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EIGHT

Importance of Evaluating
Market Development Efforts
in a Global Environment

Phillip J. Thomas

Before examining the difficulties in evaluating market development
Programs, it is important to note some general observations that will
underscore the significance of program evaluation in an increasingly
Competitive global agricultural trade environment.

In an era of serious U.S. budget constraints and growing foreign
competition, there is greater congressional scrutiny of discretionary pro-
grams. For market development to continue being funded by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture, the Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS) and
Participants in its programs will have to convince skeptics that govern-
ment-funded market develop-
ment is needed and is effective.
It is not enough to convince
only the true believers. A
strong commitment to evalu-
ation is particularly important
at this time.

Evaluation is an inte-
gral part of sound management. However, evaluation for evaluation's
sake or for cosmetic purposes is worthless. It should not become an end
in itself but a means to an end. There is no denying that good evaluation
is difficult. Its cost and practicability are important elements, but proper
evaluation can ultimately lead to cost savings. As is often the case, it is
not the quantity of the data but the quality that counts.

Essentially, attitude and commitment are the two qualities that
Provide a framework for a sound evaluation system. The General
Accounting Office (GAO) has seen signs of constructive change within
FAS, and we urge it to keep the momentum going. If this commitment
is continued and expanded, all will benefit from more effective market
development programs.

The difficulties FAS is encountering in evaluating market
development activities illustrate the problems inherent in performing such
evaluations.

Proper evaluation can ultimately lead to
cost savings. It is not the quantity of the
data but the quality that counts.
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EVALUATION OF FAS EVALUATION ACTIVITIES

Evaluation of market development has always been a difficult
problem for FAS, and it has a mixed record of success. In the past, FAS
has demonstrated an uneven and reactive commitment to evaluations as
an integral part of managing its market development programs. Recently
it began to improve that commitment. FAS should further expand its
commitment so that evaluations can affect not Only funding decisions, but
also overall program direction.

Some of the history of FAS market development evaluation
efforts illustrates the problems that program participants, as well as the
agency itself, encounter when trying to establish a cause-and-effect
relationship in an area with so many variables.

FAS has been managing market development activities under the
Cooperator Market Development Program since the mid-1950s, and it has
tried various ways of evaluating this program's operations. At times, FAS
has had functional branches that specifically looked at program evalua-
tion. However, FAS has had a history of organizing and then disbanding
its evaluation units. Because of this ambivalence, FAS has had difficulty
in successfully incorporating an evaluation system into the management
of its programs.

FAS has maintained that the different types of market develop-
ment activities (consumer promotion, trade servicing, technical assistance)
make it difficult to design an evaluation that adequately measures the
impacts of these efforts in foreign markets. There are indeed a number
of difficulties in developing evaluation criteria for a marketing program
that consists of different kinds of promotional projects in different
countries, many of which have major cultural differences. Developing
such criteria requires answering such questions as:

• Are the measures of effectiveness comparable across different
projects and in different countries?

• Do the different evaluation techniques have the same degree
of reliability?

In the late 1960s, a former Assistant Administrator for Commodi-
ty and Marketing Programs (who was the Branch Chief for Program
Evaluation at that time) brought in outside experts from the fields of
advertising, industry, and the media to advise FAS on ways to evaluate its
market development program. With the advice of these experts, his
branch conducted lengthy internal evaluations of selected current market
development activities. Many of these evaluations were quite expensive
due to the high cost of data collection, the primary input in any,evalua-
tion. During this time, FAS tried a variety of approaches to evaluation.
It found that a broad approach, one that did not conform to a simple
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formula, tended to highlight the salient features of successful market
development activities.

In the early 1980s, prior to establishing the Targeted Export
Assistance (TEA) Program, FAS had a Planning and Analysis Division
that developed the strategic planning process for the Cooperator Program.
The strategic planning process identified on a macro scale which
commodity/market combinations offered the greatest potential returns in
increased exports from the investment in market promotion. In 1987,
GAO questioned several aspects of the strategic planning process,
including the incompleteness of the market development plans of
individual cooperators and the
quality of the base evaluation
macro data. The Planning and
Analysis Division was disband-
ed shortly before FAS began
funding projects under the TEA
Program.

In addition to the in-
herent complexity of evaluating
market development programs,
FAS has to contend with additional constraints, such as limited staff and
limited resources. Many of the evaluations conducted by FAS have
required a significant investment of staff time. The TEA Program has
expanded the administrative responsibilities of FAS without significantly
expanding its staff. Such constraints led FAS to shift the focus of
evaluations from FAS to the participants.

