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Introduction 

Government budgets are tools for implementing policies. They reveal what 
e#orts governments are making to protect and ful!l human rights. They can 
also shed light on gaps between policy and practice. The way budget informa-
tion is collected, documented, presented and made available is vital to budget 

monitoring, whether done by government o"cials, parliamentarians, media, civil society 
organisations, academia or the public, including children.  

Once a state has signed and rati!ed an international or regional human rights treaty, it 
takes on the obligation to advance the realisation of those rights through its policies and 
budgets. To track how well governments are making progress in realising human rights, 
it is therefore necessary to monitor the implementation of their policies and budgets. 
Human rights advocates around the world face countless challenges in this regard. When 
government budgeting is not adequately transparent, it is impossible to track e#ectively 
how public resources are allocated and spent. Poor access to information undermines 
civil society participation in decisions that a#ect the progressive realisation of human 
rights. Without adequate information, members of the public (including children) are 
ill-equipped to know, discuss, evaluate and give feedback on what their governments are 
doing. Weak budget transparency also makes it di"cult for citizens to hold their govern-
ments to account. 

Improving budget transparency and participation is therefore central to active citizenship 
and monitoring of human rights. A !rst step towards improving budget transparency 
and participation in a given country is knowing which kinds of information are lacking. 
Another is to gain a clear idea of the extent to which citizens already participate in budget 
decision-making and whether mechanisms exist to enable this further.  This guide is 
about taking on these challenges. It builds on the experience of a project carried out 
over 18 months in 2012 and 2013, involving a survey on Budget Transparency and Child 
Nutrition (BTCN). The BTCN project set out to establish the degree of budget transparency 
and participation in !ve African countries in relation to government-run child nutrition 
programmes. (To !nd out more about the BTCN project, visit  
www.at4hr.org/BTCN_Study.html).

This guide presents ideas on how to conduct a study similar to the BTCN project in your 
own country. Such a study might focus on child nutrition (as the BTCN did), or it might 
investigate budget transparency and participation in relation to another children’s right, 
such as basic education or child protection. The method can also be used to consider 
the transparency of budgeting in relation to another human right, development issue or 

sector. The purpose of linking the enquiry to a speci!c right or sector is that it allows you 
to consider in more depth and detail what kinds of budget information are important in 
that particular arena, and then to establish whether the information is publicly available, 
or not. The BTCN project, which provides a case study for this guide, is just one example of 
how the methodology can be applied. 

The aim of the guide is to provide information on:
 The general steps typically involved in undertaking a project of this nature; 
 Lessons learnt from the BTCN survey experience; and 
 Possibilities to consider if you would like to take on a similar study of your own.

The guide does not intend to tell you what to do, but rather to o#er suggestions from 
which you can pick and choose to suit your own needs and context. It has been prepared 
with the following audiences in mind:

 Civil society organisations that did not form part of the  BTCN study, who would like to 
replicate the research in their own countries; 

 Civil society organisations in any country who would like to adapt the BTCN method-
ology to investigate another child rights issue (for example, basic education or child 
protection) or another human rights issue (for instance, the right to safe drinking 
water); and

 Researchers and human rights advocates who are interested in di#erent methodolo-
gies for generating evidence to advance transparency and participation of adults and 
children in the implementation of human rights. 

As a project of this nature usually calls for a project co-ordinator or project management 
team of some kind, the guide is directed primarily to the person (or persons) playing this 
role. However, as this guide clearly shows, undertaking a study like the BTCN generally 
requires a team approach. Other members of such a project team (for example, research-
ers, peer reviewers and rights advocates) could also bene!t from the information in these 
pages. For references and links to useful contacts and further reading on budget transpar-
ency and children’s rights, please see the last page.

Our wish is for this guide to contribute to a growing wave of research and advocacy for 
greater budget transparency, allowing for broader and more constructive participation in 
the realisation of human rights. 

Anna Schnell and Erica Coetzee 
AT4HR 
www.at4hr.org 
August 2013
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1. Drafting a project outline 

The !rst step in an undertaking of this nature is usually to draw up an outline of 
some kind. The outline may take the form of a project proposal, concept paper, 
research framework or action plan, amongst other possibilities. The aim of 
such an outline is to establish a common point of reference amongst everyone 

involved in the project. A good outline should help to ensure that the entire project team 
has a shared understanding of the goal and objectives to be achieved. It can also provide 
a road map that may be altered from time to time as the project landscape changes, or as 
the team members revise their assumptions. While the project is being implemented, it 
may often be necessary to return to the outline to adjust deadlines, re-de!ne the scope of 
the work, review the resources needed and so forth.

This guide is based on the experience of conducting the Budget Transparency and Child 
Nutrition study, which included distinct phases for planning, research development, 
research implementation and advocacy (See the introduction for more background 
information on the BTCN project). These four phases can be carried out in many di#erent 
ways, but there are certain tasks that are typically necessary no matter how the project as 
a whole is structured. The discussions that follow in the other chapters of the guide aim to 
uncover at least some of the possible ways of approaching each of the ten steps below.

In drafting your project outline, it is useful to give some practical considerations to each 
of the steps presented on the left. For example:

 Your project will be easier to plan and cost if you can make a list of activities to be 
carried out under each of the steps. 

 Specify by when each of the tasks need to be completed and by whom it will be 
undertaken.

 De!ne what each task is meant to bring about or produce. These can be stated as 
out puts, such as a report or a workshop, or as outcomes like increased knowledge or 
ownership. 

 The project is likely to require human and !nancial resources in the form of sta# and 
money. As you prepare the outline, try to estimate how much money each task will 
require and consider where those resources will come from (see the box on costing the 
BTCN project for some ideas on typical budget items) . 

 Identify the main risks that could a#ect your project’s success and explain how they 
could impact on your research and/or advocacy. 

 Last, but not least, prepare some kind of ‘Plan B’ that would help you cope with obsta-
cles should any of the risks turn out to become realities. 

Tool

Project planning
matrix

As your project outline often forms the basis of discussions with project partners (includ-
ing possible funders), try to present it in a format that is as clear and concise as possible. 
Also keep in mind that an outline is not a once-o# document: it is something you are 
likely to revise and update as the project progresses. lf appropriate, you might consider 
developing a matrix like the one below: 

5. Focus 6. Methods 7. Questionnaire

8. Data 9. Analysis

10. Preparing for advocacy

Steps in a typical research project like the BTCN

1. Outline 2. Objectives 3. Policy link 4. Stakeholders

PHASE B: Research development

PHASE C: Research implementation

PHASE D: Advocacy

PHASE A: Project planning

Project planning matrix
Step

1
2
3
4
5

…

Activities 
to be 

carried out

By when By whom Output &
outcome

Resources 
needed 
(including 

administration)

Source of 
funding

Risks that 
could a!ect 
or derail our 

project

Ways to 
counter the 
risks should 
they occur 

(Plan B)
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The BTCN
experience

The idea behind the BTCN project sprouted from a conversation between two people. We 
had faced, and seen others around the world face, the challenge of gaining access to gov-
ernment budget information pertaining to children’s rights. Attending an international 
conference on ‘Budgeting for Children’ held by the African Child Policy Forum in Ethiopia 
in 2010, drove this point home further. The conference con!rmed that work was needed 
to address gaps in available budget information related to government programmes and 
projects that impact on children. 

Planning the BTCN project involved consideration of all the steps presented above, in 
more or less that order. As part of the !rst step, we wrote a project proposal outlining the 
idea of conducting a survey on the topic of budget transparency and children’s rights. The 
proposal contained information on:

 The background to the project and why we thought it was worth doing; 
 Possible partnerships that could  be formed to support the project; 
 What we thought could be produced and achieved by the project;

   Thoughts on how the survey 
could be implemented; 

   A draft budget; and 
   A suggested time schedule 
showing the project phases 
and deadlines for completing 
di#erent steps. 

The proposal was shared with the 
International Budget Partnership 
(IBP), and later with the Child 
Rights Governance Global Initiative 
of Save the Children as a basis 
for discussion around the BTCN. 
It also provided the BTCN team 
with a framework and point 

of reference for the further 
planning and implementation 

of the project.

How much time do you need to run a project like the BTCN?
It took 18 months for the BTCN project to complete the 10 steps as set out on page 
5, although advocacy continued beyond this timeframe. The time breakdown of 
the steps was more or less as follows:

 The project planning (Steps 1 to 4) took approximately 2 months to complete.
 The research development (Steps 5 to 7) took roughly 5 months to complete.
 The research implementation (Steps 8 and 9) took 8 months to complete.
 Preparing for advocacy (Step 10) took 3 months to complete.

If you are thinking of conducting a multi-country study of this nature and develop-
ing your own research survey on a human rights issue or sector of your choice, your 
project process is likely to be similar to ours. However, it is possible that the project 
process could be shorter in some circumstances. For example (and depending many 
other variables):

 If an existing questionnaire is being used (rather than developing your own), 
the research development phase could be around two to three months shorter.

 Alternatively, if you develop your own questionnaire but keep it very short (for 
example, with only 5 to 10 questions), the research development phase could 
be up to two months shorter, and the research implementation phase could be 
up to three months shorter.

 If you plan to conduct the survey in only one country, the research implementation 
phase may be shorter by a month or two.

 If want to investigate only one level of government, the research implementa-
tion phase may be shorter by two to three months.

 If your advocacy materials do not require extensive writing, layout and graphics 
(for example, if they take the form of interviews, radio messages, a short email, 
press release or letter), the advocacy preparation phase could be a month to six 
weeks shorter. 

It is also possible for a research project like this one to take longer than 18 months, 
especially if you have very limited resources and/or if you encounter unforeseen 
obstacles.

Costing the BTCN project
It was difficult to project the costs of the 

BTCN project in advance. In the end, the 

following items played a significant role in 

determining the overall budget:

    Project management

    Workshops with the country teams 

    Travel

    Questionnaire development

    Researchers’ fees

    Peer reviewers’ fees

    Writing and editing of publications

    Design and layout of publications

    Book-keeping and auditing
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 Add or delete a project step. 
 Arrange the steps into a di#erent order (for example, develop partnerships before 

drafting an outline together). 
 Conduct research on similar projects to see how they were structured.
 Hold a workshop to brainstorm the !rst draft of project outline. 
 Give attention to administrative tasks and costs in your outline (for example, bank-

ing, bookkeeping and auditing).
 In drawing up your time schedule, don’t underestimate the time needed to conduct 

participatory processes.
 Include lots of time for co-ordinating dialogue and exchange between those in-

volved in the project (for example, during the peer review process).

