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Independent review: 
 

Institutional Capacity strengthening   
 

Climate Impacts Research Capacity and Leadership Enhancement (CIRCLE) 
 

 
 
1.  Introduction and purpose: 

The Climate Impacts Research Capacity and Leadership Enhancement (CIRCLE) programme 
is a capacity strengthening initiative led by the Association of Commonwealth Universities 
(ACU) and funded by the UK Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO). 
Initiated in 2013, the CIRCLE programme was established to respond to the shortage of 
African researchers producing internationally peer-reviewed research into the impacts of 
climate change. The programme adopted an innovative approach to strengthening capacity at 
the individual and institutional levels and had three principal objectives: 

1. To strengthen the capacity of African scientists to undertake research on climate 
change and its local impacts on development 

2. To strengthen capacity in participating African universities/research institutions to 
support the development of their early career researchers and develop a coordinated 
and strategic approach to climate change research 

3. To strengthen the organisational and institutional capacity of the African Academy of 
Science (AAS) to manage large-scale research fellowship programmes 

In 2017, a mid-term independent review of the CIRCLE programme was conducted. This 
review noted that there was limited data available to indicate sustainable impact towards aim 
2 of programme. Aim 3 was not explored in any great detail. The ACU would therefore like to 
recruit an independent reviewer to undertake an impact assessment of the institutional 
capacity strengthening objectives of the CIRCLE programme. 

 
2. RECIPIENT: 

The primary recipient of the work will be the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office 
(FCDO) and the Association of Commonwealth Universities (ACU). 
Beyond the primary recipients this work will be shared with CIRCLE delivery partners and 
participants and will be available to others working in this space. It is hoped that findings will 
contribute to the field of research capacity strengthening across sub Saharan Africa. 

 
 
3. SCOPE OF WORK: 

An independent reviewer will be appointed to undertake an impact assessment of the progress 
made towards the institutional capacity strengthening objectives of the CIRCLE programme; 
objectives 2 and 3. The focus of the work will cover the following four areas: 

1. The design, delivery and impact of the institutional strengthening strand of the 
programme 

2. The relationship between the individual and institutional strands of the programme as 
a model for capacity strengthening 

3. The progress towards objective 3, strengthening the capacity of AAS 



4. The monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) of the institutional capacity 
strengthening objectives of CIRCLE 

The impact assessment will be conducted between January and June/July 2021. 
  

4. KEY STAKEHOLDERS: 
• Programme Management Team (ACU) 
• Delivery partners (Vitae and AAS) 
• Members of implementation teams in participant institutions  
• Researchers in participant institutions  
• FCDO as the programme funder 

 
5. OBJECTIVES OF THE IMPACT ASSESSMENT: 

The purpose of the independent review is to assess the impact of the Foreign, Commonwealth 
& Development Office’s (FCDO) investment in institutional capacity strengthening through 
CIRCLE and to generate learnings to feed into the development of the FCDO’s new Climate 
and Resilience Framework (CLARE). 
Objectives of the CIRCLE impact assessment of institutional capacity strengthening: 

1. A light-touch review of relevant literature on research capacity strengthening with a 
specific focus on institutional capacity strengthening in the sub-Saharan Africa region 

 
2. To assess the extent to which the programme design was effective in contributing to 

participant institutions strengthening their capacity to support the development of their 
early career researchers and develop a coordinated and strategic approach to climate 
change research 
 

3. To explore the relationship between the individual and institutional components of 
CIRCLE, how they interacted in practice, and assess the strengths and weaknesses 
of this model 

 
4. To assess the extent to which the programme has contributed to AAS strengthening 

its capacity to deliver large-scale research fellowship programmes 
 

5. To draw evidence-based lessons to inform future programme design in research 
capacity strengthening 
 

6. To conduct a critical appraisal of metrics that have been applied within CIRCLE MEL 
activities and provide recommendations for this aspect of future related programmes  

 
 
 
6. METHODOLOGY 

 
Suppliers should propose a methodology and a tentative work schedule to meet the Terms of 
Reference that delivers the objectives and scope of work.  
The ACU welcomes applications that include participatory approaches during both 
project inception and implementation. 
 
 



7. DELIVERABLES 
 
The post-holder will be required to deliver the following: 
 

1. An inception report following project set-up 
 

2. A comprehensive impact assessment report that puts forward the reviewer’s findings, 
recommendations and lessons learned 
 

3. A proposed longitudinal survey for ongoing monitoring of the outcomes and impacts of 
the ISP in CIRCLE institutions  
 

4. Recommendations for approaches to MEL in future related programmes of work 
 

 
8. SUBMISSIONS: 

 
Please submit the following documents to George.Lakey@acu.ac.uk by Midnight UTC on 
Sunday 13th December 2020: 
 

• Technical proposal (5 pages maximum) including proposed methodology and delivery 
plan including inception phase. The delivery plan must include options that account for 
Covid-19 travel restrictions. 
 

• Full budget that aligns with stated delivery plan and team profile 
 

• Organisation profile (including detail of impact assessments completed in the past) and 
CVs of proposed project team (max 2 pages each) 

 
• A sample report from a previous project impact assessment  

 
9. EVALUATION CRITERIA FOR APPLICATIONS  

 
This assignment will require a researcher or small team of researchers, who will work in close 
collaboration with the ACU CIRCLE Team. 
 
The criteria for the evaluation of applications is: 

 
• Strength and appropriateness of proposed methodology 

 
• Experience assessing impact of research capacity strengthening initiatives or similar 

 
• Experience of working with universities, particularly in relation to research production, 

or understanding of university structures, is desirable 
 

• Excellent skills in collecting qualitative data through facilitating focus groups and 
conducting interviews 
 

• Adequate planning for risks associated with Covid-19 and demonstrated ability to 
deliver projects virtually when required 
 

• Value for money 
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