From our discussions with many of the participants in the TEA
Program, we found few that are experienced enough in marketing,
especially in international marketing, to comfortably decide on evaluation
criteria or to organize and present the results of the evaluation surveys so
that FAS can use them to the best advantage. It is clearly an educational
Process for both participants and FAS. As a first step, these participants
need clear and specific guidance from FAS. Participants in market
development programs need to be aware of the reasons for and ways to
use evaluations.

GAO and other analysts have questioned the reliance of
Participants and FAS on sales data or increased levels of exports as proof
that the TEA Program is a success. During a review of participant
evaluations and activity plans, a firm that FAS hired to conduct evaluation
workshops for the participants found that the most common measure of
success was sales and the most common form of reporting was by
anecdote or "success stories." This firm also found that most of the
activity plans and evaluations that they reviewed were critically deficient
in baseline data and measures for both accountability and effectiveness.

FAS tried a variety of approaches to evalu-
ation. It found that a broad approach, one
that did not conform to a simple formula,
tended to highlight the salient features of
successful market development activities.
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DIFFERING EXPECTATIONS

• FAS and the participants should reconcile differing expectations
for evaluations such as showing the return on investment, the short-term
impact on export sales, and the effectiveness of the projects as communi-
cation tools in shifting attitudes and demand. Market development is a
long-term effort that does not easily lend itself to many straightforward
evaluation methodologies. The different players in the process have
varying views on what evaluation is expected to measure. Many of the
players in the market development game, such as commodity organiza-
tions, taxpayers, and Congress, tend to focus on the final outcome of the
marketing process -- sales. They want to know what the promotional
effort has accomplished as a return on their investment. They would like
to be able to identify which additional export sales could be traced back
to the impact of the market development promotional activity.

Completing an export transaction usually depends on a combina-
tion of several factors, and it may not be possible to determine the single
key to the final sales. In the majority of cases, it is impossible to separate
the variety of factors that influence export sales (e.g., relative price
changes, foreign exchange rate fluctuations, trends in domestic commodity
production, changes in gross national product and personal disposable
income, population growth, changes in government policies around the
world). In addition, these transactions often take considerable time to
complete, so the results usually cannot be observed and reported within
the same time frame as a short-term periodic evaluation.

An essential step in the evaluation process is for everyone
involved to have well-thought-out goals and objectives and some idea of
how to measure success. One of the reasons why participants had
difficulty in setting up an adequate evaluation system may be that, until
recently, FAS did not clearly communicate that evaluations were a useful
management tool that could provide helpful feedback on necessary
changes in program direction.
Having a strongly defined role
for evaluation can contribute to
establishing a coherent market
development strategy and indi-
vidual project objectives within
the marketing plan.

FAS had commissioned
a study of the TEA Program in
Japan during 1987. This firm produced a detailed report on its findings
and provided useful observations and common sense advice about the
purposes of and uses for evaluation. It noted that "an evaluation in the
broadest sense is simply a method of measuring by various criteria how
a business is doing compared to established objectives." It went on to say
that it is essential that the government and the participants agree upon
what is to be evaluated and how to conduct such an evaluation. The

Most of the activity plans and evaluations
were critically deficient in baseline data
and measures for both accountability and
effectiveness.
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results of this study showed that a successful evaluation process begins
With the development of a good business or marketing plan, one that will
be flexible in order to respond to changing conditions and circumstances.
At the same time, such an evaluation has to be as objective, fair, and
accurate as possible. The firm noted that there is a need to guard against
a tendency toward undue optimism in the hope of encouraging Congress
and TEA administrators to keep the funds flowing. The report further
warned that it is important to recognize the limitations of such an
evaluation process. At best, it has limits; at worst, it can be used to
Justify whatever one wants.

Numerous scholars and analysts have examined the impact that
market development has on increasing exports. Such studies show mixed
results and demonstrate the
difficulty in devising adequate
criteria for determining success.

Different kinds of
criteria are necessary for the
three types of activities con-
ducted. In consumer promo-
tion, for example, appropriate
criteria could focus on an anal-
ysis of the relationship between
the response to the promotion
and the ultimate decision to purchase. The lengthy period involved in
many technical assistance projects might mean that criteria could take the
form of progress reports, checklists, and careful analysis in the marketing
Plan. For trade servicing, criteria could include visitor surveys for use
With trade shows.

It is clear that the markets for U.S. agricultural commodities and
Products are becoming more competitive, forcing FAS and the partici-
pants to make certain that government and private sector marketing
dollars are being spent in the most effective manner. Careful and
rigorous evaluation is a necessary step in this process.

Although market development programs have existed for a long
time, neither FAS nor outside marketing experts can conclusively prove
What impact they have had on U.S. agricultural exports. Both FAS andthe participants freely cite anecdotes and statistical evidence from
econometric models showing that market development efforts have hadat least some impact. Two important questions must be answered,
however: How much effect have these market development efforts had
and how can a determination be made on when and how to achieve
further results?