Variations
to consider
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2.  Formulating a goal  
and objectives 

Most projects involving advocacy and human rights are initiated, in the !rst 
place, to try and address some kind of problem. Formulating your intentions 
with respect to the problem you hope to address (and what solution you 
have in mind) is a key part of project planning. It helps you to set out a clear 

vision of what you are aiming towards, so that it will be easier to keep the work on track. 
Di#erent organisations have di#erent vocabularies for talking about their intentions. 
Some use terms like ‘aim’, ‘purpose’, ‘desired results’, ‘target’ or ‘vision’. For the purposes of 
this guide, a distinction is made between the following two ways of de!ning the changes 
you hope to bring about:

 A long-term goal is a general statement that re$ects the broader purpose of your 
project. It is a statement of what you would ultimately like to achieve. 

 A short-term objective is a speci!c change that relates to the long-term goal. The 
short-term objective describes how you are going to achieve the long-term goal. 

Usually a project like the BTCN has one long-term goal and several short-term objectives, 
all of which work together towards achieving the long-term goal. Both the goal and 
objectives you formulate are important to keep in mind throughout the other steps of 
the project. While your goal should ideally remain the same, your short-term objectives 
may need revision from time to time as new information emerges and lessons are learned 
about how best to realise that goal. 

One way to go about formulating a goal and objectives is to create a problem tree with 
a corresponding tree of solutions. The aim of the problem tree is to gain a deeper under-
standing of the problem you hope to solve, by uncovering its causes and e#ects. The solu-
tions tree builds on the insights of the problem tree and identi!es possible short-term 
and long-term remedies to the problem. The tree exercise on the right can be undertaken 
by a single person, but works best when it is tackled collectively, for example by a project 
team or reference group. If possible, include people who have di#erent kinds of expertise 
relating to the problem (and possible solutions) you are investigating.

You will need $ipchart paper, a chalk board or white board to work on. First complete the 
Problem Tree by following the instructions in the left hand column, before turning your 
attention to the Solutions Tree on the right.

Problem Tree
1. Draw a big tree trunk. Describe the 

problem you are concerned with in a 
few words or a short phrase and write 
this on the trunk.  
 
 
 

2. Add roots to the tree. Identify causes 
of the problem and write them down 
along the roots: one cause per root. 
The roots closer to the surface repre-
sent more direct factors that contribute 
to the problem. Those further away 
represent more indirect causes.  

3. Draw the branches of the tree. List the 
e#ects the problem has on those who 
experience it and society at large. Write 
each e#ect along a di#erent branch. 
The branches that grow directly from 
the trunk represent the more imme-
diate e#ects of the problem. The ones 
growing further up represent more 
indirect and longer-term e#ects. 

4. Re-examine the problem tree and see if 
there may be a root cause that perhaps 
better represents the focal problem 
than the one you wrote on the tree 
trunk. If so, start over by drawing a 
new tree with the new focal problem. 
Repeat the steps of adding roots and 
branches.

Solutions Tree
1. Reconsider the problem written on 

the trunk of your Problem Tree. Draw 
a new tree trunk next to your Problem 
Tree. Formulate a phrase that captures 
how you would ultimately like to see 
that problem resolved in the future and 
write it on your new tree trunk. This is 
your long-term goal.

2. Add roots to the Solutions Tree. Each 
root should represent a speci!c 
change that could help to bring about 
your long-term goal. Try to formulate 
changes that relate to each of the root 
causes on your Problem Tree. The roots 
that are closer to the surface contribute 
most directly to addressing the prob-
lem.

3. Draw branches for your Solutions Tree. 
These represent the e#ects of the 
changes you wrote along the roots. The 
branches growing directly from the 
trunk represent the more immediate 
e#ects of those changes. The branch-
es higher up should represent the 
longer-term e#ects of the improved 
situation.

4. Re-examine the changes represented 
by the roots of your Solutions Tree. 
Which of these changes could you help 
to bring about? Which can you catalyse 
by in$uencing relevant decision-mak-
ers? These could be your short-term 
objectives.

Problem tree
Solutions treeTool
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The BTCN
experience

The goal and objectives of the BTCN project stemmed from the challenges and recom-
mendations of child-focused budget work projects in di#erent countries. Almost all 
of those involved in this !eld of work around the world have appealed for more, more 

reliable, more regular, more accessible and more useful budget information relating to 
children and young people. This dovetails with the need for more informed public partic-
ipation in budget decision-making, including participation of children and young people 
themselves. The problem of inadequate budget information has regularly been raised by 
international human rights organisations, the donor community and civil society organ-
isations. If we had undertaken the tree exercise described above, the results would have 
looked something like this:  

Lack of reliable, 
accessible and useful 
government budget 

information and 
inadequate participa-

tion in decisions on 
programmes relevant 

to children and 
young people

No standards de!ning the

information governments should  publish.

Too little budget information is 
collected and made public.

Weak systems for monitoring the 

implementation of child rights.

Lac
k o

f cl
ari

ty o
n how

 to
 !x g

aps in
 

budget t
ran

spare
ncy 

at s
ect

or 
lev

els
. CSOs lack detailed evidence to back up

 calls for greater budget transparency.

Governments don’t know where 

budget transparency gaps lie.

BTCN 
Problem

Tree

Reliable, useful 
and accessible 

government budget 
information and 

e"ective participation 
in decisions on 

programmes relevant 
to children and 
young people

More budget information is made 

available on programmes 

a"ecting children.

CSOs have the information they need to 

monitor child rights implementation. 

gaps in budget transparency. 

Minimum standards are set for budget 
transparency in relation to child rights.

BTCN Solutions
Tree

Government decision-makers are more aware of 

Inadequate budget allocations

Ine"ective budget implementation 

Resource leakage/corruption

To
o l

itt
le 

inf
orm

ati
on

 to
 pa

rti
cip

ate
 e"

ec
tiv

ely

Can
’t t

rac
k o

utc
om

es 
for

 target bene!cia
ries

Weak oversig
ht of public spending

Poor accountability
 on development

Improved monitoring of children’s rights

Better access to budget information 

Greater scope for constructive advocacy Be
tte

r q
ua

lit
y b

ud
ge

t in
for

mati
on

 
Im

pro
ved

 ov
ers

igh
t and acco

untability

Concrete evidence of gaps in transparency 

Public participation is more informed

Meth
od

olo
gie

s e
xis

t fo
r in

vestig
ating budget 

tra
nsp

are
ncy

 an
d partic

ipation at a sector level.
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We realised that the BTCN project could not, by itself, realise all the short-term objectives 
listed on the roots of our Solutions Tree. For practical reasons, it would be necessary to 
focus the project on a particular child rights issue and apply it in only !ve countries (See 
Step 5 of the guide for more information on de!ning a focus). The objective of seeing 
norms and standards established for budget information in relation to children’s rights 
was also one that would require a longer time-frame and much broader participation. 
However, we believed that the BTCN project could help encourage such a process and 
o#er an example of how we might begin to de!ne such standards.

 Arrange a workshop with relevant stakeholders or team members to formulate your 
goal and objectives together. Consider using a planning tool like the Problem and 
Solutions Tree.

 In de!ning your goal and objectives, don’t be con!ned to issues of nutrition and/or 
child health. Consider any other human right, including other children’s rights.

 Break your long-term goal down into stages. It may require a number of projects 
over several years to bring about substantial change.

 All kinds of information are important for monitoring human rights. You could aim 
to improve transparency beyond the focus on budget information. For example, an 
objective could be to see more information being collected and made public about 
child-headed households, or about indicators of maternal health status. 

Variations
to consider
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3.  Linking your objectives  
to policy

Once you have formulated your objectives, a useful next step is to consider how 
your future research and advocacy can be linked to existing government com-
mitments. If such commitments do exist, they can provide a powerful boost 
when it comes to advocating for your recommendations. It may also be that 

the existing policies relevant to your objective are outdated, weak or inadequate. If that is 
the case, you may need to advocate for policy improvements at the same time as calling 
for better budget transparency. 

In most instances, government commitments to realising children’s rights need to be 
backed up by speci!c budget policies. Not only do governments need to budget for 

implementing policies and programmes aimed at improving the lives of children, they 
also have the duty to show their citizens what 

they are doing. The 
quote on the left 
from the EveryOne 
Campaign of Save 
the Children ex-
plains clearly how 
public spending 
policies and budget 
transparency need to 
work together in the 
process of reducing 
child mortality. 

Identifying the most 
relevant policy com-
mitments to link to 
your project objectives 
may require a process 
of exploration. Keep 
in mind that such 
commitments might 
exist at the international, 
regional, national and/or 

sub-national level (and in many cases will be found at more than one level). The following 
questions could help guide your search:

 What do international and regional human rights treaties say about the issue or sector 
you are hoping to impact on?

 Does the constitution in the country or countries you are studying include speci!c 
provisions that give legal backing to your objectives?

 Are there national or sub-national laws and/or policies that set out speci!c commit-
ments about the sector or issue you are interested in?

 Has the country (or a relevant sector ministry or department) adopted a multi-year 
plan, vision or strategy that spells out commitments that can be linked to your project 
objectives? 

To !nd out more about the process of deriving standards and questions from such policy 
commitments, see Steps 6 and 7 following later in the guide.

“A commitment to equitable access to health care needs 
to be coupled with an effort to reduce inequities in the indirect causes of  under-five mortality, including 
nutrition – which by itself  contributes to more than a third of  child deaths – and water and sanitation. Across 
all areas of  policy, a commitment to equity and policy/programme development to address the causes of  
under-five mortality means little unless it is reflected in public spending on the programmes and policies (which implies a more equitable alloca-

tion of  public spending). Experience shows that public spending is more likely to be equitable (and focused on addressing determinants/causes of  under-five 
mortality) where there is transparent and accountable government, which helps to generate popular demand for action on child mortality and to ensure that commit-

ments are met.”

Source: Slightly modified from A Fair Chance at Life - Why 
Equity Matters for Child Mortality, Save the Children, 2010. 

Also at the national level, you might be able to link your objective to a 
public !nance law, for example a clause that states that all ministries and 

departments will submit quarterly budget execution reports pertaining to the 
implementation of all their programmes.

Imagine that one of your project objectives is as follows: 
“Regular and reliable budget information is published about the government’s 

progress in rolling out primary education through public schooling.”

At the international level, you could link your objective to the 
Millennium Development Goal Number 2, which is to achieve universal primary 

education. The MDG target number 2A is to “ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, 
boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling”. 

Clearly this goal cannot be monitored without adequate information.

At the national level, you might be able to link your objective to provisions in the 
constitution or an education act, for example, any clauses that guarantee the right to 
primary education and/or de!ne how primary education is to be provided and rolled out.

