology, procedures and
analysis used to collect and interpret data. Data collectors / analysists shall endeavour to
ensure that each report is accurate, relevant, and timely and provides a clear, concise and
balanced presentation of the evidence, findings, issues, conclusions and recommendations.

Conflicts of interest

Conflicts of interest shall be avoided as far as possible so that the credibility of the evidence
generation process and product shall not be undermined. Any potential conflicts of interest
should be disclosed and dealt with openly and honestly.

For evaluations, under some circumstances, it may be necessary to engage an evaluator
who has a past connection with the object of the evaluation, for example where there is a
very small pool of competent experts. In such a case, measures to safeguard the integrity of
the evaluation shall be adopted and such measures shall be disclosed in the final report.

'* Independence means that the data collector/analyst should be able to work freely and without
outside interference, while impartiality means that the data collector/analyst should not be biased with
respect to what is being evaluated. The main difference between the two is that independence
relates to external pressure or influence on those who organise or do evaluations, while impartiality is
an attitude towards the evaluated subject.
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Appendix 1: Definitions™®

Assent

Assent is the willingness to participate in research, evaluations or data collection by persons
who are by legal definition too young to give informed consent according to prevailing local
law but who are old enough to understand the proposed research in general, its expected
risks and possible benefits, and the activities expected of them as subjects. Assent is similar
to the process of informed consent. Assent by itself, however, is not sufficient. If assent is
given, informed consent must still be obtained from the subject's parents or guardian or a
responsible adult.

Confidentiality

Confidentiality is the process of protecting an individual’s privacy. It pertains to the treatment
of information that an individual has disclosed in a relationship of trust, with the expectation
that this information will not be divulged to others without permission.

Evaluation

Evaluation is a systematic and objective effort to determine the relevance, appropriateness,
effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability of development efforts, based on agreed
criteria and benchmarks among key partners and stakeholders. It involves a rigorous,
systematic and objective process in the design, analysis and interpretation of information to
answer specific questions. It provides assessments of what works and why, highlights
intended and unintended results, and provides strategic lessons to guide decision-makers
and inform stakeholders.

Ethical evidence generation

Ethical evidence generation follows widely-held guidelines about what is ethical, moral and
responsible (e.g. not plagiarizing others’ work, not submitting questionable data, avoiding
doing harm, ensuring just distribution of the benefits and risks of the research etc). Ethical
evidence generation is reflective and explicitly considers its impact on both participants and
the broader community throughout the cycle from planning through to dissemination and
monitoring and evaluation.

Evidence generation activities

For the purpose of this guidance, evaluations, data collection and analysis are collectively
referred to as evidence generation activities.

Informed consent

The voluntary agreement of an individual, or his or her authorized representative, who has
the legal capacity to give consent, and who exercises free power of choice, without undue
inducement or any other form of constraint or coercion to participate in research. The

®https://www.unicef-irc.org/files/documents/d-4165-
Final%20Procedure%20Ethical%20Standards%20Evidence%2004%202021.pdf
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individual must have sufficient knowledge and understanding of the nature of the proposed
evidence generating activity, the anticipated risks and potential benefits, and the
requirements or demands of the activity to be able to make an informed decision.

Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) or Ethical Review Boards (ERBs) or Committees

A specifically constituted review body established or designated by an institution to protect
the rights and welfare of human subjects recruited to participate in biomedical or behavioural
or social science research. IRBs attempt to ensure, both in advance and by periodic review,
protection of subjects by reviewing research proposals and related materials. IRB protocols
assess the ethics of research, evaluations or data collection and analysis and their methods,
promote fully informed and voluntary participation by prospective subjects capable of making
such choices (or, if that is not possible, informed permission given by a suitable proxy), and
seeks to maximize the safety of subjects.

Personal data'®

Any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An
identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by
reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online
identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental,
economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person.

Sensitive personal data

Personal data that is likely to cause harm or particular concern to the data subject if
disclosed. Examples of such data include special categories of data (as defined above),
credit card numbers and other financial information regarding the data subject, personal
identification numbers and location data.

Privacy

The ability of an individual to control the extent, timing, and circumstances of sharing
themselves (physically, behaviourally, or intellectually) with others. Privacy refers to the right
of individuals to limit access by others to aspects of their person that can include their
thoughts and identifying information.

Primary data
The creation of new data via first-hand collection.
Secondary data

Information gathered from pre-existing sources or databases.

'¢ Sightsavers Data Protection Policy
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