Market development programs have been very popular in FAS
and with the participants. This is largely due to the fact that these
Pr°grams have given participants significant freedom to develop and carry
out their projects. FAS officials frequently cite the flexibility of the
Pr°gram as a major advantage. However, this freedom has not encour-

FAS officials frequently cite the flexibility
of the market development programs as a
major advantage. However, this freedom
has not encouraged either FAS or the
participants to evaluate and manage their
programs rigorously.
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aged either FAS or the participants to evaluate and manage their
programs rigorously.

ENCOURAGING MARKET ORIENTATION

Many agricultural groups need marketing assistance and expert
advice in addition to increased funds for promotion. Some of the
commodity groups are just starting to realize that the export markets are
very different from U.S. domestic markets and that competition from
other countries and competing products is very stiff. For many of these
organizations, the large amount of money available from TEA is
encouraging them to seriously explore export markets that they had not
previously considered. Clearly, there is a need for FAS to serve not only
as a conduit for a public-private transfer of funds, but also to provide
more extensive marketing and evaluation direction and instruction. It
appears that FAS, under its current management, is beginning to move
in that direction.

Many experts have testified that U.S. agricultural interests need
to become more competitive in the international marketplace, and to do
that they must become better informed about the varied needs of foreign
consumers as well as the process for successfully marketing U.S.
commodities and products. The vast resources available to FAS from the
TEA Program offer FAS the opportunity to improve the marketing
orientation of U.S. agricultural interests. Several possible options are
available to FAS for improving its marketing role. All of these options
reflect a perceived need for FAS to become more involved in directing
and managing its market development programs.

OPTIONS FOR ENHANCING PROGRAM MANAGEMENT

FAS should seize the opportunity to confront directly the critics
of U.S. agriculture's marketing efforts. FAS is hindered by the perception
that it facilitates rather than regulates or takes the lead in international
marketing efforts. Three options that could enhance management of FAS
market development programs are:

• Strengthen and improve the planning and evaluation process.
• Create a separate Office of Planning and Evaluation.
• Create an advisory panel on international marketing to assist

FAS.

The first option would require FAS to make a commitment to
improve its planning and evaluation process by establishing clear and
specific regulations. FAS should consider restructuring the funding and
activity plan approval process to incorporate the results of the evaluations.
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If FAS can improve its system and convey to participants that evaluation
Plays an important role, then FAS will be able to ensure accountability
and improve program effectiveness. This will directly affect all partici-
pants. As part of this improvement, FAS should consider establishing
criteria that designate a reasonable period of time for participants to
receive funding. All participants and potential participants should know
that there is a limit on funding and that they are accountable for any and
all funds they receive.

The second option would require establishing a separate office
that would report directly to the Undersecretary for International Affairs
and Commodity Programs. FAS has experimented with various forms of
this option; however, its efforts to date have not been successful in
ensuring timely and rigorous evaluations that would prove useful in
overseeing the program. Evaluation in the past was given a lower priority
than other program objectives due to budget and staffing constraints.

An independent planning and evaluation office could provide
information and suggestions to the FAS program offices and not be
influenced by the long history of a close relationship between the agency
and the organizations receiving the funds. USDA admits that many of the
nonprofit cooperators were established at the encouragement of FAS, a
factor that affects the potential objectivity of FAS in overseeing activities
of cooperators. While some would view this as expending scarce
resources, others believe that evaluation is a critical management tool
which is ultimately cost-benefi-
cial.

FAS has undergone a
limited reorganization establish-
ing a new Office of Planning
and Evaluation for Commodity
and Marketing Programs. In
the absence of a centralized
evaluation office, this office
should become much more
proactive in coordinating and enforcing evaluation requirements and in
conducting evaluations of the overall program.

The third option would allow FAS to draw on recognized experts
in the field of market development without requiring a significant increase
in administrative costs. By formally soliciting advice from a wide array of
experts, FAS may be able to provide greater input and direction to the
Participants.

These three options reflect some alternatives for FAS to consider
in accomplishing its goal of improved management of its market
development programs.

In addition to these options, FAS should merge the TEA and
Cooperator Programs to achieve better program administration and to
increase overall market development program effectiveness. A combined
Program would result in more efficient use of FAS resources and more

The United States has an opportunity to
take the lead in evaluation. That leader-
ship can translate into more effective
market development and enhanced com-
petitiveness worldwide.
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effective program decision-making and management. Having one
program could also ensure greater coordination of market development
activities worldwide.

The United States has an opportunity to take the lead in
evaluation. That leadership can translate into more effective market
development and enhanced competitiveness worldwide.