FOR EXAMPLE
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The BTCN
experience

With our preliminary project objectives in place, the next step for the BTCN was to see 
whether these could be linked to existing policy commitments. We found that the follow-
ing international agreements supported our case: 

Commitments in relation to access to information:
 UN General Assembly Resolution 59 (1946) says “Freedom of information is a fun-

damental human right and is the touchstone of all the freedoms to which the United 
Nations is consecrated.”

 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (1966): Their articles 19 state that the fundamental right to 
freedom of expression includes the “freedom to seek, receive and impart information 
and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers…”.

 Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 13 states that “Children have the right 
to get and share information, as long as the information is not damaging to them or 
others.” 

Commitments in relation to participation:
 Article 25 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights states that 

”Every citizen shall have the right and the opportunity to take part in the conduct of 
public a#airs, directly or through freely chosen representatives”. 

 Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) states ”States Parties 
shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to 
express those views freely in all matters a#ecting the child, the views of the child being 
given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child”. 

 Paragraph one of the CRC’s article 13 says: that ”The child shall have the right to 
freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart 
information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in 
print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child’s choice.”

All of the above imply that children have the right to be informed, express political opin-
ions, engage in political processes and participate in decision-making. 

Commitments in relation to child nutrition:
 Article 6 of the  Convention on the Rights of the Child says that:

1. States Parties recognize that every child has the inherent right to life.
2.  States Parties shall ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and devel-

opment of the child.
 Article 14 of the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) 

states that ”every child shall have the right to enjoy the best attainable state of physi-
cal, mental and spiritual health. This includes the provision of nutritious food and safe 
drinking water, as well as adequate health care”.

 The Millennium Development Goal number 4 is to reduce the mortality rate of 
children under !ve by a third by 2015.

Once researchers had been appointed in the !ve countries included in the BTCN study, 
one of their !rst tasks was to scan the national policy environment in their countries and 
to identify all the policies and programmes that had a direct or indirect bearing on child 
nutrition. (For more on the research preparation phase, see Steps 5 to 7). Guidelines were 
provided as part of the BTCN methodology to assist the researchers in ranking these 
policies and programmes (with input from a reference group with relevant expertise) in 
terms of the following criteria:

 Importance: how critical they were to combating child malnutrition in the country. 
 Targeting: how explicitly they were geared to reaching the most vulnerable children.
 Child rights obligations: how clearly they could be linked back to the government’s 

obligations to realise children’s rights in terms of national laws, constitutions, interna-
tional and regional human rights treaties.

 Traceability: how readably they could be identi!ed as distinct programmes or lines of 
expenditure in a country’s budget.

 Decentralisation: whether their budgeting and/or implementation involved sub-na-
tional levels of government.
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 Scan not only national policies but also sub-national policies to !nd links to your 
project objectives.

 Interview policy-makers to gain more understanding of the commitments that 
already exist in relation to your area of interest, and how these policies are (or are 
meant to be) budgeted for and implemented.

 Engage with members of the legislatures at national and/or sub-national levels, as 
well as legislative committees with an interest in your goal or objective. Ask for their 
input on the policy terrain surrounding your objective: what they main challenges 
and obstacles are, including budget-related ones.

 If speci!c norms and standards exist in relation to the issue or right you are investi-
gating, consider using them as a basis for framing the transparency obligations of 
government. For example, if norms and standards for public education prescribe a 
certain ratio of sanitation facilities per numbers of students, information pertaining 
to this should be available for the purposes of monitoring. Likewise, if norms and 
standards for maternal health prescribe that certain equipment should be available 
in health facilities in case of emergencies during labour, there should be information 
in the public domain on the existence, cost, quality, location and maintenance of 
such equipment.  

 Consider court judgements in your country, for example those involving government 
departments and the delivery of speci!c programmes or services.  Relevant judge-
ments may include provisions or instructions to the executive that are relevant to 
your objectives.

 Don’t forget to consider oral policy statements pertaining to your objective, for 
example speeches made or interviews given by key decision-makers, including 
government o"cials and/or political leaders.

 Also consider your government’s policies pertaining to transparency and budget 
transparency in particular. Relevant policy commitments may exist in the constitu-
tion, Freedom of Information legislation or public !nance law. These may or may 
not be in line with international best practice (See the reference list at the end of 
the guide for links to the ‘best practice’ guidelines developed by the International 
Monetary Fund, World Bank and Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development). 

 Investigate whether the right to public participation in budgeting decisions, includ-
ing participation by children, is backed up by a legal framework in your country, and 
whether it is institutionalised in any of the formal processes of governance.

Variations
to consider
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4. Identifying stakeholders  

For a research project of this nature on budget transparency and human rights, it 
would be extremely unlikely to !nd a single person with all the knowledge, skills, 
time, willingness, resources and networks needed to carry it out. The project is 
almost certainly going to require a team approach. The team could consist of peo-

ple and organisations with, amongst them, expertise in budget transparency and partic-
ipation, children’s rights, di#erent research methods, project management, data analysis, 
communication and advocacy. In addition, the team is likely to require access to !nancial 
resources and political networks, including those stakeholders who have the power to 
bring about the solutions you seek. It is important to ensure that people with advocacy 
skills form part of the team right from the start and are able to help de!ne and inform 
the research. Similarly, those involved in the research can make valuable contributions to 
developing your advocacy  strategies. 

Knowing which partnerships to pursue for your project calls for a good understanding of 
the stakeholders in your environment. Take some time to consider who could contribute 
to, or work against, your goal and objectives. It may be useful to undertake a stakeholder 
analysis - that is, an analysis of all the role-players who will or could be impacted by, and 
involved in, the project.  Depending on the nature of your particular project, it may be 
important to identify:

 Organisations you want to team up with as project partners.
 People with speci!c skills you want to draw into your project team, including for 

instance, researchers, analysts and media specialists.
 Knowledgeable individuals who could form part of an advisory reference group.
 Peer reviewers (both independent and/or within government) who can review and 

cross-check the research.
 Allies who can support your work without necessarily becoming partners, for example 

by providing access to information or to those in power.
 The target audience(s) for your advocacy – that is, the speci!c decision-makers who 

have the power to implement the recommendations $owing from your project.
 Potential opponents to your project you should be aware of. 

Building relationships with other organisations is especially critical if you are considering 
a project involving multiple countries. If you or your organisation do not have a physical 
presence in a country that you would like to include in the research and advocacy, it will 
be essential to work closely with local CSOs, advisors and networks.  

Tool

Stakeholder
analysis

 Make a list of all the people and organisations that could either contribute to or work 
against your goal and objectives. 

 Write their names on separate sticky notes or pieces of paper.
 Consider each stakeholder on the list and decide how much in$uence each one has 

over your goal and objectives. 
 Go through the list again, this time considering how much agreement there is be-

tween you and each stakeholder about the importance of your objectives.
 Draw a matrix like the one on the following page.

Goal:
Reliable and useful 
information on and 

participation in 
government budget-
ing for programmes 
relevant to children 
and young people

Those 
working

against the
goal

Those 
contributing

to the
goal
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 Stick the notes or pieces of paper with the stakeholders’ names in the squares where 
they belong, depending on how you have ranked them in terms of in$uence and 
agreement.  Draw some insights from your matrix:

 The stakeholders in squares C, F and I represent potential partners. Inform and mo-
bilise them, try to draw at least some of them onto a reference group or the working 
team of your project.

 The stakeholders in square C are very important. They have both the power to 
advance your objectives and may also have an interest in joining forces with you 
(either overtly or possibly more discreetly). 

 Those in cells A and B (and possibly E) represent powerful stakeholders that you 
will need to in$uence. Those in square A are the ones most likely to oppose or resist 
your e#orts to achieve the objectives.

 Based on the analysis above, reach consensus on who you would like to approach as 
partners, who you would like to include in your team and who you will need to in$u-
ence in order to achieve your objectives.

The BTCN
experience

If we had drawn a stakeholder matrix for the BTCN project, it could have looked some-
thing like the one below. Please note that this example is merely illustrative. The aim is to 
show what a completed matrix might look like; it is not based on actual assessments of, 
for example, the ministries and donors in each country: 

 The AT4HR could appear in square I, together with other small organisations and 
individuals concerned with budget transparency and children’s rights. 

 The BTCN partner organisations in the !ve countries involved in the study would most 
likely be placed in squares I and F. Square F could also be occupied by international 
organisations that support budget transparency and/or children’s rights (such as the 
International Budget Partnership and Save the Children), as well as the UN Committee 
on the Rights of the Child.
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 Government decision-makers who have the power to improve budget transparency in 
programmes that impact on children could be spread across squares A, B, C, D, E and F, 
depending on their degree of commitment and relative power. 

 Donors could also play an important role in the top two rows of squares. Some may be 
more powerful than others in putting pressure on country governments to be pro-
duce better and more accessible budget information pertaining to children. However, 
donors also di#er from one another in terms of their agendas and interests, and may 
be more or less aligned to our objectives.  

 National and sub-national CSOs who monitor children’s rights would probably appear 
in squares E, F, H and I. They would include stakeholders who speci!cally require infor-
mation on public budgeting for children. 

 Government o"cials and politicians who bene!t from corruption and/or otherwise 
oppose open budgets would be placed in squares A and D.

Forming partnerships
In seeking out partnerships for the BTCN project, we !rst approached two international 
organisations with expertise in budget transparency and children’s rights, and who also 
had the potential to support the project !nancially. After some discussion and negotiation, 
we signed formal agreements with the International Budget Partnership and the Child 
Rights Governance Global Initiative of Save the Children, both of whom agreed to provide 
!nancial and technical support to the project. It was also agreed that the country o"ces of 
Save the Children International in the !ve countries would play a co-ordinating role at the 
country level. In order to undertake the research and advocacy in the !ve countries includ-
ed in the study, partnerships were formed with civil society organisations in Zimbabwe, 
Zambia, Uganda, South Africa and Kenya, in close collaboration with the country o"ces of 
Save the Children International where relevant. Two peer reviewers were also contracted in 
each country to provide independent opinions on the researchers’ !ndings (Find out more 
about the selection and work of the various contributors in Step 7). Both the researchers 
and peer reviewers were paid for their contributions to the project.  

In each country, the researchers and co-ordinators also used their own discretion to 
create a reference group for the BTCN study, consisting of individuals or organisational 
representatives with knowledge of child nutrition programmes and government budget-
ing in the local context. In some countries, the choice was made to include government 
advisors and decision-makers in the reference group, while in other countries it was made 
up only of civil society actors.

Excluding those who gave input through the reference groups, 41 people and nine organ-
isations were directly involved in the implementation of the BTCN project in one way or 
another. Other stakeholders contributed indirectly, for example the public o"cials who 
provided researchers with information on what budget information was available. 

 Check if others have undertaken similar stakeholder analyses that you could build on.
 Team up with other civil society organisations and create a secretariat to plan and 

manage a project like the BTCN.
 If you create a reference group for your project, consider including government 

decision-makers. Besides contributing knowledge of government budgeting, their 
participation may engender greater openness to and ownership of the recommen-
dations $owing from the research.

 Involve children or young people as partners, for example as members of a refer-
ence group and/or as special advisors in the conceptualisation and execution of the 
project.

 Think about including members of the legislatures as possible partners or allies.
 Involve members of the media.
 Create a partnership agreement or code of conduct to clarify the roles of all the 

individuals and organisations involved in the project, and to ensure that information 
$ows e#ectively amongst everyone concerned. 

 Remember that your partnerships will only ever be as good as your communication. 

Variations
to consider
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5. De!ning the focus 

Sometimes the long-term goal you hope to achieve is so broad or ambitious that it 
would be di"cult to realise in practice, especially within a reasonable timeframe. 
If this is the case, an important next step is to de!ne a more speci!c focus for your 
project. De!ning your focus helps to ensure that your project is manageable in its 

scope and feasible to actually turn into reality. 

Tool

Focus
funnel

There are many ways to de!ne the focus of a project. One way is to approach the task 
with an imaginary funnel in mind. Start by identifying the broad theme or area of inter-
est that is most relevant to your goal. For example, the broad theme may be ‘children’s 
rights’ or ‘budget transparency’ or ‘democratic governance’. Then consider which sub-top-
ics or sub-themes within that broader area it would be most feasible or most important 
to focus on in this particular project. 

A reference group of people with relevant expertise can play a vital role in helping you 
to decide what it would be most important to focus on. Undertaking a stakeholder 
analysis is one way to identify people to include in such a reference group (see Step 3). A 
reference group can also provide input on which issues or themes it may be most feasi-

ble to conduct research on, given the need 
to generate relevant and valid !ndings. Not 
all areas of research will be equally feasible 
due to constraints in access to information, 
limited human and !nancial resources and 
the timeframe you have available. Based 
on the stakeholder analysis, you may also 
anticipate opposition to your research 
from some quarters, and this may further 
inform the de!nition of your focus. If there 
are likely to be obstacles in your project 
process, this can drain time and resources, 
and will probably call on you to regularly 
revise your strategies. A narrower, more 
manageable focus often allows the project 
team to be more strategic and adaptable.

Once you have de!ned the focus of your project, it is important that you are able to 
explain and defend it. You should be able to motivate why you chose to focus on a 
speci!c issue or theme, and how it connects to the bigger picture. Another essential task 
is to clarify the main concepts that are central to the focus you have chosen. For example, 
multiple de!nitions may exist in your context for terms like “transparency” and “child”. 
Setting out clearly how all key terms will be understood in your project creates a common 
framework for the research process and later on, a sound foundation for communicating 
your !ndings. It can also form a basis for creating a glossary of key terms, which will be 
essential for your research instrument(s) later on (See Step 7). 

The BTCN
experience

De!ning the focus of the BTCN project required the assistance of a number of imaginary 
funnels. The process was repeated along four di#erent fronts: the transparency focus, the 
participation focus, the children’s rights focus and the geographical focus of the project. 

De!ning the transparency focus of the BTCN project 
Access to information is vital for those who 
work to advance human rights. Within this 
broader theme of transparency, the BTCN 
project chose to focus on budget transparen-
cy. Then within the area of budget transpar-
ency, we further decided to focus on govern-
ment budget transparency (at both national 
and sub-national levels). In order to keep the 
focus of the project to an achievable scope, 
a conscious choice was made to exclude 
private sector budget transparency, as well 
as charitable funding or “o# budget” donor 
aid which was not channelled through a 
government’s own budget process. 

We arrived at the following de!nition of  
‘government budget transparency’, which 
was included in the BTCN glossary:

“A situation in which a member of the public or civil society is able to access information 
about a given government intervention or programme either via the internet, at a public 
library or resource centre, or by requesting such information from a government o!ce, in 
person, by phone or via email. In the latter instance, transparency is seen to be adequate if the 
information is provided within two weeks of the request being made.”

1. Broader theme

2. What to focus on 
within theme 1?

3. What to focus on 
within theme 2?

Your project focus

Transparency

Budget transparency

Government 
budget 

transparency

BTCN de!nition of government 
budget transparency
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De!ning the participation focus of the BTCN project
As already explained in the introduction, public participation and budget transparency 
are interdependent and mutually reinforcing. Participation without information lacks 
substance and speci!city. Transparency without participation can become a techno-
cratic exercise, lacking purpose and relevance. There are many di#erent ways for people 

to participate in social structures and 
processes. For the purposes of the BTCN 
project, we chose to focus on public 
participation in the form of civic engage-
ment in government processes, including 
the engagement of young people and 
children themselves in decisions about 
programmes and policies a#ecting them.  
The area of civic engagement was further 
narrowed down in two ways. We decided 
to focus on participation speci!cally in 
decisions around government budget-
ing for programmes of importance to 
children and young people. Secondly, it 
was important to establish which mecha-
nisms and conditions exist to support en 
advance participation (even if they were 
not fully being used at present). 

De!ning the child rights focus of the BTCN project
Budget transparency is clearly import-
ant in relation to all children’s rights. 
However, it would have been impossible 
for the BTCN project to do justice to such 
a broad scope in the time period and with 
the resources we had available. In consul-
tation with Save the Children and the IBP, 
we decided to narrow down within the 
broad area of all children’s rights to focus 
speci!cally on the child’s right to health. 
It took some time and research to de!ne 
an even more speci!c focus within the 
child’s right to health. Informed by the 
Millennium Development Goal number 
4 (MDG4), which is about reducing child 
mortality, we chose to focus on child 
malnutrition as a particular sub-theme 

within child health. Improving child nutrition had been identi!ed by Save the Children 
and others as a critical strategy for achieving MDG4. It was therefore an issue that was 
clearly important enough to warrant focussed budget transparency research. In addition, 
we thought it would be feasible to study this as a focal area. In any country committed 
to reducing child mortality, it would be reasonable to expect government programmes 
aimed at advancing child nutrition (or combatting child malnutrition) in the budget. We 
therefore arrived, within the broad area of children’s rights, at a focal theme that was both 
important and feasible, and which we felt could be achieved within the timeframe. 

De!ning the geographical focus of the BTCN project 
Gaining insight into the transparency of gov-
ernment budgeting for child nutrition could 
be important in any number of countries, 
if not all. However, given our constraints, 
we decided to limit the scope of the BTCN 
project to !ve countries. The fact that Africa 
has the highest number of children dying 
before the age of !ve made this continent 
a strong contender for dedicated attention. 
Practical considerations (such as the cost and 
complexity of managing translations) led 
us further towards a geographical focus on 
Anglophone countries in Sub-Saharan Africa.

In selecting the !ve countries to include in 
the BTCN study, we also looked for a selec-
tion that would represent a spread across 
the quintiles of the Open Budget Index (See  
http://internationalbudget.org/wp-content/uploads/OBI-2012-Rankings-English.png). 
The Open Budget Index ranks countries on a continuum from best to worse performance 
in budget transparency, divided into !ve quintiles. Choosing a country from each quintile 
would add an interesting additional dimension to the BTCN research. 

Consideration was further given to the presence of country-based civil society organ-
isations with interest and experience in budget transparency work and/or child rights 
advocacy, including the country o"ces of Save the Children International. With all these 
factors in mind, a !nal selection was made to conduct the BTCN research in Kenya, South 
Africa, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe. In addition, we agreed to focus on both the 
national level and (at least one) sub-national level of government in each country.

The BTCN questionnaire provided researchers with guidance on how to select a sample 
of sub-national areas in their countries to include in the study. First they were guided to 

Participation in public 
resource decisions

BTCN participation focus on budgeting decisions 
and conditions conducive to participation

Engagement in 
government processes

Public participation (including 
particiation of children)

Conditions to support 
participation

Children’s rights

Children’s right to health

MDG4

BTCN rights focus on child nutrition

Kenya, South Africa, Uganda, Zambia & Zimbabwe 
(national level and one sub-national level in each country)

The world
OBI countries

Africa
Anglophone 

sub-Saharan Africa
Five Countries

National and sub-
national level
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select one sub-national level to focus on. For example, in Zambia, the researchers chose 
the district level, while the South African researcher chose the provincial level. The choice 
of level took into account the various systems of decentralisation in the di#erent countries. 
The aim was to focus attention on the level of government (besides the national) that is 
most closely involved in budgeting for and delivering child nutrition interventions.

The researchers then identi!ed three sub-national units (for example, three provinces, 
districts or municipalities) to apply the research to. The BTCN questionnaire had to report 
on the same three sub-national units throughout - for example the same three provinces, 
three districts or three municipalities. Researchers were asked to select sub-national units 
that were di#erent from each other in some signi!cant ways, for example areas that had: 

 di#ering socio-economic pro!les;
 varying track-records or likely capacity for budget reporting; and/or
 diverse settlement patterns – for example urban, peri-urban and rural.
 See Section 2 of the BTCN Questionnaire (at www.at4hr.org/BTCN_Study.html) to !nd 

out more on the process of de!ning the sub-national focus at the country level. 

 Choose to focus on any human right that requires budget resources to be spent in 
order for that right to be realised.

 Besides de!ning the transparency, participation, human rights and geographical 
focus of your project, consider applying the imaginary funnel to de!ne your focus 
in additional ways. For example, you might choose to focus on a particular target 
group, like girls, young people, child-headed households or children with disabilities. 

 Focus on transparency in general and not only on the availability of budget information.
 Focus on other dimensions of participation, not only participation in decisions 

around the use of public resources.
 Investigate the usefulness, reliability and comprehensiveness of government infor-

mation, and not only whether it is available or not.
 Think about monitoring the transparency of private sector spending or donor aid 

with relevance for children’s rights.
 Conduct research in one country or ten, depending on you capacity and advocacy 

intents.
 Focus on only the national level or track budget information across all the sub-na-

tional levels in a country.
 Rather than using a glossary, think of other creative ways to clarify and communicate 

the de!nitions of key terms and concepts relating to your focus.

Variations
to consider
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6.  Choosing research 
methods 

It is crucial to select the most appropriate research methods for achieving your speci!c 
project objectives. The research methods you choose will determine what kinds of 
evidence you are able to collect and the usefulness of your !ndings. Many di#erent 
methods can be used to gather evidence on government budget transparency. These 

methods can be grouped into two broad categories, namely qualitative and quantitative 
ways of collecting, analysing and interpreting information. Common methods include 
more or less structured interviews, focus group discussions, surveys, literature reviews, 
case studies and so forth. The more statistical approaches are usually referred to as quan-
titative and the more interpretive approaches, as qualitative. Many research projects use a 
combination of quantitative and qualitative methods in order to gain a holistic view and 
investigate di#erent aspects of an issue, problem or situation.

 
 
 
Often the nature of your project objectives will guide the selection of research methods. 
Which method (or combination of methods) is most appropriate will also depend on 
various strategic and practical considerations, such as:

 The skills and interests of those involved in the research;
 The time and !nancial resources you have available;
 What kinds of data already exist in relation to the research topic and/or what kinds are 

especially needed;

 Whether it will be important to draw statistical comparisons between countries, pro-
grammes or other variables; 

 Which kinds of !ndings will be most e#ective for advocacy; and 
 How objective and reliable the !ndings will be perceived to be by the decision-makers 

you aim to in$uence. 

The BTCN
experience

Informed by our objectives and the research focus we had de!ned, a quantitative survey 
method was chosen as the main research vehicle for the BTCN. A copy of the BTCN survey 
questionnaire can be accessed at www.at4hr.org/BTCN_Study.html. It may be useful to 
read the survey document itself alongside the discussion that follows (and in subsequent 
sections), as it contains the practical examples being referenced. 

A survey-based methodology was chosen because it lends itself well to identifying gaps 
in government budget information in a consistent, objective manner. Practical consider-
ations also played a role in the decision, including familiarity with survey-based research 
and the possibility of building on the methodology of the IBP’s Open Budget Survey. Two 
parallel investigations helped us to further develop the BTCN methodology:

What could be borrowed from existing surveys on related topics?  
A number of existing surveys were reviewed, most notably the Open Budget Survey, and 
a few other examples such as the Public Expenditure & Financial Accountability (PEFA) 
framework.  We identi!ed the following elements that would be useful to carry over into 
the BTCN project:

 Having questions on both budget transparency and participation in the questionnaire, 
and splitting these questions into distinct sections.

 Including questions about national level budget transparency in the survey.

 The appointment, in each country, of a researcher from civil society to conduct the 
research. 

 The appointment of two peer reviewers in each country to cross-check the researchers’ 
answers.

What can we “borrow” from 
the Open Budget Survey?

What would budget transparency and participation
look like in relation to child nutrition?

The BTCN 
method

Quantitative methods ask structured questions, and provide possible answers to choose 
from. This approach usually involves using some kind of questionnaire, where a limited 
range of answers are ranked on a scale, for example from ‘a’ to ‘e’ or from 1 to 10. A 
consistent set of questions and answers are used throughout the research, so as to 
allow for the quantification of responses and the generalisation of findings.

Qualitative methods are used to gain an understanding of a situation or phenomenon, 
including for example underlying causes and relationships. More open-ended questions are 
usually posed in qualitative research, leaving room for elaboration and pursuing associations. 
For example, during unstructured interviews with focus groups, participants may be 
encouraged tell their own stories or explain how they understand certain issues. The role 
of the interviewer is then to act as a facilitator rather than presenting a range of 
answers to choose from. 
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 Having a co-ordinator that quality-checks the researchers’ and peer reviewers’ answers.

 Making (at least some) comparisons between the !ndings of di#erent countries. 

We also recognised that the BTCN approach would di#er from that of the OBS in a num-
ber of ways:

 The OBS focusses only on the national level in each country, while the BTCN would 
investigate budget transparency at the national and at least one sub-national level. We 
wanted the researchers to go through a process of selecting three appropriate sub-na-
tional regions (for example, three provinces or districts) to include in their research. 
To this end, the BTCN methodology included criteria for selecting sub-national areas 
based on socio-economic pro!les, budget reporting capacity and geographic settle-
ment patterns. Applying all the questions across multiple levels of government added 
a level of complexity to the design of the survey instrument. 

 The OBS looks into the public availability in each country of 8 main government 
budget documents that should be published according to international best practice. 
As no pre-de!ned set of government documents could be expected to hold all child 
nutrition programme information across all countries, we had to establish a band of 
possible sources that we wanted the researchers to consult in their countries. The 
BTCN questionnaire !nally included the following de!nition of the range of ‘budget 

documents’ to be considered for transparency:

    While the OBS !ndings allow for many kinds of cross-country comparisons, 
the BTCN method would generate a mix of cross-country and intra-country !ndings. 
The researchers in each country involved in the BTCN project would naturally have to 
select a di#erent set of child nutrition programmes and sub-national areas to assess 
for their budget transparency. This meant that it would not be possible to compare the 
interventions themselves and the sub-national !ndings across the !ve countries. The 
cross-country comparison of !ndings pertaining to the national level would, however, 
still be possible. 

What would budget transparency and participation look like in relation to 
child nutrition?
An assumption underlying the BTCN project was that governments should generate and 
share a variety of budget information that shows what they are doing to improve the nu-
tritional status of children in their countries. A !rst step towards assessing whether gov-
ernments were transparent in their budgeting for child nutrition, was to establish what 
kinds of government activities could be de!ned as ‘child nutrition interventions’. We com-
missioned a paper by child rights budget expert Judith Streak Gomersall of the University 
of Adelaide, which outlined a range of di#erent programmes and initiatives that could 
be seen to combat child malnutrition or advance child nutrition across di#erent country 
contexts. In scanning their own policy environments, the research team in each country 
used the examples from the paper to identify possible interventions that could have a 
bearing on child nutrition in the di#erent countries, either directly or indirectly. 

To keep the scope of the research to manageable levels, it was decided that the enquiry 
into budget transparency would be limited to !ve child nutrition interventions in each 
country. As countries have di#erent circumstances, strategies and priorities when it 
comes to child nutrition, it would have been impossible to decide in advance that a cer-
tain type of intervention - for example, a school feeding scheme or vitamin A supplemen-
tation programme - should be chosen across all the countries. To assist the researchers 
in deciding on the best sample of !ve child nutrition interventions in their countries, the 
BTCN questionnaire included a step-by-step process for them to follow. The criteria un-
derpinning the selection process were listed under Step 3 of this guide. To !nd out more 
about the selection process and how the researchers were guided through it, see Section 
2 of the BTCN Questionnaire, which you will !nd at www.at4hr.org/BTCN_Study.html.

Besides de!ning what could be regarded as ‘child nutrition interventions’, a parallel chal-
lenge was to begin unpacking what standards of budget transparency and participation 
we would expect to see in relation to such interventions. As regards budget transparency, 
we looked towards the best practice guidelines of the IBP, the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation & Development, World Bank and IMF (See the reference list at the end of 
the guide for more information). To de!ne what kinds and levels of participation could 
be pegged as ‘best practice’ in relation to budget decision-making on child nutrition, we 
looked back to the policy commitments on participation we had identi!ed in Step 3. On 
the following page, you can !nd one example of of how we used the policy commitments 
to derive ‘best practice’ standards, which we could then formulate questions about in the 
BTCN questionnaire.

“All the formal planning, communication and reporting mechanisms used by a 
government to present and disseminate information about its budgets and budget-
ing. It may include print publications, unpublished documents as well as online 
sources. Typically the most common types of  budget documents produced by a 
government to this end would include a pre-budget statement, the executive’s 
budget proposal, a popular version of  the budget or citizens’ budget, the enacted 
budget, in-year budget reports, a mid-term budget review, year-end reports and 
audit reports. Sector specific planning and reporting documents may also present 
budget information, such as strategic plans and annual reports.”  



Research development

22

FOR EXAMPLE

We identi!ed the CRC articles 12 and 13 - the right of the child to participate – as a key policy 
commitment underpinning our project goal and objectives. (Look back to Step 3 to see what the articles 
say). However, as the articles are formulated in very general terms, we needed more detail on what the 
best practice standards could be, ideally from some kind of authority on the matter .

We turned to the General Comment no. 12 of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2009) 
- The right of the child to be heard – which de!nes the two articles cited above in more detail. For 
example, with reference to: 

Consulting with children, paragraph 26 says states must assure that the child is able to express her 
or his views “in all matters a#ecting” her or him. This represents a second quali!cation of this right: the 
child must be heard if the matter under discussion a#ects the child. 

The child’s right to feedback, paragraph 45 says that since the child enjoys the right that her or his 
views are given due weight, the decision-maker has to inform the child of the outcome of the process 
and explain how her or his views were considered. The feedback is a guarantee that the views of the 
child are not only heard as a formality, but are taken seriously.

We used the information in General Comment no.12 to derive best practice standards to base questions 
on in the BTCN questionnaire. For example, we knew we had a solid foundation to ask questions about:

Consultation: The extent to which budget decisions about child nutrition interventions had involved 
consultation with children and/or their care-givers;

Feedback: The extent to which a government provides feedback to the public (including children) on 
how it has used public resources to advance child nutrition 

See Section E of the BTCN questionnaire to see how these standards were further developed into 
questions and answers.

 Include people with expertise in questionnaire design and conducting surveys in 
your reference group.

 Combine quantitative and qualitative methods in your research process.
 Shift the emphasis of your research to take a deeper look (than the BTCN did) at 

di#erent dimensions of public participation in government decision-making. For 
example, you might decide to research the degree of participation in many di#erent 
processes and mechanisms, and only include transparency questions that are direct-
ly relevant for enhancing these participation opportunities. 

 Host focus group discussions to generate questions or model answers for your 
survey. 

 Use the BTCN questionnaire as a point of departure - as we did with the OBS - to 
develop your own approach and to de!ne the questions you want to ask.

 Identify existing surveys that are similar or relevant to your research topic, and let 
them inspire you with methodological ideas. Be sure to acknowledge borrowed 
ideas and obtain necessary permissions, as required.

 Concentrate on the degree of participation (or not) of speci!c population segments 
or groupings, such as children, young people or women – and the kinds of informa-
tion they would need to participate more e#ectively. 

 Read up on the latest research pertaining to your topic or focus area. Consider how 
you would want your !ndings to be di#erent from those already reported - and what 
methods would need to use to arrive at the kinds of !ndings you think will be most 
useful for advocacy. 

Variations
to consider
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7. Developing a questionnaire

If you have chosen to use a survey as part of your research method, the next step is to 
formulate questions and combine them into a questionnaire. Your project objectives 
will give an indication of the kinds of questions that will be most relevant for your 
purposes. The time and attention required to develop a questionnaire shouldn’t be un-

derestimated. It often calls for a great deal of careful consideration, testing and numerous 
revisions before the questionnaire is ready to be used for research. The following general 
tips o#er some suggestions on how to go about it:

 Invite people with relevant expertise to participate in the development of your ques-
tionnaire. 

 Clarify all the key terms that are relevant to your research and include these in the 
questionnaire itself, for example in a glossary.

 Identify a small number of over-arching key questions pertaining to your project 
objectives.

 Translate each of the over-arching questions into a set of more speci!c sub-questions.
 Make sure that all your questions:

 have simple and clear wording;
 are consistent in the way they are formulated across the whole survey;
 each tackle only one issue (and don’t contain several questions in one); and
 add up to a reasonable number in total (considering the length of a typical inter-

view opportunity as you envisage it).
 Formulate a set of answers for each question that the respondents to your survey will 

choose from. Try to ensure that your answers:
 mirror the simple and clear language used in the questions;
 are not so numerous that they will take too long to read and be di"cult to choose 

between;
 are consistent in form and structure across the whole survey; 
 are mutually exclusive ( in other words, that the range of answers to a single ques-

tion don’t overlap in meaning);
 are arranged along a graded scale - for example, from less to more, or from best to 

worse performance; and  
 include an ‘opt out’ answer for questions that do not apply.

 Include instructions that explain in detail how it should be !lled out.
 Add information on where the researchers can turn when they need clari!cation.

 Clarify by when the survey should be completed and to whom the completed survey 
should be submitted. If relevant, specify if any additional documents or sources need 
to accompany the completed questionnaire.

 Test the questionnaire on sample interviewees to get feedback on possible ambigu-
ities and weaknesses.

 Adjust the survey based on the feedback and re-test it if necessary.

The BTCN
experience

The development of the BTCN questionnaire was a relatively lengthy process. It took 
around 3 months from !rst draft to the !nal survey document. One of the !rst things we 
did was to develop a glossary of key terms that would be used in the research. The clari!-
cation of these terms was a useful conceptual process that helped to de!ne the research 
parameters and bring underlying assumptions to the surface. As the questionnaire was 
developed and revised, the glossary grew and changed with it. 

While developing the BTCN questionnaire, we constantly had to remind ourselves that the 
study was not intended to evaluate the adequacy or e#ectiveness of the governments’ 
child nutrition interventions. The core issue was rather whether resource decision-making 
and public spending on the interventions (however adequate or e#ective they happened 
to be) were transparent and participatory or not.

Formulating questions
In order to begin conceptualising questions for the BTCN study, the Open Budget Survey 
(and a few other questionnaires) provided a useful point of departure. Our initial intention 
was to include adapted versions of quite a few OBS questions, but we soon realised that 
the BTCN questions would have to be constructed somewhat di#erently. The !nal BTCN 
questionnaire contains almost no questions phrased exactly as they appear in the OBS. 
However, having the OBS as a springboard was nevertheless very useful. 

Another route into de!ning our questions was to consider which kinds of information it 
would be important to include as a desirable standard for budget transparency around 
child nutrition. When members of the public hear the term ‘budget information’, they 

What questions can we “borrow” 
from the Open Budget Survey?

What do we want to know about budget transparency 
and participation in relation to child nutrition?

The BTCN 
questionnaire
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tend to think this mainly has to do with lists of numbers of monetary amounts. However, 
best practice in budget transparency rests on a much broader notion of what information 
should be available in order for citizens to track what their governments are doing with 
their public resources. The BTCN questionnaire included questions pertaining to all of 
the following kinds of information and asked whether governments made each of them 
available in relation to their child nutrition programming:

 demographic data;
 policy information;
 revenue information;
 budgeted and actual expenditure !gures;
 narrative discussions and explanations of quantitative data;
 performance indicators and service delivery targets;
 records of public participation; and

 public education media.

The BTCN questionnaire !nally contained 34 questions asking after the public availability 
of di#erent types of information pertaining to budgeting for child nutrition. It also includ-
ed 11 questions about public participation in the government’s decision-making about 
child nutrition. Each question was asked in relation to !ve child nutrition programmes 
in each country included in the study, at the national level and across three sub-national 
units (for example, three districts or three municipalities).

The BTCN questionnaire is structured as follows: 

Formulating answers  
One of the greatest challenges in the questionnaire design process was formulating the 
range of answers to accompany each question. As is the case in the OBS, the answers 
in the BTCN survey range from ’a’ to ’d’. In order to capture variations in the amount or 
detail of information available, the answers often contain normative words like ‘extensive’, 
‘clearly’, ‘vague’ and ‘limited’. Attempts were made to de!ne what should be regarded as 
an ‘extensive’ amount of detail, for example, or what would qualify a source of information 
to be scored as inadequately ‘vague’. However, it proved impossible to pre-empt exactly 
what these terms would mean with reference to di#erent child nutrition programmes 
in di#erent documents in di#erent countries. One way to mitigate this dilemma was to 
ensure that the researchers understood the need to interpret the range of answers to any 
question in the BTCN survey as a sliding scale: 

 The answer marked ‘a’ always represented the ‘best case scenario’ or ideal situation.
 The answer marked ‘d’ always represented the worst case scenario or poorest level of 

budget transparency. 
 The answers in between – ‘b’ and ’c’ – could be seen to fall on a continuum ranging 

between the poles of best and worst.
 If the level of transparency in relation to a question fell more towards the ‘worst case 

scenario’ but was not quite as bad as ‘d’, it generally would make sense to choose the ‘c’ 
answer. 

 If a researcher’s !nding was positive but not quite ‘ideal’, it would usually be apt to 
choose the ‘b’ answer. 

Another di"culty was to decide whether to include an option where each question could 
be answered with ‘not applicable’ (in this case, marked ‘e’).The BTCN questionnaire !nally 
did include this ‘e’ option, as in some instances it would not be possible or appropriate 
for a certain question to be applied to a speci!c child nutrition intervention. This proved 
to be the case, for example, when confronting a question about past expenditures and 
trying to apply it to an intervention that was in its !rst year of implementation. As the 
question could not logically be applied to that particular intervention, the ‘e’ answer was 
the only correct option.

POLICY AND STRATEGIC COORDINATION 
IN CHILD NUTRITION INTERVENTIONS

PLANNED (BUDGETED) EXPENDITURES 
FOR CHILD NUTRITION INTERVENTIONS

ACTUAL EXPENDITURES ON 
CHILD NUTRITION INTERVENTIONS

BUDGET PERFORMANCE IN RELATION TO 
CHILD NUTRITION INTERVENTIONS

PUBLIC  PARTICIPATION IN BUDGETING  
DECISIONS AROUND CHILD NUTRITION

= 12 QUESTIONS
+

= 3 QUESTIONS
+

= 8 QUESTIONS
+

= 11 QUESTIONS
+

= 11 QUESTIONS

 TOTAL: 45 QUESTIONS
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Below is a sample question, with its corresponding range of answers, from the BTCN 
questionnaire:

C1.  Do current budget documents provide information on actual expenditures in 
relation to the selected child nutrition interventions?

Consider the question above in relation to each of the child nutrition interventions you select-
ed. For each intervention, identify one answer from the list below that most accurately re"ects 
your #ndings. Write down the corresponding letter (for example “c”) in the boxes below. You 
may have di$erent answers for the di$erent interventions. For further guidelines, see the 
pointers at the beginning of this section.

a) Current budget documents provide extensive information about actual expendi-
tures on the child nutrition intervention, including narrative discussion and quanti-
tative !gures.

b) Current budget documents provide information about actual expenditures on the 
child nutrition intervention, but some details are excluded.

c) Current budget documents provide little information about actual expenditures on 
the child nutrition intervention, and important details are excluded.

d) Current budget documents provide no information about actual expenditures on 
the child nutrition intervention.

e) Not applicable/ Other (please comment).

To see the other questions and answers, as well as the answer and reference boxes that 
the researchers were asked to complete, have a look at the BTCN questionnaire at  
www.at4hr.org/BTCN_Study.html.

The introduction, glossary and additional features  
After developing the structure of the survey and formulating questions and answers, we 
wrote an introduction to the questionnaire. It explained the background and motivation 
for the research, set out the objectives of the study and provided guidelines on how to 
complete the survey. In consultation with the researchers, it was decided that the glossary 
of key terms should appear right at the beginning of the questionnaire, so that it would 
be as easy to reference as possible throughout the research process. Text boxes were 
also included where the researchers could add the source references pertaining to each 
question, for example by citing documents, interviews with public o"cials or websites 
consulted. Provision was also made for the researchers to provide additional motivations 
or register concerns regarding their responses to any of the questions.

 If your project objectives are similar to that of the BTCN, use the BTCN questionnaire 
as it is or adjust it to suit your context.

 Include people with expertise in questionnaire design and conducting surveys in 
your reference group.

 Use the BTCN questionnaire as a starting point - as we did with the OBS - to identify 
questions that match your project objectives and add other questions as required.

 Formulate questions pertaining to transparency and participation at only the nation-
al level or only the sub-national level.

 Keep it simple: Create a questionnaire with just a few key questions - say between 
5 and 10. Choose those questions that will make the most powerful contribution to 
your advocacy.

 Formulate questions to investigate whether government information pertaining to 
a child rights issue or intervention is adequately disaggregated. The BTCN question-
naire asks, to some extent, whether child nutrition information is disaggregated by 
age. Consider other ways that you might like to see budget information pertaining 
to children and young people disaggregated, for example by gender, indicators of 
vulnerability or geographical location.

 Include only answers that can be measured in quantitative terms, for example ‘a) !ve 
documents, b) three documents c) no documents’.

 Think of di#erent ways to ensure that the glossary is easy to use during the research. 
In some cases, it may make sense to create a separate document for the glossary. If 
you are developing an on-line questionnaire, it may be possible to build the glossary 
de!nitions in so that they appear on the screen in pop-up hover-boxes, for instance.

Variations
to consider
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8.  Gathering and  
checking data 

The previous steps in the project process were all geared to help you prepare for 
the research which lies at the heart of this kind of budget advocacy work. The 
critical success factor for this step in the project process lies in human resources, 
most particularly the skills and commitment of the researchers and peer review-

ers you have on board. In some cases, you might undertake the data-gathering yourself. 
In larger projects, it will be necessary to build a research team with greater capacity. It 
may take some time to identify and recruit suitable researchers and peer reviewers. When 
compiling your research team, look out for people who: 

 Demonstrate understanding of the project objectives and focal issues.
 Have relevant quali!cations, skills and experience in relation to the project focus and 

objectives.
 Are able to think creatively and contribute their own ideas to the project.
 Show strong logical reasoning and problem-solving skills.
 Have a track record of producing e#ective work results.
 Are able to work in an organised and consistent manner.
 Show competence in being thorough and paying attention to details. 
 Are tenacious and if necessary, can be persistent in obtaining information. 
 Demonstrate a responsible work ethic and commitment to meeting deadlines.

Once you have identi!ed suitable researchers and peer reviewers, it is important to en-
sure that they are well briefed about the project and their roles within it. It is common for 
a contract or work agreement to be drafted and signed between the parties concerned. 
Such a contract should provide a clear legal framework setting out exactly when, how 
and by whom the research or peer review should be carried out, as well as details on the 
amount and structure of fees to be paid. It could also clarify what implications would 
follow should the research not be carried out according to the contract. 

If the research and peer review process is a protracted one and especially if it brings 
unforeseen obstacles and challenges, it will probably be necessary, as the project co-or-
dinator or manager, to provide the researchers and reviewers with on-going support and 
encouragement. The research team is more likely to be motivated if they feel a sense of 
ownership of the work – for example, by being able to in$uence the design and imple-
mentation of the research. 

The BTCN
experience

In order to identify possible research partners for the BTCN project, the AT4HR consulted 
with the IBP and CRGI. A joint letter inviting researchers to apply was then sent out to a 
number of organisations in each of the !ve countries. Where appropriate, the country 
o"ces of Save the Children International followed up on the applications process. The 
letter contained background information on the project, an outline of the methodology 
being developed and how the !ndings from the research were intended to be used. It 
also gave some practical information, such as the deadlines that would have to be met 
and the fees being o#ered. The invitation called for responses from researchers with the 
following attributes: 

 Demonstrable experience in conducting research on government budgeting and 
health, and preferably in relation to children; 

 Good writing and communication skills in English; 
 The capacity and time to participate in the research process between May and October 

2012 and to meet the reporting deadlines; and 
 Knowledge - or access to knowledge within her/his organisation or network - of the 

health sector and health advocacy in the country.

Interested researchers were asked to submit their curriculum vitae, examples of relevant 
research experience and letters of motivation explaining why they would like to partic-
ipate in the project. At the end of the application process, the following organisations 
were selected as research partners: 

 The Children’s Legal Action Network (CLAN) in Kenya.
 The Public Service Accountability Monitor (PSAM) in South Africa.
 Uganda Debt Network (UDN) in Uganda.
 The Department of Economics at the University of Zambia, in collaboration with the 

Zambia Civic Education Foundation (ZCEA) in Zambia.
 The National Association of Non-Governmental Organisations (NANGO) in Zimbabwe.

The research process
The main task of the researchers in each of the countries was to complete the BTCN 
questionnaire. Before getting started, the researchers from all !ve countries gathered 
for a two-day workshop in Pretoria, South Africa, together with programme o"cers from 
Save the Children International country o"ces working on child rights governance in the 
!ve countries. The BTCN method and questionnaire were presented and then discussed 
in small groups and plenary brainstorming sessions. Many useful suggestions were put 
forward during the workshop, resulting in a number of revisions to the questionnaire. The 
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workshop helped to improve the BTCN survey instrument and also contributed to greater 
understanding and ownership of the project amongst the country teams.

As the BTCN questionnaire involved quite a lengthy research process, the researchers 
were asked to submit completed sections of the survey in three separate instalments. This 
allowed us to monitor progress as the research moved forward in each country, and also 
to quality check the responses in batches. Throughout the process, the researchers were 
encouraged to ask for assistance if they had any questions of clari!cation.

The peer review process
While the research process was underway, possible peer reviewers were identi!ed in each 
country, based on recommendations from our network of civil society budget advocates. 
The reviewers were mainly selected due to their expertise in public !nance management 
and in some cases, they had additional experience in the area of child rights budgeting. 
Their participation in the project was conducted on an anonymous basis, in the sense that 
the researchers did not know who would review their responses to the questionnaire. 
Only the AT4HR communicated directly with the peer reviewers in each country. A similar 
approach is used in the OBS. Protecting the anonymity of the peer reviewers is seen to 
encourage them to be as critical and outspoken as necessary in reviewing the question-
naire responses. 

Once the researcher in a country had completed the BTCN questionnaire, it was sent to 
two peer reviewers in the same country, together with instructions on how to review and 
comment on the researchers’ work. The peer reviewers were asked to:

 Carefully study the entire questionnaire and the instructions given to the researchers;
 Review the answers selected by the researchers in response to each question, as well 

as their references and comments;
 Only comment on those questions where they had a di#ering opinion to researcher;
 Where they did have a di#ering opinion, to indicate the alternative answer they would 

have selected for that question;
 To provide a short explanation of their reasons for di#ering from the researcher’s initial 

answer. 

The completed peer reviews were sent back to the researchers for !nal comments. The 
project team at AT4HR then considered all the responses to every question: those initially 
submitted by the researcher, the subsequent peer reviews, and the researchers’ responses 
to the peer reviews. Di#erences of opinion were discussed with the relevant researchers, 
after which a !nal decision on each questionnaire response was made by the AT4HR 
team. This cross-checking and veri!cation of every survey !nding in every country was 
both time-consuming and essential to the research process. In the end, the research 
and peer review process for the BTCN questionnaire (of 45 questions) took 7 months to 
complete.

Discussion of preliminary !ndings
Towards the end of the research process, a second two-day workshop was held in South 
Africa with all the BTCN researchers, as well as key sta# from Save the Children and the 
IBP. The aim of the workshop was to !nalise outstanding research issues, to identify the 
preliminary !ndings emerging from the study and to begin developing advocacy plans. 
The workshop allowed for:

 De-brie!ng discussions about the way the BTCN questions were interpreted in each 
country; 

 Suggested amendments of certain scores to ensure consistency across countries; 
 Dialogue about the preliminary !ndings in and across countries; 
 An exchange around what kind of materials would be useful for advocacy (See Step 10 

for more about this); and
 The initiation of a planning framework to begin generating ideas for advocacy. 

 Have a workshop with interested organisations before inviting applications to join 
your research and peer review team.

 Consider having young people as researchers or peer reviewers for some or all of the 
questions.

 Ask researchers with di#erent expertise to undertake di#erent sections of your 
questionnaire.

 Use creative and participative methods to brief the researchers, gather their contri-
butions to the project design and build team ownership.

 Design an exercise that can help your researchers to develop a shared interpretation 
of the questions and answers in your survey (especially how to interpret normative 
terms like ‘vague’ or ‘extensive’ for example).

 Be realistic about the time demands of the research and peer review process. If there 
is too little time to do justice to a lengthy questionnaire, now is the opportunity 
to shorten your survey. The time needed to conduct the research, peer review and 
cross-check answers is multiplied for every question included in your survey. 

Variations
to consider
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9. Analysing the !ndings 

Once all the survey responses have been !nalised and cross-checked, it is time to 
analyse the !ndings. The main purpose of this step in the project is to gain an 
overview of what the responses to the questionnaires tell you about the focal 
issue you are investigating - and to lift out some key messages for advocacy. 

Analysing the !ndings from your research should make it possible to notice patterns and 
trends in the answers to the questionnaire. If your survey, like the BTCN questionnaire, 
made use of a consistent structure and range of answers to all the questions (for example, 
‘a’ to ‘d’ ranging from best to worse transparency), it will be possible for you to code the 
answers by assigning number values to them. This is one of the key advantages of using a 
quantitative survey as your research instrument. The answers will be easier to summarise, 
analyse, compare and present when expressed in the form of number values. It also 
allows you to calculate the average across a range of responses and, for example, identify 
the most frequent responses that emerged from the research. 

The following guidelines may be useful as you undertake the analysis of !ndings from 
your research: 

 Enter the answer to each survey question in a table or spread sheet.
 Assign relative scores to each of the answers. 
 If your questionnaire had di#erent themes or sections, calculate the collective score of 

all the answers falling under a given section or theme. 
 Present the !ndings in relation to each question (and group of questions, if relevant) in 

numbers or in percentages to gain a better overview.
 Present the !ndings in tables or charts of di#erent kinds, for example pie charts or 

graphs.
 Focus on one question at a time, or on a group of questions that belong together, and 

ask yourself:
 What kind of answers keep repeating? 
  Which answers deviate from the general picture?
 Are the responses to some questions, or sets of questions, much more positive or 

negative than others? 
 Are there sub-sets of !ndings that represent an anomaly and how can these be 

interpreted? 
 Are there any themes that emerge when you compare sub-sets of !ndings?
 If you are conducting a cross-country study, are there noteworthy patterns in the 

responses across countries?

The BTCN
experience

Before starting our analysis, we realised we needed an over-arching repository for all 
the research responses $owing from the BTCN questionnaires across the !ve countries 
included in the study. For each country, we created a single ‘!nal holding place’ (which we 
called the ‘MEGA document’) which contained all the BTCN questions, all the researcher’s 
answers, peer review comments and AT4HR responses for that country (see the complet-
ed questionnaires at http://at4hr.org/BTCN_Study.html). These documents helped us to 
cross-check and tabulate all the responses in preparation for the analysis. 

All the BTCN questions and answers were then entered into Excel spread sheets. The 
following numerical values were assigned to the scores given as answers to the BTCN 
questions:

This scoring system was informed by the fact that each BTCN 
question had to be answered in relation to !ve di#erent 
child nutrition interventions in a country. For each interven-
tion, the top score for any question was 20 points. Across 
all !ve child nutrition interventions, the total top score per 
question was therefore 5*20 = 100 points. We wanted the 
total top score for each question to be represented by 100, 
since this is a number that it is easy to think of as a ‘perfect 

score’. Questions answered as ‘not applicable’ (‘e’) were 
excluded from the analysis. 

In the analysis of the BTCN data, we calculated and compared the following:
 The total score achieved in each country for all the budget transparency questions 

together (QA1 – QD11).
 The total score achieved in each country for all the participation questions together 

(QE1 – QE11).
 The total score achieved in each country for each section of the questionnaire (See 

Step 7 of this guide for a breakdown of the sections).
 How transparent planning (for child nutrition) was in each country compared to trans-

parency of implementation. 
 How the countries fared when we compared information on budget planning with 

access to actual expenditure data.
 How possible it was in each country to track whether targeted bene!ciaries were 

being reached.

a = 20 points
b = 13.3 points
c = 6.6 points
d = 0 points
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 To what extent existing participation mechanisms were being used in each country to 
inform public decision-making about child nutrition.

 Whether the national !ndings in each country were remarkably di#erent or similar to 
the sub-national !ndings.

 Whether there were note-worthy variations in budget transparency and participation 
across the three sub-national areas in a country.

 Consider involving children and young people to participate in the analysis of your 
research !ndings.

 Include people with data analysis skills in your project team.
 Simply reporting dry, numerical !ndings is rarely e#ective. To bring the !ndings to 

life, consider what they mean in practical terms. 
 Once the !ndings from your research have been tabulated, use creative and partici-

pative methods to share, discuss and interpret what the !ndings mean. 

Variations
to consider
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10. Preparing for advocacy

Advocacy can be described as a set of organised activities aimed at in$uencing 
the policies and actions of others, so as to achieve positive change in peoples’ 
lives. It is best understood as a long-term process rather than a once-o# event, 
one that presents credible alternatives to the present situation and brings 

lasting improvements. For advocacy to be e#ective, the right decision-makers have to be 
convinced to alter the way things have worked in the past. For example, to bring about 
the publication of more detailed budget information about a given sector or programme, 
a whole string of decisions and changes could be required, from those in the Ministry of 
Finance who decide which kinds of information are required, to o"cials in ministries and 
departments, who would need to gather and report on these categories of information. 
When you conduct research to support your advocacy, as the BTCN project set out to do, 
it should generate evidence that you can use not only to convince the right decision-mak-
ers, but also to inform constructive solutions. This section of the guide highlights two 
important aspects of preparing for advocacy, namely:

 Developing an advocacy strategy; and
 Preparing materials to share your research !ndings with the outside world.

Developing an advocacy strategy
There are many resources already available in the public domain that provide guidance 
on advocacy and policy in$uencing. See the resources and links at the end of the docu-
ment for some suggestions. It is therefore not one of the aims of this guide to recommend 
a particular process to plan for advocacy. The way you go about it will be shaped by 
your country context, as well as your organisational demands and preferred approach to 
planning.  What follows are therefore very generic points to prod your thinking on how to 
use your budget transparency !ndings for advocacy:

 To develop and re!ne your advocacy strategy, draw on the advocacy experiences and 
expertise of people in your reference group.

 Your advocacy strategy should ultimately give fruition to the project objectives you 
de!ned in Step 2, and contribute in some way to your long-term goal. If you are 
considering advocacy activities that do not serve any of your objectives, or your goal, 
re-assess why you are including them. 

 As your road map to achieve change, make sure your advocacy strategy is speci!c and 
detailed enough. For example, it should include speci!c advocacy objectives, indi-
cators, activities with timeframes and key advocacy messages. It should also outline 
target audiences, allies, which risks you face and how you will manage them, and 
explain how you plan to monitor and evaluate your strategy.

 Look back to your stakeholder analysis (Step 4) to clarify who the main allies and target 
audience(s) should be for your advocacy. Explore the possibility of building alliances 
with other organisations, coalitions and networks to take your advocacy objectives 
forward.

 Review your research !ndings and establish what your main advocacy message(s) will 
be. You should be able to use your !ndings as evidence to support your advocacy mes-
sages. Make sure your messages include one or more clear recommendations about 
which speci!c changes you want to see made, by whom and by when.

 If your project focuses on children’s rights, consider how you can involve children in 
developing and implementing your advocacy strategy. Save the Children has devel-
oped principles and practice standards for child participation that can guide children’s 
involvement in advocacy (See the reference list at the end of the guide),

 Identify windows of opportunity for making your !ndings public. Is there a relevant 
campaign event, upcoming meeting or conference you can link up with? When and 
where in the government budget process would relevant decision-makers be most 
open to considering your !ndings? 

 In some cases, it may be strategic before releasing your !ndings to the public, to share 
them with government o"cials in a constructive, non-threatening way. This could give 
the government an opportunity to study your !ndings and respond to your recom-
mendations, and may predispose them towards implementing the recommendations 
rather than rejecting them.  

 Depending on the nature of your project, it could be important to link your national 
advocacy strategies to international and regional dialogues and processes. For ex-
ample, explore how you could include information and recommendations from the 
research into civil society supplementary reports and submissions to the Committee 
on the Rights of the Child, the Universal Periodic Review of the UN Human Rights 
Council and the African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.

Creating materials to communicate your advocacy message and !ndings
As you plan how to communicate your advocacy message and research !ndings, the 
following pointers may come in useful: 

 Weigh up di#erent options for communicating with your target audience(s): would you 
best reach them with, for example, a formal submission, an email, a report, a private 
meeting, a press release or through a website, public meeting, newspaper article, 
television debate or radio programme? 

 If you are planning to publish a research report, brie!ng document or lea$et, decide 
which of your !ndings it would be most essential to highlight. 

 Even if you are producing longer and more detailed materials, it may also be useful 
to produce an “appetiser” or teaser in the form of a half-page summary of the most 
important information.
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 Translate your !ndings into the most accessible language you can for your target 
audience. If they are not !nance o"cials, this means getting rid of economic budget 
jargon. If necessary, involve someone with plain language communication skills in your 
advocacy planning, especially if you aim to produce accessible advocacy materials.

 Be creative in deciding how the !ndings should be presented: consider for example, 
combining words, numbers and percentages with graphs, charts, images, tables, 
cartoons, photographs, quotes and so forth. 

 If you plan to produce a digital or print publication, take into account that you need 
dedicated budget resources and time to create a professional product. If your or-
ganisation doesn’t have a media department, you may need to contract people with 
suitable skills. Adequate time will have to be scheduled for the writing, editing, design, 
layout and proof-reading of your media, whether it is a print publication, website or 
e-report. Your publication will be more e#ective in getting its message across if it is 
eye-catching and easy to read.

 Test a draft version of your publication and/or other media on a sample of the target 
audience. 

The BTCN
experience

At the time of writing this guide, strategies were being !nalised for using the BTCN !nd-
ings for advocacy in di#erent ways. Save the Children International country o"ces and 
research partners in the !ve countries were responsible for national advocacy based on 
the research !ndings. Plans were also underway to conduct global and regional advocacy 
to advance budget transparency and participation for children’s rights, using research 
!ndings from this project.

In order to share the !ndings of the BTCN research, we decided to produce a report that 
could be accessed on the web. The publication was planned with a landscape (as op-
posed to portrait) orientation, so that it would be easy to read and paged through on a 
computer screen. While writing the report, we kept the following objectives in mind: 

 The report had multiple target audiences and had to be versatile in this respect. It 
had to be useful for the purposes of advocacy in each of the !ve countries involved in 
the study, as well as the regional and international level; 

 The content had to be strati!ed. Not every reader would be interested in reading the 
entire report and ideally, di#erent sections should be capable of use on their own. 
Most importantly, it should be easy for any reader to identify our recommendations 
for action.

 The !ndings had to be organised into themes. There were too many disparate !ndings 
to report them one by one. It was important to provide readers with a framework for 
interpreting and comparing the !ndings across sub-topics and countries. 

 The report had to be as concise and easy to read as possible, while also providing the 
advocacy team in each country with enough fuel for their campaigns. 

 Only the most relevant !ndings could be highlighted. We didn’t want to overwhelm 
readers with too much information. Readers with speci!c specialised interests – for 
example, in the methodology – would be referred to other documents on our website. 

 The report relied heavily on mechanisms to make the content easy to understand 
and digest, including graphs, charts, summary boxes, side-bars, bullet points and 
icons. 

The following examples of pages from the BTCN report provide a few glimpses of what 
the resulting publication looked like. We created a colourful cover with a title that primes 
readers about the content:

Using the theme of nutrition for inspiration, these pie charts of our national and sub-na-
tional !ndings took the form of apples and oranges: 
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Graphs in the shape of glasses of milk give a visual overview of the survey scores per 
section:

The BTCN report is available at www.at4hr.org/BTCN_Study.html. For more information on 
the advocacy activities undertaken in the !ve countries, or at the regional or global level, 
contact the organisations listed on the references page at the end of the guide.

 Use a participative process to rank your research !ndings from most to least rele-
vant for advocacy. Use the top 3 to 5 !ndings as the key message of your advocacy 
campaign.

 Disseminate your !ndings in a format and language that will be easy for children to 
read, watch or listen to.

 Use social media to communicate your !ndings, for example, in a series of smaller, 
byte-size chunks.

 Share your !ndings with the media. Well-placed journalists can help spread your 
advocacy message and contribute to public awareness of your !ndings.

 Create an animated video clip of your !ndings. See for example  
http://www.ted.com/talks/ken_robinson_changing_education_paradigms.html.

 Consider creative tools like street theatre, street art, puppetry and performance art to 
communicate some of your key advocacy messages.

 Keep in mind that most target audiences appreciate user-friendly materials. Maybe a 
children’s version of your !ndings could work for all.

 If your !ndings highlight areas in need of public dialogue and/or further research, 
invite your reference group to help you consider the way forward. 
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Resources and links

About the BTCN project
The main documents pertaining to the BTCN project are available in the public domain at www.at4hr.org/BTCN_Study.html. If you are planning a project similar to the BTCN (even if it 
focuses on another human rights or child rights issue or sector), these documents may be useful to consult as examples of the kinds of resources you will need to develop. On the project 
page, you will !nd:

 The BTCN questionnaire itself.
 The META document for each country, showing how the questionnaires were completed, peer reviewed and !nalised.
 The report of the main BTCN !ndings and recommendations for advocacy.

About children’s rights, including advocacy around children’s rights 
 Save the Children’s online resource centre: http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/start/library. 
 The BTCN report can also be accessed here at http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/library/budget-transparency-and-child-nutrition as well as other documents related to the 

project. 
 Find Save the Children’s Practice Standards for Children’s Participation at:  http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/library/practice-standards-childrens-participation.
 Louisa Gosling & David Cohen (2007). Advocacy Matters: Helping Children Change Their World. An International Save the Children Alliance guide to advocacy. London: International Save the 

Children Alliance. Available at http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/library/advocacy-matters-helping-children-change-their-world-international-save-children-alliance.
 Enakshi Ganguly Thukral & Paromita Shastri (2010). Budget for Children Analysis – A Beginners’ Guide. Save the Children & HAQ Centre for Child Rights. Available at  

http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/library/budget-children-analysis-beginners-guide.

About budget transparency
 The International Budget Partnership’s website at http://internationalbudget.org/.
 The Open Budget Initiative at http://internationalbudget.org/what-we-do/major-ibp-initiatives/open-budget-initiative/.
 Public Expenditure & Financial Accountability (PEFA) at http://www.pefa.org/.
 See also the guidelines for budget transparency developed by:

 The Organisation for Economic Cooperation & Development (OECD):   
http://www.oecd.org/gov/budgeting/best-practices-budget-transparency.htm.

 The World Bank:  
http://www1.worldbank.org/publicsector/pe/handbook/pem98.pdf.

 The International Monetary Fund:  
http://www.imf.org/external/np/mae/mft/code/index.htm..


